
Introduction
Citizenship and Black Recognition in Mexico

In 2011, the Mexican government began to enact a methodology for of-
ficially recognizing Black Mexicans as an ethnic group. This methodology 
for recognizing Black Mexicans was conducted by the federal institution 
the Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas (CDI) 
[the National Commission for the Development of Indigenous Commu-
nities], along with local branches of the Secretaría de Asuntos Indígenas 
(SAI) (now renamed the Secretaría de Asuntos Indígenas y Afromexica-
nos) [the Secretary of Indigenous and Afro-Mexican Affairs] to support 
the process of recognition at the state level. That same year, the United Na-
tions, through resolution 64/169, proclaimed 2011 the “International Year 
for People of African Descent.” In 2013, the UN would go even further, 
announcing resolution 68/237 and naming 2015–2024 as the “Decade for 
People of African Descent” (de la Fuente and Andrews 2018, 3). In 2011, 
during the Year for People of African Descent, the CDI and the SAI ar-
ranged several consultas (consultations/inquiries) in order to inform the 
African-descendant communities of the Costa Chica about the process of 
recognition and to gather information on the cultural repertoire of Black 
Mexicans within the region.
 That year, the consultations were held in the administrative centers 
(what would be considered the Zócalo in Indigenous and Mestizo com-
munities) in the Costa Chica towns of both Oaxaca and Guerrero. During 
the consultations, the townspeople were joined by local activists from the 
Costa Chica, a number of Mexican anthropologists and social scientists, as 
well as state and federal government officials for the ensuing discussions. 
For the most part, these discussions were presentations by both activists 
and government officials about the importance of official recognition and 
how it might impact the Black towns and their residents. On the part of 
the activists, the goal seemed to be the promotion of official constitutional 
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recognition and the protections that such recognition might bring, both at 
the state and federal levels. For the government officials, the goal seemed 
more related to creating legitimacy in the eyes of the global community 
(Lara 2014). And for their part, the government officials used the opportu-
nity to announce the project to the communities and then to arrange sev-
eral follow-up visits (chapter 3) in order to begin the work of documenting 
the cultural elements that were imagined to be unique to the Black Mexican 
communities of the Costa Chica. On the part of the local townspeople, 
many seemed uninterested in the focus on legitimation through cultural 
and political recognition and were instead interested in how recognition 
might bring real material benefits to the communities, in the same way 
in which they understood Indigenous communities had benefited from a 
similar process decades earlier (Cunin and Hoffman 2014, xi; Lara 2014, 
118).
 The formal discussions about culture, political recognition, and the 
material needs of the communities usually lasted anywhere from one to 
two hours, with activists hanging around after the official event ended to 
talk with local townspeople about the related issues and to catch up with 
friends and family members from other parts of the region. The official 
conversations rarely involved deep discussion about slavery in Mexico, or 
the manner by which African descendants arrived in the Costa Chica, or 
racial discrimination, or the historic roles that Black people and Blackness 
had played in the production of the Mexican nation. However, at the less 
formal gatherings between locals and Black activists that would take place 
after the official meetings, activists and townspeople discussed these very 
issues as the activists attempted to inform local townspeople of the stakes 
involved in official recognition. It was at these meetings where I would get 
a sense of the disconnect between the activist agenda and the agenda of the 
state and federal governments. While the activists were interested in high-
lighting issues of racial discrimination and the continued impact of this 
discrimination on contemporary Black Mexicans (Hoffman 2014; Moreno 
Figueroa and Saldívar Tanaka 2016), the Mexican government was more in-
terested in figuring out how to situate Black Mexicans, preferably as “Afro-
Mexicans,” into the contemporary multicultural landscape of the Mexican 
nation. For my part, it soon became clear that the broader recognition 
of Black Mexicans might not have anything to do with Black Mexicans. 
Rather, the government’s intervention seemed more focused on manag-
ing the potential chaos associated with Black recognition and the potential 
threat that Black recognition posed to the general conception of Mexico as 

Proof



Introduction: Citizenship and Black Recognition in Mexico   ·   3

a nation of non-Black Mestizos. In this way, the project to recognize Black 
Mexicans as a multicultural ethnic group was/is partly an attempt to posi-
tion the Costa Chica as a Black region, and the Black communities within 
the region in a way that functions as an extra-cultural space in relation to 
a normative White/Mestizo intra-cultural space (Wynter 1984, 41; Moreno 
Figueroa 2010). According to Mónica G. Moreno Figueroa (2010), the posi-
tion of the Mestiza/o is not problematized enough, and therefore Mestizas/
os naturally emerge “as a point of reference to speak of the ‘other’ and are 
considered, by others and themselves, as ‘the’ Mexicans” (391). Within this 
book, I argue that it is this now invisible and intuitive perception of the 
Mestiza/o as the point of reference for the recognition of the “other” that 
the demand for Black recognition necessarily calls attention to. Further-
more, I argue that restoring the balance created by this intuition of the 
Mestiza/o as “the Mexican” is a central focus animating the governmen-
tal project for the recognition of the “Afro-Mexican” as a cultural group. 
Through attempts to encapsulate Black Mexicans as a cultural group within 
the extra-cultural borders of the nation, the project for recognition is in 
itself a methodology of mestizaje, one that facilitates the continuation of 
the Mexican national project and reproduces the non-Black Mestizo as the 
archetypal Mexican citizen.
 The 2015 Mexican inter-census counted 1,381,853 people of African 
descent in the country. This number represented 1.2 percent of the total 
national population (Perfil sociodemográfico de la población afrodescen-
diente en México, 2017). In 2020, perhaps due to a change in the phrasing 
of the questions on self-identification, which broadened the category to 
include a wider definition of Black identity, the count was seen to rise to 
2.5 million residents (2 percent) (Censo de Población y Vivienda 2020 del 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía [INEGI]). In general, African 
descendants are to be found in all states of the nation, with the lowest num-
bers found in the states of Durango, Zacatecas, Aguascalientes, Nayarit, 
Colima, and Tlaxcala, all of which reported less than 1,000 individuals in 
2015 (INEGI 2015). According to the 2015 inter-census, the highest concen-
trations of African descendants were to be found in the states of Guerrero 
(229,514), Oaxaca (196, 213), Veracruz (266,163), and Mexico (304,274). 
This number accounted for 6.5, 4.95, 3.28, and 1.88 percent of the total state 
populations respectively. This means that, according to the census records, 
at least 40 percent of Mexico’s African descendants resided in the Costa 
Chica in 2015. However, the accuracy of this number depends on several 
issues related to the difficulties with counting African descendants in the 
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region (Telles and PERLA 2014; Villareal 2010; Saldívar and Walsh 2014), 
such as Black Mexicans’ unwillingness to self-identify as African descen-
dant due to the continued stigma associated with being Black in Mexico 
(Moreno Figueroa and Saldívar Tanaka 2016) and the confusion related to 
the numerous labels associated with Blackness in Mexico (Sue 2010, 2013; 
Hoffman 2014), as well as the geographic location of the respondents. For 
example, urban residents often resist racial identification, while rural resi-
dents show a stronger racial identification based on Blackness (Jones 2013). 
The 2020 census shows that the African-descendant population in Mexico 
is also highly concentrated within certain counties (municipios) within 
the states in which they reside. According to scholars, up to 6 percent of 
Mexico’s Black population is concentrated in the Costa Chica (Vinson and 
Vaughn 2004; Jones 2013). Blackness in Mexico has widely been connected 
to the state of Veracruz, rather than the Pacific coast, where Blackness and 
Black people are popularly perceived within the context of the Caribbean 
(Jones 2013; Rinaudo 2014).
 When I arrived in the Costa Chica to conduct long-term research in 
2011, I found that the popular paradigms for understanding the histori-
cal and present African-descendant experience in other regions of Latin 
America were insufficient for understanding the current situation in which 
Black Mexicans found themselves (Hoffman 2014). For Black Mexicans in 
the Costa Chica, the context in which they imagine their own Blackness 
includes the local and the national, as rural locals’ understandings of Black-
ness have yet to rely heavily on the notion of a Black diaspora. Wynter 
(2005) explains that the physical and discursive interaction between Black 
movements in the West (United States, West Africa, Caribbean) allowed 
for a common language to develop around the Black experience. The de-
velopment of this common language required both physical movement as 
well as the movement of ideas and experiences. Due to the rural nature 
and limited mobility of Black Mexicans,1 the perception of a common ex-
perience between global Black communities has yet to develop among ru-
ral Black Mexicans, and therefore the notion of diaspora has become less 
important in local everyday representations of a Black identity (Hoffman 
and Pascal 2006; Sue 2010). Sue argues that “the diaspora framing glosses 
over important differences within African-origin populations and imposes 
a broad analytic category that is at odds with certain social realities such 
as the case of individuals of African descent who feel little or no connec-
tion to Africa” or a strong global Black consciousness (2010, 290). How-
ever, from the perspective of the nation, and from the perspective of those 
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non-Black Mestizos perceived as a metonym for Mexicanness (Williams 
1989; Hernández Cuevas 2004; Moreno Figueroa 2010; Sue 2013; Telles and 
PERLA 2014), Blackness is definitely contextualized through the contexts 
of diaspora and racial difference and is rarely contextualized within the 
frames of the local and the national. This allows for the homogenization of 
the category “Black Mexican,” by which the category of “White/Mestizo” 
(and Indigenous) is continually differentiated (see Wynter 1979, 152). This 
sets up a key tension between the state (and those who are allowed to repre-
sent/embody the state) and Black Mexican communities. This also sets up 
the potential for a failure of recognition (Taylor 1994, 35) of Black Mexican 
representations of self, as there has yet to develop a common representation 
of Blackness shared between Black and non-Black Mexicans.
 Saldívar and Walsh argue that the 2010 census demonstrated that some 
20 million Mexicans recognized some connection to Indigenous culture 
and that it is much more common for Mexicans to consider themselves 
carriers of Indigenous culture rather than members of an Indigenous group 
(2014, 470–71). This generic connection to Indigeneity through culture in 
Mexico is allowable to Mestizos because the nation is used as a common 
frame for both Indigeneity and Mestizoness (Saldívar and Walsh 2014). The 
same cannot be said for Black Mexicans whose difference continues to be 
perceived primarily through the lens of race (even when represented within 
the context of culture). Therefore, Black Mexicans’ claims to Mexicanness 
are met with suspicion as their existence is perceived as always stemming 
from beyond the nation.
 After realizing that the more popular paradigms of diaspora and culture 
were insufficient for understanding the Black Mexican situation in 2011 
(Hoffman and Pascal 2006, 2014; Sue 2010), I considered an analysis that 
attempted to center Blackness and the Black Mexican experience as foun-
dational to the production of the Mexican nation (and the ideal Mexican 
citizen/subject) rather than an analysis focused on Black communities as 
beyond the nation and as marginal by-products of the process of national 
consolidation that began in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centu-
ries and continues into the present. That is simply to say that I began asking 
the question of what role a Black subject position, if not Blackness explic-
itly, plays in the production of Mexicanness, as well as the reproduction 
of the ideal Mexican type: the Mestizo (Moreno Figueroa 2010). Several 
scholars have argued that an analysis of Latin America has long divided 
the region into two different paradigms: Afro-Latin American nations and 
Indo-Latin American nations (Villareal 2010; Sue 2010; Telles and PERLA 

Proof




