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Abstract 

Prior to 2020, decennial censuses and yearly American Community Surveys (ACS) used 
the racial category “American Indian or Alaska Native” on both English and Spanish forms. On 
the 2020 Census and ACS, “Indigenous person of the Americas” replaced “American Indian” for 
the Spanish form, and both forms now include “Mayan” and “Aztec” as examples of American 
Indian/Alaska Native groups alongside federally recognized tribes. Although Latin American 
Indigenous groups like Aztec did not appear on Census Bureau questionnaires before 2020, the 
Census Bureau has nevertheless collected data on “Latin American Indians,” its term for 
Indigenous peoples of Latin America, for the past twenty years. Despite hundreds of thousands 
of respondents identifying as Indigenous peoples of Latin America on the 2010 Census, 
including 21,000 Maya1 and 28,000 Aztecs2, research on this data remains limited. While the 
changes to the 2020 Census form signal continued interest in collecting data on Indigenous 
Mexicans and Latin Americans, significant work remains for the Census Bureau to create 
accurate and equitable data about these populations. 

  

 
1 The U.S. Census Bureau’s English survey forms use “Mayan,” but their English data tables use “Maya” (U.S. 
Census Bureau n.d.-d; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h). 
2 Throughout this paper, numbers for populations categorized as American Indian are the Census Bureau’s numbers 
for people who only marked American Indian and selected only one tribe. These totals exclude people who 1) 
selected multiple tribes or 2) selected multiple races. As a result, they MUST be understood as an absolute minimum 
and an essentially incomplete count of the populations they describe. Other papers may use totals that include 
respondents selecting multiple tribes or races. Such totals will often be substantially higher than those listed here.  
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Introduction 

On the 2020 Census and 2020 American Community Survey3, the U.S. Census Bureau 

introduced new wording for the American Indian/Alaska Native field in the race section of their 

surveys.  

 
Figure 1: The American Indian/Alaska Native field on the English version of the 2020 Census (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). 

 
Figure 2: The American Indian/Alaska Native field on the Spanish version of the 2020 Census (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). 

Both the English and Spanish versions included Mayan/maya and Aztec/azteca as examples of 

responses people could write in the principal tribe field. The new forms also introduced a key 

difference in wording between the English and Spanish versions. Prior to 2020, Spanish forms 

used “India americana o nativa de Alaska” a direct translation of “American Indian/Alaska 

Native” (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-a; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-e). On the 2020 forms, the Spanish 

version changes to “Indígena de las Américas o nativa de Alaska” which translates as 

“Indigenous person of the Americas or Alaska Native” (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d; U.S. Census 

 
3 An annual Census Bureau survey that collects a more extensive demographic and economic profile of respondents 
than the decennial census (CDC 2018). 
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Bureau n.d.-f). However, the English version remained “American Indian or Alaska Native” 

establishing different wording on the English and Spanish survey forms. In 2020, both the 

English and Spanish survey forms also introduced “Mayan” and “Aztec” as example responses. 

This paper examines the origins of these changes as well as their potential consequences through 

a combination of document review, examination of Census Bureau data, and expert interviews. 

These changes contextualize census-making as a politically and historically embedded process, 

which creates muddled but profoundly consequential demographic categories.  

At a recent conference webinar, the session lead spoke of “scientific integrity” as a goal 

for the beleaguered 2020 Census (Morris et al. 2021). Although demographers and public health 

researchers employ U.S. Census Bureau data for scientific purposes, the U.S. census is not a 

scientific tool in of itself. The census is a political and bureaucratic tool mandated to count 

inhabitants of the U.S. for purposes of congressional apportionment (U.S. Census Bureau 

2020c). In particular, marquee demographic categories such as ethnicity and race are decidedly 

unscientific. In congressional testimony on the 1997 updates, witnesses pointed out that 

Statistical Policy Directive 15, a federal document that establishes official race categories, 

specifically admonishes, “[t]he racial and ethnic categories set forth in the standard should not be 

interpreted as being scientific or anthropological in nature” (U.S. Government Printing Office 

1998, 464). While race and racism are very real social realities, Directive 15 neither scientifically 

justifies race nor accurately reflects social constructions of race. Nevertheless, as the statistical 

standard for conceptualizing race, the federal demographic categories influence how Americans 

construct race and ethnicity.  

In terms of the changes to the American Indian category on the 2020 Census and ACS, 

they are rooted in the Office of Management and Budget’s (OMB) 1997 update to Directive 15. 
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Directive 15 governs the race categories that appear on the census and that the federal 

government uses to enforce civil rights legislation (OMB 1997b, 58782). While the U.S. census 

has asked about race since its inception in 1790, the assortment of races recorded by the census 

has changed over time. The most recent iteration of race categories came into being with the 

1997 updates to Directive 15. The 1997 changes created a minimum of five race categories: 

American Indian/Alaska Native, Asian American, Black/African American, Native 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and White (OMB 1997b, 58782)4. The new regulations also allowed 

people to select multiple racial identities at the same time (OMB 1997b, 58786). In a little-

discussed change that was dismissed as inconsequential at the time, Indigenous peoples of Latin 

America were included under American Indian/Alaska Native (OMB 1997b, 58787). 

Decisionmakers reasoned it would have little consequence because there were so few Indigenous 

peoples of Latin America living in the U.S (OMB 1997a, 36922 and 36942). Because Canadian 

First Nations already counted as American Indian, the OMB (1997a) also framed the inclusion of 

Indigenous peoples of Latin America in terms of consistency (36492). Overall, the OMB’s 

decisional documents speak to a belief that expanding the American Indian designation to 

Indigenous Latin Americans would not have a significant effect. However, census results from 

2000 forward show that the OMB clearly underestimated the number of Indigenous Latin 

Americans in the U.S., warranting a reevaluation of the OMB’s prediction that this change would 

have only a “minimal” effect.  

As a result of the OMB’s 1997 decision, Indigenous peoples of Latin America were 

included in the U.S. Census Bureau data starting in 2000. The Canadian and Latin American 

 
4 The Census Bureau allows for one additional race category, “Some Other Race,” for responses that do not fit 
within the five standard races (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). 
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Indian category swelled from 4,8215 to almost 109,000, with well over 100,000 coming from 

Latin America (OMB 1997a, 36922; U.S. Census Bureau 2002, 2). However, the Census 

Bureau’s data tables offered few details on these groups, separating them intro broad categories: 

Central American Indian, Mexican American Indian, South American Indian, and Spanish 

American Indian. Out of these four categories, Mexican American Indians accounted for almost 

77,000 responses, making them the largest group (U.S. Census Bureau 2002, 2). Mexican 

American Indian continues to be the most populous of these groups and will be the focus of this 

paper.  

For the 2010 Census, the Census Bureau increased the level of detail in its Latin 

American Indian categories, listing specific groups within Central American Indian, Mexican 

American Indian, and South America Indian. The Mexican American Indian category grew from 

under 77,000 to over 121,000 (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h, 7). Of these, almost 46,000 lived in 

California (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-i, 7). These data also highlighted Maya and Aztec as the 

most populous Mexican American Indian groups, with 28,541 and 20,727 responses, 

respectively. An additional 54,900 respondents or 45% of the whole Mexican American Indian 

category were coded as “Mexican American Indian,” rather than a specific group such as Maya, 

Aztec, or Zapotec, making their exact affiliation unclear (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h, 7).  

Following this strong showing of Maya and Aztec responses on the 2010 Census, the 

Census Bureau began reformulating the American Indian field on survey forms, a step they had 

not taken in the over 10 years since the revisions to Directive 15. By 2015, the examples of 

Mayan and Aztec appeared on pilot questionnaires delivered through the Census Bureau’s 

 
5 Includes only “Central American tribes (1,688) and South American Tribes (3,133)” (OMB 1997a, 36922). 
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National Content Test (Jones and Bentley 2016, 4). The new examples appeared across all three 

of the Census Bureau’s test survey designs, suggesting that Mayan and Aztec were already an 

accepted part of the survey design (Jones and Bentley 2016, 4). Furthermore, documents from 

the 2015 National Content Test suggest that the Census Bureau had decided to use Mayan and 

Aztec to clarify the American Indian category prior to the 2015 test (Mathews et al. 2017; U.S. 

Census Bureau n.d.-g). In contrast to Mathews et al. (2017) which treats the Mayan and Aztec 

examples as a forgone conclusion, an undated U.S. Census Bureau report (n.d.-g) treats the new 

examples as a work in progress, yet it only includes the current language featuring Mayan and 

Aztec (40). Indeed, the Mayan and Aztec examples appear consistently across all 2015 NCT 

documentation, indicating that the matter was settled before the production of these documents. 

Another missing piece is the absence of “Indígena de las Américas” from publicly available 

documents pre-dating the 2020 Census questionnaire. This gap in the record makes it unclear 

when the Spanish version reached its current phrasing. Overall, the few publicly accessible 

documents fail to clarify the Census Bureau’s process for rewording the American Indian 

question. 

The absence of publicly available information on the Census Bureau’s decision-making 

surrounding Mayan, Aztec and “Indígena de las Américas” leaves their motives and 

considerations up for debate. However, documents that are publicly available suggest that the 

Census Bureau had formulated the Mayan and Aztec examples by 2015 (Mathews et al. 2017; 

U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-g). Despite this, none of the new language appeared on finalized survey 

forms until their 2020 iterations. As a result, this change took effect more than 20 years after the 

Office of Management and Budget instructed the Census Bureau to collect data on Indigenous 

peoples of Mexico, Central America, and South America. While the Census Bureau’s updated 
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wording better aligns with the OMB’s directive, questions remain about how the Census Bureau 

developed its 2020 surveys, including the examples they chose and their ability to effectively 

represent Indigenous peoples of Latin America in data.  

Background 

The changes to the 2020 Census and the 1997 revisions before them take place against 

the backdrop of a U.S. Census Bureau struggling to classify a growing Hispanic/Latino 

population that that does not fit within U.S. race categories. In a 1996 column titled “Census 

Bureau Paints the U.S. White,” Roberto Rodriguez and Patrisia Gonzales characterize the racial 

formulae of the day as “do[ing] what no European conquistadores were able to do: wipe out 

entire peoples off the face of the planet” (U.S. Government Printing Office 1998, p. 680-1). This 

“demographic genocide,” to borrow Rodriguez and Gonzales’ term, is a distortion resulting from 

the Census Bureau’s strict adherence to U.S. race categories (U.S. Government Printing Office 

1998, p. 680). Mestizo, the most common Latin American race category which denotes mixed 

European and Indigenous heritage, is nowhere to be found on Census Bureau documents. This 

leaves Hispanics/Latinos with few options to select for their race. From the 1990 Census to the 

2010 Census, about half of Hispanics/Latinos self-reported as White, effecting the whitewashing 

that Rodriguez and Gonzales criticize (U.S. Government Printing Office 1998, 680; Ennis, Ríos-

Vargas, and Albert 2011, 14). The next largest group of responses falls into the Some Other Race 

category which means their response did not meet the parameters of “any federally recognized 

race group” as defined by the OMB (Ríos-Vargas and Romero 2014). Tabulation of 

Hispanics/Latinos as White and Some Other Race, rather than mestizo, Indigenous, or African-

descended, whitens populations that have significantly greater Indigenous and African heritage 

than European ancestry (Barajas 2014, 55; see also U.S. Government Printing Office 1998, 469). 
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The lack of a mestizo category on the U.S. Census certainly whitewashes immigrants 

from Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America. However, in its Latin American context, the 

ideology of mestizaje has a long and racist legacy that likewise whitens whole populations. 

Mestizaje means “a cross of different races,” with all the eugenist and racist connotations this 

wording implies (RAE 2021; Urrieta 2003). As an ideology, mestizaje attributes the birth of the 

Mexican nation and its mestizo citizens to the rape of Indigenous women by Spanish 

conquistadors (Urrieta 2003). Mestizaje exemplifies the racial violence and erasure inherent in 

“melting pot” myths.  

In the same congressional document that includes Rodriguez and Gonzales’ column, 

JoAnn Chase, then director of the National Congress of American Indians, argued against the 

introduction of multiracial option because it would greatly diminish the number of people 

counted as American Indian (U.S. Government Printing Office 1998, 420-1). While mestizaje 

represents a distinct ideology of race-mixing, mestizo citizens are nevertheless produced at the 

expense of Indigenous populations. Citing Hernández Castillo, Urrieta (2003) explains 

“mestizaje is about racism and historical erasure under the guise of inclusivity and in the name of 

Nation” (151). As a racial ideology that extols race-mixing, mestizaje is no less racist than an 

ideology that promotes segregation (Hernández Castillo 2001 in Urrieta 2003, 151). Much as 

JoAnn Chase (1998) argues that a multiracial category would be to the detriment of Native 

Americans in the U.S., Urrieta (2003) and Barajas (2012 and 2014) link mestizaje to the 

exploitation and erasure of Mexico’s Indigenous peoples. Thus, while mestizo is an identity that 

includes Indigeneity more than “White” or “Other,” it is nevertheless produced at the expense of 

Latin America’s Indigenous peoples (Barajas 2014, 55).  
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This complex and troubling intersection of U.S. and Latin American racial ideologies 

raise two salient questions: 1) How does the 1997 inclusion of Latin American Indigenous 

peoples under American Indian intersect with these broader challenges, and 2) to what extent 

will the new wording on the 2020 Census forms affect the representation of Latin American 

Indigenous peoples in U.S. census data? Unfortunately, few researchers have analyzed the data 

on Indigenous Latin Americans produced since 2000. Most commonly, researchers have studied 

this group by cross-referencing respondents who identified as Hispanic/Latino with respondents 

who identified as America Indian. Importantly, this cross-referencing approach includes all 

Hispanics/Latinos who identified as American Indian, not just those whose responses were 

recorded under one of the Census Bureau’s “Latin American Indian” codes (Huizar Murillo and 

Cerda 2004). Notably, people coded as Latin American Indian constitute a much smaller group 

than Hispanic American Indians (Hispanic/Latino plus American Indian). Furthermore, Latin 

American Indians may include some people who did not identity as Hispanic/Latino, meaning 

that these two categories are derived separately through distinct methods.  

Evaluating 2000 Census data, Huizar Murillo and Cerda (2004) examine the dramatic 

growth of the Hispanic American Indian population. Between 1990 and 2000, this population 

rose 146% in California reaching 150,000 out of a total 400,000 for the entire United States. 

Texas had the next largest population with just under 50,000 Hispanic American Indians (Huizar 

Murillo and Cerda 2004, 283). Huizar Murillo and Cerda assert that these numbers should be 

viewed as minimums for the population because of chronic undercounts of migrant communities 

and the vagueness of census questionnaires (Huizar Murillo and Cerda 2004, 283). Drawing on 

this data, the authors contend that “federal officials need to have efficient and precise 

enumerating techniques that also recognize diversity and facilitate self-identification" to ensure 
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that Latin American migrant communities receive adequate resources and funding (Huizar 

Murillo and Cerda 2004, 287). Beyond the mechanics of allocating federal funds, enumeration 

also empowers “underrepresented social groups... to articulate and legitimize their civic, social, 

and political goals” (Huizar Murillo and Cerda 2004, 287). These criteria of accurate 

enumeration for improved access to federal funds alongside official documentation in data for 

political and civic purposes offer a strong framework for evaluating the changes to the 2020 

Census.  

Kissam and Jacobs (2004) amplify Huizar Murillo and Cerda’s (2004) articulation of the 

practical and political applications of census data for Indigenous Latin American communities in 

the U.S. Kissam and Jacobs (2004) explore the underrepresentation of Indigenous Latin 

Americans living in rural California in 2000 Census data. Kissam and Jacobs explain that census 

data are of utmost importance because “[c]ensus data have primary use in political 

representation, federal program planning and funding decisions” as well as a host of state and 

local government policies (305). Although the U.S. census sets the standard for survey research 

due to its high accuracy in “homogenous populations,” in reality, the census is a “distorted 

mirror” that selectively omits marginalized populations (305-6). Kissam and Jacobs (2004) also 

draw attention to jingoistic attitudes toward data that ignore the very human and very contingent 

creation of data (304). In a world where individual census responses carry monetary value and 

political weight, chronic undercounts of Indigenous Mexicans and Latin Americans deprive 

communities of financial resources, government investment and equitable political 

representation. Kissam and Jacobs (2004) argue that the Census Bureau must commit to counting 

rural and marginalized populations by upgrading its survey methodologies and improving its 

surveys. 
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 Critical Latinx Indigeneities, a framework first introduced in 2017 by Blackwell, Boj 

Lopez, and Urrieta, guides my analysis of the changes to the 2020 Census. Critical Latinx 

Indigeneities illuminates several phenomena central to the visibility of Latin American 

Indigenous peoples in U.S. Census Bureau data. As Urrieta, Mesinas, and Martínez (2019) 

explain, “Indigenous Mexicans are a población negada—or negated population—whose 

existence has been systematically denied as part of a centuries-long colonial project of 

indigenismo” (1). Indigenismo is a Mexican nationalist ideology that situates the Mexican state 

and its mestizo citizens as the heirs to the Aztec empire (Cañez 2020; Fuentes 2020). However, 

indigenismo erases Indigenous peoples in favor of a homogenous nation state with a singular 

national heritage (Urrieta 2013, 323). Unfortunately, the United States’ schema of race does no 

better, shunting Indigenous peoples of Latin America “into general categories such as Mexican, 

Guatemalan, Latinx, and/or immigrants” (Urrieta, Mesinas, and Martínez 2019, 1). Despite being 

lumped in with other Mexicans and Latin Americans, “Indigenous Mexicans and Central 

Americans face intra-group racial stereotyping from non-Indigenous Latinxs” (2). In fact, forces 

of racism within the Hispanic/Latino community often lead Indigenous Mexicans and Central 

Americans to conceal Indigenous identities, including on government surveys (Urrieta, Mesinas, 

and Martínez 2019; Kissam and Jacobs 2004; Earl 2020). All these factors have implications for 

the quality of representation afforded to these populations in U.S. Census Bureau data. 

 Critical Latinx Indigeneities (CLI) also explores the discontinuities of race across 

borders. Between Mexico and the U.S., dramatic differences in race categories “create[e] a 

context of multiple mappings of multiple colonialities and hybrid hegemonies for Indigenous 

Latinxs in the U.S.” (Urrieta, Mesinas, and Martínez 2019, 3). CLI foregrounds how Indigenous 

peoples “encounter translocal spaces, overlapping colonialities, and imposed logics of erasure 
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that marginalize Indigenous people” (Urrieta, Mesinas, and Martínez 2019, 3). This perspective 

illuminates how the U.S. Census Bureau superimposes United States race categories on people 

who would not normally describe themselves with the United States’ unique suite of racial terms. 

While piecemeal attempts to make sensible data out of conflicting race categories have produced 

significant confusion, CLI sheds new light on the issue by “examin[ing] how particular racial 

logics and hierarchies shift and change across political borders” (3). This lens of change and 

continuity in racial categories informs this paper’s evaluation of the revamped American Indian 

field on the 2020 Census. CLI facilitates analysis of both the potential benefits presented by the 

explicit inclusion of Indigenous Mexicans and Latin Americans under American Indian as well 

as the continued ambiguity evident in the Census Bureau’s implementation of the change. Taken 

together, these potential benefits and persistent ambiguities inform recommendations about how 

the Census Bureau can improve both its surveys and its data to make future censuses accurate 

and equitable. 

Methods 

The new wording of the American Indian category on the 2020 Census first caught my 

attention in the fall of 2019 when I examined the 2020 Census form for a course on Religion and 

Immigration. In the spring of 2020, I decided to research this topic for my senior thesis with my 

advisor, Dr. Diane Austin. To start my research, I began an extensive process of document 

review from April 2020 to October 2020. I located and analyzed scholarly writings, U.S. 

government administrative decisions, congressional hearing transcripts, publicly available 

Census Bureau documents, and Census Bureau data products. This document review brought 

popular, scholarly, and governmental perspectives on the new wording into sharper focus.  
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Document review 

The first part of my research focused on identifying and examining documents relevant to 

the changes on the 2020 Census. Through the course of my research, I reviewed academic 

literature, popular sources, and government documents from across agencies, including Federal 

Register notices, congressional hearing transcripts, and U.S. Census Bureau documents. The 

document review stage of my research helped me gauge how much academics and popular 

sources had said about the topic, as well as the extent of internal government deliberations. 

Initially, academic sources were few and far between, and internal government documents have 

proven difficult to obtain. Nevertheless, I eventually identified a broad set of perspectives on this 

topic. Many important insights come from the extensive scholarly literature on Indigenous 

Mexicans in the United States, which forms the foundation of the work presented in this paper. I 

also employed a combination of data analysis and literature review to compensate for a lack of 

decisional documents from the U.S. Census Bureau. 

I began my research by submitting a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to the 

U.S. Census Bureau on April 9, 2020 (Request #DOC-CEN-2020-001063). I requested 

“memorandums, presentations, Policy documents, and emails” concerning the addition of 

“Mayan” and “Aztec” to the U.S. Census Bureau survey forms (Sharel Miller, email to author, 

July 31, 2020). I also requested documents referencing “Mexican American Indian,” the Census 

Bureau’s term for Indigenous peoples of Mexico. In September 2020, the FOIA office asked me 

to specify search terms and dates for a search of Census Bureau emails. I specified emails from 

2010-2020, containing any of the following phrases and alphanumeric codes:  

Aztec, Azteca, Central American Indian, Indígena de las Américas, Maya, Mayan, 

Mexican American Indian, V87 (Aztec), V24-V83 (Central American Indian tribal 
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groupings), W02 (Maya), V84-W66 (Mexican American Indian tribal groupings), W67-

X24 (South American Indian tribal grouping), and X25-Z99 (Spanish American Indian 

tribal grouping) (Henry Gorton email to Sharel Miller, September 15, 2020). 

The email search returned over 7,000 individual emails in addition to the non-email materials 

found in the first stage of the search. Although the Census Bureau has located all the documents I 

requested, I did not receive them by the time of publication. While much of my research has 

been relatively unaffected by the unprecedented challenges of 2020, delays at the Census Bureau 

likely arose from the COVID pandemic. A litany of disruptions affecting the Census Bureau 

included the SolarWinds hack that compromised Department of Commerce computer systems, as 

well as political pressure placed on the Census Bureau (BBC 2020; Psaledakis and Shepardson 

2020).  

In addition to requesting U.S. Census Bureau documents, I examined publicly available 

government documents mentioning key federal terms such as “Latin American Indian,” “Central 

American Indian” and “Mexican American Indian.” This research allowed me to construct a 

timeline of adjustments to federal race categories and updates to Census Bureau data and Census 

Bureau survey forms. The White House’s Office of Management and Budget (OMB) revamped 

federal race categories in 1997. While Census Bureau data began showing these new race 

categories as early as the 2000 Census, the expansion of “American Indian” to include all 

Indigenous peoples of North and South America did not reach Census Bureau survey forms until 

2020.  

Some government documents, including public comments submitted on the OMB’s 

proposal for changes to the federal race categories, do not remain in the public record. A 

National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) employee explained that “[p]ublic 
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comments solicited in the Federal Register do not become part of the permanent holdings of the 

National Archives. They are kept by the agency as long as they are needed for current business, 

and then they are ultimately destroyed” (Tab Lewis, email to author, September 2, 2020). This 

surprised me as I had assumed that public comments on Federal Register proposals were 

retained in perpetuity. I followed up by asking: if the original comments are destroyed, is there 

any chance the OMB would have intermediary documents, like summaries and analyses prepared 

from public comments? Once again, these do not become part of the public record. The NARA 

employee explained that documents of this type are not permanent records. Even if the National 

Record Center stored them, they would remain in the “legal custody” of the OMB and would be 

accessible only through the OMB (Tab Lewis, emails to author, September 2, 2020). 

Ascertaining whether or not the OMB still has any of these draft materials would require a new 

Freedom of Information Act Request. As a result, the only available record of public comments 

on the expansion of the American Indian category is 17 lines of newspaper column-width text in 

the OMB’s notice of final decision (OMB 1997b, 58785). If agencies do not preserve the 

hundreds of thousands of comments submitted on federal rulemaking, they are leaving wide gaps 

in the record of discourse and decision-making that silence the voices of everyday citizens and 

hinder future research.  

The final component of my document review was locating scholarly works that either 

employed or evaluated census data on Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Latin America. 

Searches using the Census Bureau’s own terms such as “Mexican American Indian,” produced 

few results, mostly from sources who mentioned the category in data tables or lists of the United 

States’ most populous American Indian tribes. However, I identified a handful of academic 

sources through these searches. Using “Mexican American Indian” as a search term, I also found 
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some popular sources, including opinion columns written by academics. By employing other 

Census Bureau demographic terms, I gradually expanded my search and identified more 

scholarly works on the subject. Guided by article suggestions from my interviewees and 

Academia.edu, I also explored the broader literature on “Indigenous Mexican Migrants” which 

examines census data, but also engages with larger issues in society, education, and critical 

analyses. Taken together, the various facets of the literature generated a more complete picture of 

the research and the place of my work within it. Ultimately, direct evaluations of census data 

constitute a small subtopic within an extensive body of academic literature on the experiences of 

Latin American Indigenous peoples in the U.S. This thesis seeks to put a careful evaluation of 

census data and survey design in dialogue with the growing discourse on Indigenous Mexicans 

and Latin Americans in the U.S. 

Data review 

Looking at publicly available data tables and data sets, I examined the extent to which 

U.S. Census Bureau data make their “Mexican American Indian” category visible. First, I 

reviewed data tables from the 2010 Census. These tables show how many people Census Bureau 

coded as Mexican American Indian for the U.S., as well as how many responses the Census 

Bureau assigned to subcategories such as Maya and Aztec. I compared these with data tables 

from the 2000 Census. I also examined maps, U.S. Census Bureau reports, and data tables from 

Mexico’s census in 2000. This gave me perspective on how representations of Indigenous 

peoples in data changed over time and even across borders. In addition to Census Bureau data 

tables, I also examined American Community survey data which offered valuable insights on 

Census Bureau codes and illuminated key inconsistencies in Census Bureau data.  
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I used Microsoft Access to pull race, ancestry, and ethnicity data from 2014-2018 Public 

Use Microdata Samples (PUMS), which are generated from responses to the American 

Community Survey. Unlike the decennial census, the Census Bureau sends the American 

Community to only a small sample of American households every year (CDC 2018). Each state 

has its own PUMS data set, and each PUMS data set contains every individual response to the 

American Community Survey from that state during a five-year interval. Although responses are 

anonymized, the PUMS data sets keep every individual’s responses together, allowing for the 

direct comparison of how individuals responded to different demographic and economic 

categories (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-b). Because PUMS data directly link all of an individual’s 

responses, a search query for respondents coded as “Mexican American Indian” would return 

data on details such as marital status or type of employment. Because these data tie together 

demographic, economic, and personal details, respondents, particularly those with less common 

demographic identifiers, might be re-identifiable from their responses. With this in mind, the 

data presented in this paper only cross references ethnicity, race, and ancestry.  

Because of my limited access to computing power during the pandemic, I only examined 

states with smaller data sets including Alabama, Arizona, Nevada, and Oregon. Per the 2010 

Census, California has the greatest population of people identifying as “Mexican American 

Indian,” but the California PUMS file was too large for my laptop to process (U.S. Census 

Bureau n.d.-i, 7). Using data sets from states with smaller sample sizes, I cross-referenced 

individual responses to the race, ethnicity, and ancestry questions to learn more about how 

respondents interpret these different categories, and how the Census Bureau codes their 

responses.  
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Expert interviews 

To supplement my background research and FOIA documents, I conducted interviews 

with experts in Mexican American Studies, census improvement, education, and public health. I 

applied for and gained University of Arizona Institutional Review Board approval to conduct 

interviews with experts. I received approval for my project (#2010114768) on October 13, 2020. 

From October 2020 to December 2020, I reached out to 24 experts by email to see if they would 

be willing to participate. Of these 24, nine agreed to participate in semi-structured interviews. 

Interviewees included university professors specializing in Mexican American Studies, history, 

education, sociology, and public health, as well as advocates, consultants, and former 

researchers. I conducted all nine interviews between October 2020 and January 2021, with each 

interview lasting no longer than one hour. All nine interviews took place remotely over Zoom, 

and I recorded eight of them using an EVISTR voice recorder. For the remaining interview, I did 

not receive permission to record and instead relied on handwritten notes. Between January 2021 

and March 2021, I transcribed interviews and reviewed my notes for important themes. In this 

paper, I cite the interviewees using pseudonymous first and last names. Each interviewee has an 

entry in my references, and information that comes from specific interviewees has a parenthetical 

citation.  

Findings 

Despite its murky origins, the new wording on the 2020 Census shows that the Census 

Bureau recognizes Mexican and Latin American Indigenous populations and intends to count 

them. However, the 2020 Census illustrates how much work remains to be done to ensure that 

future censuses produce complete and representative data. Interviewees offered extensive 
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critiques and advice on how the Census Bureau could improve outreach, refine data collection 

tools, and produce higher quality data. For Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Latin America, 

enumeration in the decennial census may expand access to federal grant funding, political 

representation, interpreters, and language programs in schools. In contrast to potential benefits 

for Indigenous Latin Americans, the implications for Native American tribes from within the 

U.S. remain unclear and deserve further examination. While the expansion of the American 

Indian category highlights many of the challenges facing the U.S. census, it has also encouraged 

underrepresented communities to make themselves visible in official federal data. 

Three key findings emerged from interviewees’ testimonies: 1) structural barriers have 

the greatest consequence for Indigenous Mexicans’ participation in the U.S. census, 2) the 

Census Bureau should make numerous improvements to increase accessibility for Indigenous 

Mexicans and other Indigenous Latin Americans, and 3) U.S. Census Bureau data products 

highlight a need for more complete data and more thorough coding. Each of these points has a 

dedicated section below. The fourth and final section examines the addition of “Aztec” to the 

2020 Census form to explore the complexities inherent in racial categories, survey design, and 

data production. Because most interviewees’ expertise centered around Indigenous peoples of 

Mexico, much of their testimony focused on that specific context. Overall, interviewee 

testimonies underscored the need to embed census design in a clear understanding of the 

historical and colonial contexts that shape demographic categories. 

By tracing the history of the American Indian category’s new wording and examining the 

representation of Indigenous Mexicans and Latin Americans in Census Bureau data products, I 

hope to reaffirm how the U.S. census is a political and historically contingent tool rather than a 

scientific one. Despite the many applications of census data in research across public health, 
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medicine and social sciences, the U.S. census should never be construed to establish a scientific 

basis for race. To this point, the scholarly literature and interviewee testimonies elaborate the 

deeply political origins of U.S. race categories. Although demographic data from the U.S. census 

reflect politics rather than science, they nevertheless have powerful consequences for 

government funding, congressional representation, and other programs.  

Structural barriers and the need for public outreach 

Interviewees identified a need for improved outreach around the United States’ decennial 

censuses. At the most basic level, households must respond to the census to be counted. 

Interviewees argued that being counted in the first place represents a challenge for enumerating 

Indigenous Mexicans and Central Americans (Tyler 2020). Multiple factors may block the 

access of these communities to the census, including language barriers, literacy, lack of legal 

immigration status, political discourse, and so-called unconventional housing (Tyler 2020). If 

households do not respond to the census, they do not have the opportunity to interact with the 

Census Bureau’s newly reworded race categories. For revisions to race categories to be 

meaningful, the Census Bureau must first reach those communities that its race categories intend 

to describe. Researchers estimate that the Census Bureau undercounts farmworker populations 

by 10-50% (Kissam and Jacobs 2004, 309). Interviewees framed this disparity in terms of 

“differential undercount” (Tyler 2020) Differential undercount refers to the reality of unequal 

representation in U.S. census responses. Racial minorities as well as both poor and otherwise 

marginalized communities tend to be less completely counted on the census than wealthier and 

Whiter communities. While differential undercount represents a perennial problem for the U.S. 

Census Bureau, the 2020 Census faced an unprecedented nexus of obstacles. These  included the 

global COVID pandemic, political pressure to reintroduce a citizenship question on the decennial 
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census form, and the possibility that undocumented residents of the U.S. would be excluded from 

the numbers used for congressional apportionment (Tyler 2020, Egelko 2021). The Census 

Bureau’s congressional apportionment totals are due to be released shortly after the finalization 

of this document on April 28, 2021, and population tables will likely be released sometime later 

(Wang 2021). While neither the author nor interviewees have had access to 2020 Census data 

products, interviewees expressed concern that these factors caused a more severe differential 

undercount than in previous years.  

While the political and social barriers to census participation were not the focus of my 

research or the questions I asked interviewees, it is essential to acknowledge that all of the 

demographic data recorded by the census comes through the filter of the Census Bureau’s 

sample. While the decennial census’ constitutional mandate is to count every person living in the 

U.S., not everyone is counted, skewing the sample. However, the hurdles to census participation 

are well-documented and could be addressed if the government prioritized them. Farmworkers, 

many of whom come from Indigenous communities in Mexico and Guatemala, more often live 

in what the Census Bureau terms “unconventional” housing (Tyler 2020). Unconventional 

housing can be an unconverted garage, a shed, a crawlspace beneath a porch, a car, or an RV. 

Even if the primary householders on a property receive and complete a census form, they are 

unlikely to include additional households residing on the property in these “unconventional” 

arrangements (Tyler 2020). Each 2020 Census form includes full response fields for six people 

plus an additional four abbreviated response fields (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). Thus, in 

households of over six, some individuals will have only partial demographic information or will 

require follow-up from an enumerator. In households of over ten, the responsibility falls on the 
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respondents to record additional people, making it unlikely that more than 10 people will be 

reported in one household.  

Both the COVID pandemic and political conditions in the U.S. compounded these pre-

existing difficulties, making outreach harder. COVID limited grassroots outreach efforts, 

disrupted census-taking, and limited the presence of enumerators in communities (Tyler 2020; 

Fuentes 2020; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-c). The year 2020 saw the census become more highly 

politicized than any time in recent memory, with debates over reintroducing the citizenship 

question (a standard component of U.S. censuses until 2010, when it was not included) and, in 

the absence of a citizenship question, excluding undocumented people from totals that determine 

representation in the U.S. House of Representatives (U.S. Census Bureau 2020c; Egelko 2021; 

Cohn 2018). The overtly hostile discourse surrounding these ultimately scuttled policies had the 

potential to suppress responses from people with origins in Mexico and Latin America, 

worsening a census year already facing grave difficulties from the COVID pandemic. Only when 

the Census Bureau makes the results of the 2020 Census available will the full ramifications of 

these circumstances become visible.  

Despite these challenges, interviewees described grassroots efforts to encourage people 

with roots in Mexican Indigenous communities to complete the census and self-identify under 

the American Indian category. Interviewees also maintained that improved education and 

outreach efforts by the Census Bureau would go a long way in improving response rates (Torres 

2020). Despite the lack of publicity by the Census, at least four community organizations 

provided information about the new wording of the American Indian category on the 2020 

Census (Fuentes 2020). The Indigenous Cultures Institute in San Antonio, Texas, explained that 

people with Indigenous heritage who may not identify with a specific tribe could still self-
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identify as American Indian and write “detribalized” in the response field (Indigenous Cultures 

Institute, n.d.; Rodriguez 2010). Their suggestion that people write-in “detribalized” challenges 

the Census Bureau’s own definition of American Indian that only encompasses people “who 

maintain… tribal affiliation or community attachment” (U.S. Census Bureau 2020b). The 

Indigenous Cultures Institute shows the willingness of community organizations to push the 

boundaries on the Census Bureau’s restrictive criteria to achieve greater representation.  

The Mixteco Indígena Community Organizing Project (MICOP) of Oxnard, California, 

and the Centro Binacional para el Desarrollo Indígena Oaxaqueno of Fresno, California, both 

promoted community participation in the 2020 Census (Fuentes 2020; MICOP 2020; Centro 

Binacional 2020). Fuentes (2020) explained that community organizations saw the 2020 Census 

form’s wording, “Indígena de las Américas,” as opening the door to better representation for 

their communities in Census Bureau data. MICOP and the Centro Binacional produced YouTube 

videos, flyers, and social media hashtags encouraging people to self-identify as Indigenous 

Mexicans on the census. Both groups also listed phone numbers to call for help completing the 

census form (MICOP 2020; Centro Binacional 2020). The efforts of MICOP and the Centro 

Binacional show how community organizations stepped in to fill the void left by the Census 

Bureau’s lack of outreach. The work of the Indigenous Cultures Institute, MICOP, and the 

Centro Binacional illustrates that the census is not just a top-down imposition of the federal 

government, but a dialogue between census-makers and the communities their survey records. 
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Figure 3: Flyer promoting the 2020 Census from the Centro Binacional. The text at the bottom reads, "We Indigenous peoples 
count!" Note how this flyer identifies Indigenous Mexicans by languages, such as Mixteco and Nahuatl (Centro Binacional 2020). 

Interviewees identified mestizos’ racism against Latin American Indigenous peoples as 

another reason for hesitancy to self-identify as American Indian on the census. Interviewees 

explained that Indigenous farmworkers may receive lower pay than their mestizo coworkers and 

worse treatment from mestizo bosses (Earl 2020). According to one interviewee, researchers 

administering the National Agricultural Worker Survey found that respondents whom survey-

takers identified as Indigenous declined to self-identify as such (Earl 2020). Racism cuts across 

contexts, also obscuring Indigenous identities in the public education system (Fox 2013, 9-10; 
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Earl 2020; Ruiz and Barajas 2012 in Barajas 2014). In fact, discrimination against Indigenous 

Mexicans is so severe that Fox (2013) and Lourdes Alberto (2017) in Urrieta, Mesinas and 

Martínez (2019) use the phrase “’coming out’” to describe students choosing to embrace their 

Indigenous identities. While racism often galvanizes community activism, discrimination across 

work and education leads people to hide Indigenous identities and identify as mestizo instead 

(Earl 2020; Fox 2013; Cervantes 2020). All in all, interviewees assert that confronting 

discriminatory labor practices and prejudices against Indigenous peoples is a prerequisite for 

improving representation in data.  

Critiques and suggestions for survey design 

Once respondents have overcome these structural barriers to completing the 2020 Census, 

the finer points of survey design, response coding and data presentation come into play. 

Interviewees offered suggestions on how to refine the wording of the census form. Their 

critiques centered around the Census Bureau’s confusing collection of demographic categories 

and terms. To make the census forms intelligible to people unfamiliar with the United States’ 

very particular model of race, the Census Bureau must understand and accommodate formulae of 

identity that originate outside the U.S. Even if respondents from Indigenous communities in 

Mexico and Central America know Spanish and can read Spanish, census forms still include 

highly specific terms that have meanings unique to the U.S. census. This issue of literacy can be 

addressed either through providing enumerators who can interpret census questionnaires or by 

adapting the language of the census to make it more familiar.  

Multiple interviewees explained that the Hispanic/Latino question causes a great deal of 

confusion, particularly for Indigenous peoples of Latin America. On the Spanish version of the 

2020 Census, this question reads, “¿Es esta persona de origen hispano, latino o español” (U.S. 
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Census Bureau n.d.-d). In Latin America, “hispano” is a highly racialized term used by White 

people to claim Spanish descent and the status that entails (Earl 2020). Thus, “hispano” 

necessarily excludes Indigenous peoples. “Español” refers to a person from Spain, likewise 

denoting Europeanness. Even “latino,” which enjoys broad popular use as a referent for peoples 

of Latin America, originally described the Latins, the founding people of ancient Rome. To 

varying degrees, all three adjectives, “hispano,” “latino,” and “español” reference European 

cultures if not direct descent from European peoples. Despite employing clearly racial terms such 

as Hispanic/hispano, the U.S. Census Bureau calls the Hispanic/Latino designation an “ethnicity” 

(OMB 1997b, 58782). Because of the confusion this creates, the Census Bureau frequently 

reiterates that Hispanics/Latinos may identify as any race (Ennis, Ríos-Vargas, and Albert 2011, 

2). Indeed, despite the profoundly confusing nomenclature, the Hispanic/Latino question asks 

about neither race nor ethnicity in its conventional sense, but about country of origin within Latin 

America (Ennis, Ríos-Vargas, and Albert 2011, 1; Fuentes 2020). This helps identify the 

different Latin American nationalities represented in the U.S., such as Cuban, Puerto Rican, 

Mexican, and Guatemalan. As a metric for populations with ties to Latin America, the 

Hispanic/Latino question asks respondents to identify with specific Latin American nation-states. 

However, this focus on national identities erases the diversity of countries like Mexico and the 

varied experiences that exist within them. One interviewee explained that calling everyone from 

Mexico “Mexican” is akin to calling everyone from Europe “European” (Cervantes 2020). As a 

country with 68 Indigenous nations, plus peoples from across Europe, Africa, and Asia, Mexico 

has far too many peoples to be conflated into “Mexican” (Fox 2013, 9).  

On both the Spanish and English versions of the census questionnaire, the explanatory 

text for the American Indian field uses “tribu” and “tribe” (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). At first 
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glance, this makes perfect sense because Native American communities in the U.S. are 

ubiquitously called tribes. However, interviewees agreed that tribe is not a term that Indigenous 

peoples of Mexico and Central America would identify with. In Mexico, Indigenous 

communities are most commonly referred to as pueblos, a Spanish term meaning both “people” 

and “town.” In the United States, this term lives on in the pueblos of Arizona, New Mexico, and 

Texas. One interviewee suggested that enumerators could instead ask respondents, “what is your 

pueblo of origin” (Fuentes 2020)? Because Native Americans, federal agencies, and popular 

discourse have long used “tribe,” this term is certain to remain on census forms. However, 

survey forms could add “pueblo of origin,” and enumerators could be instructed on how to 

rephrase the question with more accessible terminology. Interviewees further recommended that 

Census Bureau add more examples to the American Indian field on questionnaires to better 

clarify that the category includes Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Central America. 

Interviewees based in California suggested Mixtec, Zapotec and Triqui, as these groups are well-

represented among farmworkers and other immigrants in California. Interviewees contended that 

adding in other groups known to have large populations in the U.S., such as Triqui, Zapotec and 

Mixtec could clarify who the American Indian category includes and increase self-identification. 

These changes have the potential to clarify the American Indian category for both enumerators 

and respondents, allowing for a more complete count of Indigenous Mexicans and Latin 

Americans. 

While the Mexican census does not collect data on race, it does enumerate Mexico’s 

Indigenous peoples. However, Mexico uses proficiency in an indigenous language as the 

standard for Indigeneity on its census. Even with this narrow metric, between 6.1-7.1% of 

Mexicans qualified as Indigenous between the 2000 and 2020 censuses (Valdés 2003, 20; INEGI 
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2021, 2). When Mexico added an option to self-identify as Indigenous on a 2015 population 

survey, the percentage shot up to 21.4% (Fuentes 2020; INEGI n.d., 73). However, the U.S. 

decennial census does not ask about language use and does not identify Native Americans based 

on proficiency in an Indigenous language. The two countries’ differing standards for identifying 

Indigenous peoples on their respective censuses contributes to inconsistencies between the two 

systems. The Mexican system means that many Indigenous Mexicans may respond with the 

language they speak when asked about their group affiliation on the U.S. census. It is imperative 

for the U.S. census to recognize responses that refer to language rather than a “tribal” group and 

be able to code those responses meaningfully. 

Unlike Mexico’s census which identifies Indigenous peoples based on language, the U.S. 

Census Bureau classifies Indigenous peoples based on race. While Mexico’s language-based 

system poses clear problems in societies defined by forced assimilation and the loss of 

Indigenous languages, the U.S. system of racial classification brings its own problems. For 

example, Indigenous peoples of Guam. Hawai’i, and Samoa are frequently grouped under 

Asian/Pacific Islander, despite the OMB formally splitting the category in 1997 (Myer 2020; 

OMB 1997b). Meanwhile, Native Americans from tribes within the U.S. share the American 

Indian race category with Canadian First Nations and Indigenous peoples of Mexico, Central 

America, and South America. In fact, the U.S. has no framework for grouping all the country’s 

Indigenous peoples, despite their shared experiences of U.S. colonialism and its resulting 

inequities. As one interviewee explained, Native Hawaiians have long been “lumped” with Asian 

Americans. The much larger population of Asian Americans has better overall health outcomes 

than Native Hawaiians, obscuring the overall poorer health of Native Hawaiians (Myer 2020). 

Native Americans now share the American Indian/Alaska Native category with immigrants from 
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Mexico and Central America, but the extent to which this grouping could obscure inequities 

remains to be seen.  

The two-track categorization of the United States’ original peoples exemplifies the 

inconsistencies inherent in racial classifications. This division also reveals the extent to which 

races are political categories, as American Indians and Alaska Natives have sovereign 

relationships established with the federal government established through treaties and 

congressional statutes (Jimenez 2021; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 2018). Unlike Native 

American tribes, Native Hawaiians, Samoans and Chamorros do not have treaty relationships 

with the United States (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 2018, 11). Because they originate 

outside the U.S., Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Central America are not recognized as 

political sovereigns but nevertheless count as American Indian. Due to a race science perspective 

that differentiates the original peoples of the Pacific islands from Indigenous peoples of the 

Americas, Pacific Islanders are grouped with Asian Americans. This murky confluence of racial 

and political designations illustrates the impossibility of creating sensible and consistent racial 

classifications. 

Another obstacle for race-reporting among people from Latin America is the absence of a 

mestizo category from the U.S. census (Rodriguez 2010). Most people from Latin America tend 

to identify as mestizo/a which denotes mixed European and Indigenous American heritage. Over 

the years, the U.S. has flirted with assigning Latin Americans their own race category, starting 

with the addition of “Mexican” as a race category on the 1930 Census (Hochschild and Powell 

2008, 80-81). The debut of a “Mexican” race drew condemnation from Mexico and activists 

within the U.S. as a nativist and racist response to the economic hardship of the Great Depression 

(Hochschild and Powell 2008, 80-81). This move also demonstrates the United States’ 
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propensity for generating race categories based on nationality with little regard to the internal 

diversity of nations like Mexico. The 1980 Census saw the introduction of the Hispanic/Latino 

question which ascribes a Hispanic/Latino “ethnicity” tied to Latin American nationalities 

(Huizar Murillo and Cerda 2004, 280). While Hispanic/Latino is not technically a race, and 

Hispanics/Latinos can be of any race, the category currently operates as a proxy for race, even 

appearing alongside the five legal races in data representations (Visual Capitalist 2020). The 

closest the U.S. has ever come to having a category approximating “mestizo” was 1997 when the 

Office of Management and Budget proposed adding a multiracial race as part of its revision to 

Directive 15, which governs federal race categories (OMB 1997a; U.S. Government Document 

Office 1998). At the time, Native American advocates objected to a multiracial option on the 

grounds that it would drastically reduce the number of people identifying as Native American 

(U.S. Government Printing Office 1998, 425-6). While the 1997 revisions to Directive 15 

ultimately added Indigenous peoples of Mexico to American Indian, the multiracial category was 

dropped in favor of allowing respondents to self-identify as any number of races “alone or in 

combination” (OMB 1997b; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h).  

However, simply allowing people to select multiple races does not provide a successful 

approximation of mestizo/a. The melting pot ideology of mestizaje promotes mestizo as a race 

all its own, rather than simply indicating both White and Native American identities (Cervantes 

2020). Importantly, mestizo is a “mixed-race” designation rather than a “multiracial” one, 

emphasizing the blending of races instead of multiple identities existing side-by-side. As a 

Whiter alternative to Indigeneity, mestizo erases Indigenous peoples. In many ways, mestizaje 

represents the reverse of the U.S.’ infamous “one drop” rule that ascribes Blackness to all 

persons with any discernible African parentage. In Mexico, an Indigenous person can become 
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mestizo by moving to a city or gaining a university education (Cervantes 2020). Even though the 

mythos of mestizaje is profoundly biological, in practice, only “one drop” of European culture 

suffices to make someone mestizo. This cultural mestizaje allows non-Europeans to lose 

indigeneity and gain European heritage, all without having actual European ancestors. It is 

precisely because race is so culturally contingent and changeable that consistently and accurately 

accounting for race on the census becomes impossible. Nevertheless, adding categories like 

mestizo to allow for meaningful self-identification would be a great step forward for the U.S. 

Census Bureau. 

Representation in U.S. Census Bureau data: challenges and priorities 

 Unlike the U.S. which acknowledges that colonial policies have forced discontinuities in 

Native American cultures and political organization, Mexico requires historical continuity for 

groups to be considered “Indigenous” (Jimenez 2021). According to interviewees, this standard 

applies to individuals as well. People who leave Indigenous localities to receive an education or 

to work in a city become mestizo. In this sense, mestizo presents a culture-focused interpretation 

of race that makes it far easier to become mestizo than to remain Indigenous. Applying U.S. 

concepts of race that emphasize “blood,” genetics and heredity, a large majority of Mexicans 

would be Indigenous (Cervantes 2020). However, Mexico’s ideology of mestizaje and stricter 

focus on language, historical continuity, and personal biography mean that many fewer people 

count as Indigenous than would under the U.S.’s counting strategies (Cervantes 2020; U.S. 

Government Printing Office 1998, 469). For example, one interviewee referenced an 

anthropological study from the 1950s which concluded that at the time (after over 400 years of 

colonialism) “only 50%” of Mexicans spoke an Indigenous language (Cervantes 2020). This 

attests to the large proportion of Mexicans with Indigenous heritage. For perspective, the 
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interviewee remarked that most Mexicans are no less Indigenous than African Americans are 

African (Cervantes 2020). However, the ideological lens of mestizaje that assigns greater weight 

to cultural and linguistic assimilation than heredity efficiently overrepresents Mexico’s European 

heritage (Cervantes 2020). The effects of mestizaje are similar to the fears JoAnn Chase 

expressed at a 1997 congressional hearing over the proposed addition of a “multiracial” response 

on the census. She argued that this category would dramatically diminish the number of people 

identifying as Native American because so many have multiracial heritage (U.S. Government 

Printing Office 1998, 425-6). As a “multiracial” category, mestizo has precisely this effect in 

Mexico, conveniently eliding the country’s extensive Indigenous past in favor of a Whiter and 

more European narrative. 

When overlaid on Mexican Americans who have understandings of race rooted in 

Mexico’s model, U.S. categories of race have further muddled an already confused situation. 

Today, we typically think of people crossing the border from Mexico and Central America into 

the United States. However, the U.S.-Mexico border crossed many Mexicans when the U.S. 

annexed northern Mexico following the Mexican-American War (Jimenez 2021). Interviewees 

explained that the history of how the U.S. counted Mexican Americans in the newly conquered 

territories influences census responses to the present day (Jimenez 2021; Torres 2020). As part of 

the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo which required Mexico to cede its northern territories to the 

U.S., Mexico stipulated that citizens of the territories should be classified as White (Jimenez 

2020). Mexico hoped that while shared humanity could not, a legal designation as White would 

prevent its citizens from being enslaved (Torres 2020). As a result of this policy, many 

inhabitants of the former Mexican territories were recorded as White on the U.S. census. 

However, checking “White” on the census did not ensure equality. Indeed, Mexican Americans 
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have never been de facto Whites, although the census confers some degree of de jure Whiteness 

(Jimenez 2021; Torres 2020). U.S. states and local jurisdictions implemented segregation aimed 

at Mexican Americans, quickly transforming their Whiteness into what one interviewee called a 

“legal fiction” (Torres 2020).  

A majority (53%) of Hispanics/Latinos identify as White to the present day (Ennis, Ríos-

Vargas, Albert 2011, 15). The second largest portion of Latinos/Hispanics select Other (37%), 

most commonly writing in variations on “Mexican,” “Hispanic,” and “Latin American” (Jones 

and Bentley 2016; Ríos, Romero, Ramírez 2014, 7). The high rate at which Hispanic/Latinos 

write in their race under Other indicates that the standard five race categories do not adequately 

capture the racial identities of Latin Americans. While there are many people of European origin 

living in Spanish-speaking countries, the White-identifying majority of Hispanics/Latinos does 

not paint a complete a picture. Taking Mexico as an example, 53% of people identifying as 

Mexican on the U.S. 2010 Census identified as White and only 1.4% identified as Indigenous 

(Ennis, Ríos-Vargas, and Albert 2011, 14-15). However, on Mexico’s 2010 Census about 7% of 

the country spoke an Indigenous language, and 21.5% of Mexicans self-identified as Indigenous 

on a 2015 survey (Fuentes 2020; INEGI 2021, 2; INEGI n.d., 73). Additionally, a study from the 

1950s found that at the time “only” 50% of Mexicans in Mexico spoke an Indigenous language 

(Barajas 2012, 265-6). Looking at the language-based figures from the Mexican census, we 

might imagine that in only 60 years Mexico has gone from being a minimum of 50% Indigenous 

in 1950 to only 6.1% in 2020 (INEGI 2021, 2). Just because statistics show people speaking 

Indigenous languages less frequently does not mean that people have ceased to be Indigenous or 

have suddenly become much Whiter. However, this filtering towards Whiteness continues on the 

U.S. census. Comparing figures that use self-identification, 21.5% of Mexicans identified as 
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Indigenous in 2015 while only 1.4% of Mexican Americans identified as American 

Indian/Alaska Native (Ennis, Ríos-Vargas, and Albert 2011, 14; INEGI n.d., 73). These 

divergent figures suggest that Mexicans tend to identify much more heavily as Indigenous in 

Mexico versus in the United States.  

According to interviewees and the literature, this inconsistency results from two overlaid 

demographic distortions. The first is the Mexican ideology of mestizaje that has painted a largely 

Indigenous population as being mestizos of mixed European and Indigenous heritage (Barajas 

2014; U.S. Government Document Office 1998; 469). Between Mexico and the U.S., another 

demographic transmutation converts Mexico’s mestizo majority into Whites and Some Other 

Races. Interviewees argue that many of the Mexicans marking White on the census are ascribing 

themselves “aspirational” Whiteness at the expense of erasing their own non-White identities 

(Cañez 2020). Interviewees also mentioned other reasons, including messaging that 

Hispanics/Latinos should mark White as their race and a long history of Mexicans advocating for 

equal rights through claims to Whiteness rather than shared humanity (Torres 2020). Overall, 

this double erasure reinforces Kissam and Jacobs’ (2004) assertion that the census is “a mirror 

that distorts” (306). 

Beyond the macro-level friction between U.S. and Latin American race categories, 

representations of the “Mexican American Indian” category within Census Bureau data products 

illustrate the difficulties in producing coherent and consistent statistics on Indigenous peoples of 

Mexico and Central America. The biggest issue is that 2010 Census responses classified as 

Mexican American Indian appear to be incompletely coded. On the 2010 Census, 121,221 

respondents were grouped as Mexican American Indian. Out of these, 54,900 or 45% are coded 

as “Mexican American Indian” which does not add any additional information (U.S. Census 
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Bureau n.d-i). The data tables also have a “Mexican American Indian not elsewhere classified” 

row, suggesting that “Mexican American Indian” may be the Census Bureau’s best effort at 

coding a particular type of response. However, what exactly the “Mexican American Indian” 

within Mexican American Indian means remains unclear. Elucidating this system of 

categorization would require access to internal Census Bureau documents, but one possibility 

could be that people are simply writing “Mexican” into the response field under American Indian 

(Jones and Bentley 2016, 15). The general lack of explanations and definitions for the Census 

Bureau’s numerous race codes diminishes the accessibility and usability of data. 

Interviewees also suggested that the category “American Indian or Alaska Native tribes, 

not specified” may include many Indigenous peoples of Latin America whose responses were 

not properly coded (Earl 2020). On the 2010 Census, 693,709 respondents selected only 

American Indian as a race, but fall into this unspecified group (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h, 15). 

Because many Indigenous languages are not written, and respondents may not have a consistent 

way of spelling the language they speak, interviewees reasoned that many of the responses 

categorized as “not specified” may not have been coded (Earl 2020). Interviewees argued that 

the Census Bureau needs to make the effort to code responses that may spell or transliterate the 

names of Indigenous languages in unclear ways (Earl 2020). Once again, access to internal 

Census Bureau documents could shed more light on whether this “not specified” designation 

includes uncoded responses that could be coded given appropriate effort. Overall, interviewees’ 

lack of confidence in the Census Bureau to adequately code tribal affiliation speaks to broader 

negative perceptions of the bureau’s methodology. This issue also speaks to the challenges the 

bureau faces in surveying communities accustomed to responding to census forms with their 

language rather than a classic racial designation.  
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Interviewee perspectives and 2010 Census data indicate that the U.S. Census Bureau 

needs to organize data on Indigenous Mexicans more consistently and systematically. Although 

interviewees found Mayan to be a much more agreeable inclusion than Aztec, “Maya” itself is an 

umbrella term, creating its own inconsistencies in data. Take for example the following table: 

Categories within Mexican American Indian, 
2010 U.S. Census (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h). 

Number reporting as American 
Indian alone, with only one tribe. 

Lacandón 6 
Maya 28,541 
Tojolabal 6 
Tzeltal 8 
Tzotzil 45 

Yucatan 269 
Table 1: 2010 Census nationwide totals for Maya and five Maya subgroups (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h). 

Lacandón, Tojolabal, Tzeltal, Tzotzil, and Yucatan are all Maya groups, but in the 2010 Census 

data tables, they appear right alongside Maya, albeit with only a fraction of the responses (Earl 

2020; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h). The breakdown of the data shows that the U.S. Census Bureau 

lacks a consistent strategy for categorizing responses from Maya subgroups. It is unclear why 

28,541 people were coded as Maya, while less than four hundred were coded as specific Maya 

subgroups. The case of Maya on the 2010 Census shows that the Census Bureau needs to bring 

greater rigor to coding and organizing data consistently. This speaks to the overall lack of 

attention to detail in recording Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Central America in data.  

Patterns and inconsistencies in state-level Public Use Microdata Samples (PUMS) from 

the American Community Survey provide a more granular look at the challenges of reconciling 

disparate constructions of race between Latin America and the U.S. Unlike the decennial census, 

the American Community survey asks participants about their ancestry in addition to their race. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, ancestry refers to a person’s “heritage” or “ethnic origin” 
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(U.S. Census Bureau 2017). Because the census has set aside “ethnicity” to denote 

Hispanic/Latino origin, ancestry becomes the ambiguous catch-all for heritage and ethnic origins 

that would be ethnicities outside the vocabulary of the U.S. Census Bureau. Ancestry 

encompasses a much wider array of responses than race, but there is some overlap. In PUMS 

data, race only has “Mexican American Indian,” but ancestry has codes for “Mexican,” 

“Chicano,” “Mexican State,” “Mexican Indian,” and “Mexican American Indian” (U.S. Census 

Bureau 2020a, 45 and 49). Because it is organized by individual response, PUMS data reveals 

how people coded as “Mexican American Indian” under race respond to the ancestry and 

Hispanic/Latino questions. Comparing race, ancestry and ethnicity responses shows how people 

characterize themselves differently depending on how demographic questions are framed. 

In the 2014-2018 PUMS data set from Oregon, ancestry and race capture very different 

groups of people even though both have a “Mexican American Indian” code (for data files, see 

U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-b). Of people coded as Mexican American Indian for race, only 26% 

are also coded as Mexican American Indian for ancestry. An additional 9% are coded as Central 

American Indian under ancestry, raising questions about how the Census Bureau sorts Central 

American versus Mexican Indigenous groups. If someone’s race response identifies them with an 

Indigenous people of Mexico, why would their ancestry response identify them with a Central 

American Indigenous people almost 10% of the time? Looking at the entirety of people coded as 

Mexican American Indian under ancestry, only 11% have the corresponding “Mexican American 

Indian” code for race. An additional 35% are coded as American Indian in combination with one 

or more additional races, but PUMS data does not indicate someone’s tribal affiliation when they 

select two or more races (U.S. Census Bureau 2020a, 102). This makes it impossible to know 

whether any of the multiracial respondents identified with Indigenous peoples of Mexico or if 
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they listed other tribes. The discrepancy between Mexican American Indian as a race category 

and Mexican American Indian as an ancestry category reveals how differently people identify 

depending on how the question is framed. That ancestry and race identify two different groups of 

people as Mexican American Indian illustrates the mutability of demographic identity depending 

on whether the question is framed in terms of race or ancestry. 

Interviewees discussed the need for the U.S. Census Bureau to do better at coding 

responses to their surveys, and this need is borne out in data. Looking at the Oregon PUMS data, 

9% of people coded as Mexican American Indian under race were coded as Central American 

Indian under ancestry. This suggests that certain identifiers were sometimes marked as 

Indigenous Mexican and other times as Indigenous Central American. This pattern continues in 

the 2014-2018 PUMS data set from Alabama. Out of the 47 people coded as Mexican American 

Indian under race, 27 indicated on the Hispanic/Latino question that they were Guatemalan. An 

additional 5 indicated that they were Salvadoran, and only 15, less than one third, identified as 

Mexican. The root of this apparent miscoding is that, unlike decennial census data tables, PUMS 

data only have race codes for Mexican American Indian and South American Indian (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2020a, 102). In the absence of a Central American Indian code, PUMS data lump 

Indigenous Guatemalans and Salvadorans under Mexican American Indian. The absence of 

complete race codes illustrates the stark lack of attention to Indigenous peoples of Mexico and 

Central America. The oxymoronic lumping of Guatemalans and Salvadorans into “Mexican 

American Indian” speaks to how easily the Census Bureau could improve its data on Indigenous 

peoples. 

According to interviewees, one major step toward data justice for Indigenous Latin 

Americans is disaggregation of data. Disaggregating data means structuring data such that 
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distinct Indigenous identities are preserved to the greatest extent possible. Ideally, if data groups 

people under the umbrella of American Indian/Alaska Native or Mexican, Indigenous identities 

should be able to be pulled out of the generic race category to make specific communities 

visible. PUMS race data already include numerous codes for individual U.S. tribes, including 

Yaqui, Sioux, Chippewa, and Pima (U.S. Census Bureau 2020a, 102). However, as the previous 

paragraph shows, PUMS data from the American Community Survey unceremoniously lump 

Indigenous peoples from Mexico and Central America into “Mexican American Indian.” The 

Census Bureau’s failure to disaggregate Mexican American Indian into individual Indigenous 

nations like Zapotec, Mixtec and Triqui erases the unique histories and identities of each 

Indigenous nation. Interviewees argued that nation-referencing categories like Mexican for 

Hispanic/Latino erase the fact the inhabitants of countries like Mexico have many different 

histories, ethnicities, and even racial identities (Cañez 2020; Cervantes 2020). Mexican 

American Indian has the same effect, collapsing at least 68 Indigenous nations of Mexico (plus 

Indigenous peoples of Central America in PUMS data) into a single category. To better represent 

the true diversity of Indigenous peoples of Latin America, the U.S. Census Bureau needs to 

upgrade its data products to make visible Indigenous groups such as Zapotec, Mixtec and Triqui. 

Aztec/azteca: A microcosm of challenges confronting the U.S. Census 

The appearance of Aztec on the 2020 Census form is a microcosm of the complexities 

facing the Census Bureau as it seeks to count Indigenous peoples of Mexico and Latin America. 

Many interviewees found the inclusion of Aztec to be a glaring mistake (Earl 2020; Fuentes 

2020; Tyler 2020; Jimenez 2021). At first glance, this seems to be a simple problem: “Aztec” 

does not identify any contemporary Indigenous peoples of Mexico, yet it appears instead of 

groups such as Mixtec, Zapotec, and Triqui that are well-represented in the U.S. Although 
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contemporary Indigenous peoples of Mexico would not identify as Aztec, the Nahua, 

descendants of the people who formed the Aztec empire, remain Mexico’s largest Indigenous 

group with over 1.7 million Mexicans speaking Nahuatl, the Nahua language (Valdés 2003, 35). 

Interviewees explained that Nahua people would identify as Nahua or by their language, 

Nahuatl, not as Aztec (Cañez 2020; Earl 2020). Indeed, the same 2000 Mexican census tables 

that show 1.7 million Nahuatl-speakers do not even include Aztec (Valdés 2003). While there are 

many Nahua in Mexico, their numbers in the U.S. are much smaller than groups such as the 

Mixtec and Zapotec. In the 2010 U.S. Census data tables (n.d.-h, 7), only 480 respondents in the 

whole country identified as “Nahuatl” (note the use of the language “Nahuatl” rather than the 

ethnonym “Nahua”). On these same data tables, 20,727 identified as Aztec. While both figures 

are likely undercounts, the staggering difference suggests that Aztec and Nahuatl have distinct 

meanings. Furthermore, Aztec’s historical disconnectedness makes it different from identities 

like Mixtec and Triqui, introducing inconsistencies into the Mexican American Indian category. 

If there are no “Aztecs” in Mexico, what accounts for the 20,727 respondents who 

identified as Aztec in 2010? Interviewees were emphatic that Aztec is an historical term, 

referring to a confederation of states in the Valley of Mexico that Spanish encountered in the 

sixteenth century (Jimenez 2021). The chief kingdom of the Aztec confederation was Mexica, 

from which modern-day Mexico takes its name. However, neither the people of Mexica nor the 

peoples conquered by the Aztec empire called themselves Aztec. According to interviewees, 

Aztec only ever referred to the political confederation of states in the Valley of Mexico, not to 

their respective peoples (Jimenez 2021). As Mexican census data show, the people of Mexica, 

the Nahua, persist, but they are decidedly not Aztec. Nor would people conquered by the Aztec 

empire call themselves Aztec (Valdés 2003; Jimenez 2021). In fact, the contemporary use of 
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Aztec traces to twentieth century Mexican nationalism rather than the sixteenth century empire. 

Interviewees explained that Mexico’s European-descended elites played up the story of the Aztec 

as part of indegenismo, an ideological sleight of hand that allowed primarily European elites to 

claim the Indigenous heritage of the Mexican nation (Blackwell, Boj Lopez, Urrieta 2017, 131). 

This narrative also produced the Aztec as the archetypal Indigenous group of Mexico, even 

though the historical Aztec confederation brutalized and enslaved many of Mexico’s other 

peoples (Jimenez 2021). The twentieth century ideology of mestizaje that promoted the ideal 

Mexican citizen as embodying a mixture of Spanish and Indigenous heritage also drew on the 

Aztec, arguing that the meeting of the Aztec and the Spanish produced the modern Mexican 

nation (Urrieta 2003; Cervantes 2020). However, all of these twentieth century iterations of 

Aztec are decidedly ahistorical and served to bolster the hegemony of Mexico’s elites at the 

expense of the country’s many Indigenous peoples (Urrieta 2003, 152). The history of “Aztec” in 

Mexico and the absence of Mexican groups identifying as Aztec contribute to interviewees’ 

astonishment that the U.S. Census Bureau selected “Aztec” as an example response. 

However, the term “Aztec” has a very different history in the U.S. During the 1970s, 

Chicano groups in the U.S. developed the narrative of the “Aztec from Aztlán” (Jimenez 2021). 

The people who formed the kingdom of Mexica told in their own histories that they came from 

the north and, after a period of wandering, they settled in the Valley of Mexico when they saw 

the sign of an eagle perched on a nopal cactus (Rodriguez 2014, 88-90). Mexico’s flag 

prominently features this symbol. Thinkers in the Chicano movement placed Aztlán, the original 

homeland of Aztecs, in the present-day southwestern United States (Saldaña-Portillo 2001). The 

Aztecs’ origins in Aztlán allowed Chicanos to claim their place in the U.S. as Indigenous people 

with historical ties to the U.S. (Urrieta 2003; Saldaña-Portillo 2001, 413). While interviewees 
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agree that most Mexicans have significant Indigenous heritage, those with direct ties to the 

“Aztec” are one out of many groups (Tyler 2020; Jimenez 2021). As the nationalist symbol of 

Mexico’s history as an Indigenous sovereign, the Aztec identity allows people who lost ties to 

specific Indigenous peoples through colonial dislocations to reclaim their heritage (Saldana-

Portillo 2001, 413; Blackwell, Boj Lopez, Urrieta 2017, 131).  

While interviewees do not question Chicano claims to indigeneity, the prominence of 

Aztec in census data nevertheless complicates the portrait of “Mexican American Indians” 

produced in data (Jimenez 2021; Myer 2020). While we do not know precisely who self-

identifies as Aztec on the census, interviewees surmised that this identity has ties to the Chicano 

movement. As a result, people identifying as Aztec on the census may have been in the United 

States longer and may be more likely to speak English at home, compared with more recent 

Indigenous Mexican immigrants who tend to be recent arrivals and speak Spanish along with 

their own languages (Ibarra 2020; Torres 2020). Like the placement of Native Hawaiians 

alongside Asian Americans who typically have better health outcomes, the potential combination 

of Chicanos and Mexican Indigenous groups may obscure disparities faced by farmworkers and 

newer arrivals from Indigenous communities in Mexico and Central America (Myer 2020).  

Once again, this pattern of statistical “lumping” reveals the pitfalls of racial designations. 

Chicanos, Native Americans, and recent immigrants from Mexican and Central American 

Indigenous groups likely have very different experiences and vulnerabilities. In this instance, 

they share the American Indian category because of federal statistical policies that silo people 

into broad-brush races. While this race-siloing conveniently nests Europeans, Middle-easterners 

and others into a monolithic White race, interviewees argue that lumping Indigenous peoples 

erases their distinct histories and unique identities (Cañez 2020). In much the same way that the 
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Hispanic/Latino question collapses entire countries into one-word nationalities, the American 

Indian category lumps almost 600 U.S. tribes plus native peoples of Canada, Mexico, and Latin 

America into one umbrella group (Cañez 2020; Cervantes 2020). Although the U.S. Census 

Bureau does disaggregate individual tribes in their data tables, the trope of a one-size-fits-all 

American Indian category remains (U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-h).  

The emergence of Aztec on the U.S. Census illustrates the push and pull between the 

federal government’s race definitions on the one hand and the identities that individuals and 

groups bring to the census on the other. While interviewees recognized the role of “Aztec” in 

Chicano history, they nevertheless saw Aztec as an identity distinct from historically continuous 

groups such as Triqui, Zapotec, Mixtec, and Purépecha (Torres 2020). Indeed, Aztec derives 

from Mexican nationalist ideologies of mestizaje and indigenismo that hail modern Mexico’s 

origins in the Aztec empire (Saldaña-Portillo 2001, 413). However, Aztec is a no less legitimate 

identity for being reconstructed from the legacy of Mexican nationalism and colonial 

displacement. Aztec demonstrates that race categories are highly changeable and constantly 

reinterpreted. Although Aztec began in Mexico as a racial mythology produced at the expense of 

Mexico’s Indigenous peoples, the identity took on new meaning in the U.S. as a Chicano strategy 

for resisting White nationalism (Saldaña-Portillo 2001, 407 and 413; Urrieta 2003, 151).  

For interviewees, the inclusion of “Aztec” illustrates problems with how the U.S. Census 

Bureau formulates its surveys. Some interviewees indicated that they had actively suggested a 

different set of examples for the American Indian field, but the U.S. Census Bureau clearly did 

not take their advice. Another interviewee pointed out that the U.S. Census Bureau was merely 

reacting to how people self-identified rather than actively guiding the changes (Ibarra 2020). 

Ibarra explained that a “lack of intentionality” characterized the U.S. Census Bureau’s handling 
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of updates to the American Indian category. Without having Census Bureau documents, it is 

difficult to say for certain, but the evidence suggests that the U.S. Census Bureau simply 

followed the data on this issue. The U.S. Census Bureau began recording Indigenous peoples of 

Latin America in 2000 Census data, per the instructions of the Office of Management and 

Budget’s 1997 decision (OMB 1997b). By 2010, 28,541 people reported as Maya and 20,727 as 

Aztec, making these the two most common “Mexican American Indian” responses (U.S. Census 

Bureau n.d.-h). Looking at the results of the 2010 Census, it seems that the U.S. Census Bureau 

selected these two common responses and used them as examples. While making two frequent 

responses into examples seems sensible, interviewees felt that this change and the use of Aztec 

specifically missed an opportunity to add examples of other populous, but underreported, groups 

(Earl 2020; Tyler 2020).  

Discussion 

Bureaucracy and politics infuse every aspect of U.S. demographic categories from their 

development by the Office of Management Budget to their implementation on the U.S. Census 

Bureau’s survey forms. The political derivation of official race categories and the eminently 

changeable social construction of racial and ethnic identifiers mean that the Census Bureau’s 

race data are highly political rather than scientific. However, race categories and the data that 

describe them are no less meaningful for being political instead of scientific. As the foremost 

demographic categories of the U.S. census, races often find their way into research across 

medicine, public health and the social sciences. While separating data by race can reveal the 

often-grievous disparities in health and other areas, the ubiquity of race in data also promotes the 

misconception of race as a scientific principle, based upon biological difference. In this sense, 

race-driven research threatens to reconstitute the long-discredited fallacies of race science.  
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Tracing the political and bureaucratic derivation of both official race categories and race 

data highlights both their importance and their profound limitations. This paper explores how 

people arriving in the U.S. from other countries often bring concepts of race different from those 

put forward by the OMB. For example, “Chinese” is not a race in China, but the term 

nevertheless appears as a race on the U.S. census (Fuentes 2020; U.S. Census Bureau n.d.-d). 

The same is true of people arriving from Latin America. “Mexican” is neither a race nor an 

ethnicity in Mexico, but Mexican Americans use the term for both on U.S. census forms (Jones 

and Bentley 2016, 15). Interviewees drew attention to the Census Bureau’s longstanding 

penchant for homogenizing diverse nations into single terms like Mexican and Chinese. The 

Hispanic/Latino question groups immigrants from Latin American countries into broad-brush 

national identities like “Mexican” and “Guatemalan.” Even though Hispanics can be of any race, 

figures showing the racial makeup of the U.S. often include Hispanic alongside other race 

categories. Unfortunately, this one-size-fits-all approach to demography erases the numerous 

Indigenous nations of Mexico and other Latin American countries. Not only does this lumping 

make for muddy and inconsistent data, but it also epitomizes the racism inherent in demographic 

data. The imperative to neatly pin people as “Mexican” (or any other racialized nationality for 

that matter) obscures the diverse peoples within Mexico. Indeed, the OMB and Census Bureau’s 

race data disproportionately racialize nationalities from Latin America and East Asia. At the 

same time, the U.S. Census Bureau conveniently collapses the disparate nations of Europe, the 

Caucasus, the Middle East, and North Africa, into the monolithic White category (Cañez 2020). 

This unequal system promulgates a myth of White power and White nationhood, while 

simultaneously erasing the diversity of non-White peoples. In the case of Mexico and Central 
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America, this lumping comes at the expense of Indigenous peoples who are slotted in under 

national banners such as “Mexican” that they may not identify with (Cañez 2020). 

Interviewee testimony points to the unfortunate reality that racism diminishes the quality 

of data about race. The six race categories of the U.S. census cannot accurately account for the 

diversity of immigrants from a single country such as Mexico, much less the entire United 

States. However, the expansion of the American Indian category offered interviewees hope that 

the census would improve its “historical accuracy” by recording Indigenous peoples of Latin 

America (Cervantes 2020). With the caveat that the consequences for U.S. tribes remain unclear, 

interviewees widely supported the new wording on census questionnaires. On the other hand, 

interviewees’ disappointment with the Census Bureau’s choice of “Aztec” as an example of an 

Indigenous Latin American group muted their approval of the new wording.  

Through interviewees’ critiques of the Census Bureau’s approach to survey design and 

my own analysis of Census Bureau data, many straightforward improvements emerge that could 

improve the quality of Census Bureau surveys and data. On its surveys, the Census Bureau 

should include examples of Indigenous Mexican peoples with large presences in the U.S., 

including Zapotec, Mixtec, and Triqui. The Census Bureau should also consider including more 

familiar terms like “people/pueblo” alongside “tribe/tribu.” On the data side, the Census Bureau 

needs to improve its codes. For example, 2010 Census race data has codes for “Mexican 

American Indian,” “Central American Indian,” and “South American Indian.” However, 2014-

2018 ACS race data only has “Mexican American Indian” and “South American Indian,” leading 

to the nonsensical placement of Indigenous Central Americans under Mexican American Indian. 

This issue is only emblematic of the larger problem of lumping Indigenous peoples together in 

ways that erase distinctions between groups. In ACS race data, Indigenous Mexicans (and 
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Central Americans) are not disaggregated beyond the level of “Mexican American Indian” even 

though dozens of U.S. tribes have their own race codes in ACS data. However, even the relative 

granularity of data on U.S. tribes is still grossly insufficient, and the vast majority of tribes are 

not specifically coded. Because Census Bureau data products direct everything from 

congressional apportionment to federal and state funding, we must hold these data products to a 

higher standard of precision, accuracy and equity than is currently the case. 

Interviewees foregrounded broader issues of differential undercount, by which 

marginalized communities are less completely counted on the decennial census than wealthier 

and Whiter communities. Before the Census Bureau’s race and other demographic data can come 

into play, a person must first be counted on a U.S. census form. Differential undercount is quite 

high (enumeration is very incomplete) among farmworkers in California, a group which includes 

many Indigenous Mexicans. Interviewees listed many obstacles, including unconventional 

housing, large households, language barriers, mistrust of federal agencies, and lack of 

nonresponse follow-up from the Census Bureau enumerators. The Census Bureau must improve 

its basic outreach and on-the-ground infrastructure, in conjunction with local organizations, to 

overcome these hurdles to enumeration.  

Future directions 

 The questions raised in this study indicate many avenues for future inquiries. First and 

foremost, both interviewees and the author agreed that the implications for Native Americans of 

expanding the American Indian category warrant further investigation. Experts in tribal data and 

tribal data sovereignty should be consulted to better understand the effects of expanding 

American Indian/Alaska Native to include peoples with origins outside the United States. 

Interviewees expressed concern that this inclusion could have consequences for tribal 
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sovereignty, but this issue remains murky because self-identifying as American Indian on the 

census does not confer legal recognition as an American Indian (Cañez 2020; Jimenez 2021). 

Special legal-political status for Native American groups is conferred by Congress, federal 

courts, or the Bureau of Indian Affairs (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights 2018). Four federal 

departments, Housing and Urban Development, Labor, Education, and Health and Human 

Services provide services to Native Americans who do not belong to a federally recognized tribe 

(Diane Austin, personal communication, 2021). The extent to which broadening the definition of 

American Indian has consequences for these departments and their services merits further 

research. Additionally, the Indian Health Service (IHS), a federal agency serving members of 

federally recognized tribes, states that anyone who “is an Indian of Canadian or Mexican origin 

recognized by any Indian tribe or group as a member of an Indian community served by the 

Indian Health program” is eligible for care (Indian Health Service n.d.). The extent to which 

Indigenous Mexicans are eligible to receive care through IHS also deserves closer examination. 

The findings from this thesis also provide a starting point to analyze Census Bureau 

documents obtained to the Freedom of Information Act. These interviews and future interviews 

would be used to develop codes, and the internal Census Bureau documents would be coded to 

nuance the Census Bureau’s process for the developing the wording of the American 

Indian/Alaska Native category. 2020 Census data are due to be released later in 2021 and will 

provide another fruitful application for this research. Interpreting 2020 Census data through the 

interviewees’ perspectives will grant a more complete understanding of how the remodeled 

American Indian question played out in practice. 

 A final area that demands further research is how community organizations such as the 

Indigenous Cultures Institute, MICOP, and the Centro Binacional plan to mobilize data from the 
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2020 Census. As the 2020 Census data become available, it is imperative to have conversations 

with community stakeholders about how Census Bureau data can work for them. In conversation 

with community organizations, future studies could explore which types of data groups find to be 

most useful, how their work employs data, and what feedback they would give for improving 

data. For those organizations that campaigned to make Indigenous Mexicans and Latin 

Americans visible on the 2020 Census, it could be important to record their outreach strategies, 

challenges they encountered, and their level of satisfaction with the data produced from the 2020 

Census. Understanding how activism shapes census data could give organizations another 

perspective on their work and create a blueprint for advocacy around the 2030 Census.  
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