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ETHNICITY



Introduction
In Colombia the concept of ethnicity has traditionally been applied, in the censuses and in general counts (conteos), only to the indigenous population. Only since the constitution of 1991 has the inclusion of questions about ethnicity relating to Afrocolombian groups been contemplated.

A panarama of counts of ethnic populations 

Before the period under consideration

The indigeous population has been counted many times throughout the nation’s history, from the descriptions and account of the chroniclers and explorers of the sixteenth century to modern-day censuses.  The same cannot be said of the black population, introduced to supplement the indigenous labor force; less is known about their numbers.

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries there are numerous counts (recuentos) of the population, in the form of accounts, inspections and lists of tribute and population status of indian villages, conducted by parish priests. Figures become more scarce beginning with the seventeenth century, due largely to the strong growth of mestizaje
.  Indeed, they almost disappear, for practical purposes, until recently. Toward the end of the nineteenth century, with the dissolution of the resguardos (reservation) and the assignment of the indigenous population to the Catholic Church for purposes of conversion, indigenous people disappeared from official statistics. 

The Modern censuses: 1964-2003 

Availability:
1964
1973
1985
1993
2003




X    F2
X

X, questions asked of the entire population 

F2, special schedule, for resguardo (reservation) populations.
Enumeration of indigenous areas has undergone huge changes during the period under consideration, 1964-1993.

1964: There was no enumeration of the indigenous population.

1973:  Before the 1973 census was undertaken, a trial census of the reservations in the Cauca region was undertaken in 1972.  Unfortunately, nothing specific is known of this effort, such as its methodology, the enumeration form or of the census tapes.  Nevertheless the census served as a basis for, first, in 1973-1974 a census of native peoples living in departments (states), and second in 1974-1976 a census of the national territories.  This last effort was suspended before it was completed due to a lack of funds 

 (DANE, Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística, 1998a: 31)

The national census form of 1973 contained no question associated with ethnic identity.

1985: 

A special form was designed -- “Schedule for the indigenous population” – which was used exclusively in the reservation districts, for the entire population resident there. The schedule appeared in three versions: Spanish, Spanish with a translation into the Paéz language, and Spanish with a translation into the Wayuu language. 

The “Schedule for the indigenous population” maintained the structure of the “schedule for private homes”, with certain changes in regard to the information sought, for example: 

· Some questions on family were included, in contrast to the national census, such as educational level and languages spoken.

· Certain special categories were included, within the questions on economic activity: aparcero (sharecropper)  or  terrazguero (tenant who exchanges weekly labor for access to a small plot of land), etc.

· Questions on fertility were asked of women over the age of 12, in place of 15, as in the national census. 

A comparative table of the similarities and differences can be found in DANE 1998a: 27-28.

As in 1973, there was no question on ethnic identity in the national census form.

1993:

With the promulgation of a new constituion in 1991, which highlighted the importance of ethnic differences and the recognition of “Afrocolombian” groups, the 1993 census used not only a schedule specifically for these groups [–F2--] but also, for the first time, included a question relating to ethnic identity on the form used for the general population.   In the case of a positive answer, the respondent was asked for the name of the indigenous group or Afrocolombian community. Eighty-oneindigenous groups (including a group originating in Ecuador, the Otavalo) and three Afrocolombian groups were identified. 

One year earlier, between July 27th and August 15th, 1992, a census was carried out through an agreement between Colombia and Venezuela of the Wayuu ethnic population, one of the nation’s 81 indigenous groups. The Wayuu inhabit adjacent regions in the north of Colombia (the Guajira penninsula) and Venezuela.  The results showed a Wayuu population of 128,727 in the Colombian portion, which contrasts with the 93,882 (close to 37% of the total population) previously counted in all of Colombia.  A comparison of the 1985 census data might provide clues to the cause of this discrepancy. Otherwise such a result would indicate a generalized underrepresentation of indigenous populations. 
As in the 1985 census, schedule F2 considered specifics regarding health (“did s/he consult a practitioner of traditional medicine?”), adult female mortality (“is the mother living?”) and informal training (“has s/he taken training courses in carpentry, machinery, indigenous law. The section on fertility asked for information on women over the age of 12 rather than 15 as in the national census. In general schedule F2 sought to approximate the format of the 1985 census. 

Schedule F2, in addition, was less restricted in its application; it applied to: 

· Resguardos (reservations)

· Reservas (reserves)

· Settlements of indigenous people previously confirmed by cartografic work

· The rural areas of Vichada, Vaupés, Guainía, Guaviare, Amazonas y Putumayo y Chocó.  

Even though the above covers a less restricted universe than in 1985, those indigenous persons who left their communities are not taken into account by the information specified in Schedule F2. 

By way of summary, Table 1 shows the evolution of the indigenous population during the last six national censuses (1938-1993).

Table 1

Indigenous population  1938 to 1993

Census
Total Population 
Ethnic (non-white) Population 
Indigenous Population  %



Indigenous
Black
Total


1938
8’701.816
100.422ª


1.15

1951
11’548.172
157.791ª


1.37

1964
17’484.508
119.180ª


.68

1973
20’666.920
383.629


1.86

1985
30’062.200
237.759


.79

1993
33’109.840
574.482
502.343

1.74

Source: a DANE, 1979 (these are not true census data)


    DANE, Population Census.

The evolution of the indigenous proportion of the population with respect to the total population provides an idea of the quality of this information in the censuses. The low proportion in 1985 is due to the fact that only indigenous persons in reservation districts were enumerated; in contrast, for 1973 some of the indigenous population in reservation districts in the Cuaca region were counted twice (Ruiz and Bodnar, 1995: 21). It appears, thus, that the 1993 figure is a relatively close approximation of reality.  

Definitions used to characterize ethnic minorities:

The United Nations does not offer recommendations on the subject, stating that “by the very nature of the subject, these groups will vary widely from country to country; thus, no internationally relevant criteria can be recommended.” 

Different approximations have been tried to characterize the populations labeled ethnic; including: 

· Language,

· Race,

· Color,

· Religion,

· Place of residence,

· Origin; of the person or of his/her parents,

· Customs/habits: typical diet, clothing,

· Economic characteristics, land ownership or land use,

· Various combinations of the above, or

· Group identity, self-identification

The censuses have adopted different definitions.  Before 1993 ethnic populations were characterized according to some definition, in 1993 the census adopted the criterion of self-identification. 

1973 Census:

Adopted a three-group typology:

1. Those groups that are highly acculturated, but which continue the practice of communal land use or land tenure, with a traditional organizational structure: Cauca and Nariño

2. Those which are differentiated from the others through their form of economic subsistence or certain cultural aspects, and which preserve a group identity. 

3. Those which are outside of reservation districts (at the current time), who are undergoing an accelerated process of acculturation and settlement: Meta, Vichada, Arauca, Boyacá, Santanderes, Putumayo, Caquetá, Risaralda y Guajira

Finally, two indicators were used: 

1.     Membership in a group

2.     A susbsistence economy

1985 Census 

The census form, by including the question on membership in “an indigenous group or a people” introduced the concept of ethnic self-identification.  Due to its application only to indigenous resguardo areas , it left out those persons “living in reserves, civil communities or settlements, as well as those who, at the time of the census, had emigrated to other areas of the country.” (Ruiz y Bodnar, 1995:23) 

1993 census

This census sought not only the identification of indigenous persons, but also persons identified as black, or “Afrocolombian” minorities. According to the new realities, the concept of self-identification was introduced: “the criterion of membership in an ethnic minority, indigenous group or black community, based on the self-identification of each person within the national territory, was taken up as a methodological criterion.” (Ruiz y Bodnar, 1993:3).  The United States Census Bureau recognizes this reality as well; in the 2000 census “people may be counted as belonging to more than one racial group”. (Newsweek, Dec. 7, 1999).  

2003 Census 

As it now falls to the Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadística, in accord with Decree 840 of May 23rd, 1995, to certify the population of indigenous resguardos for  purposes of the allocation of resources, in the 2003 census it was decided to leave behind the practice of two separate enumerations, one of the national population  and one of the indigenous population. The question on ethnic identity was asked of the entire population. Those who identified themselves as “indigenous” (code 1) were also asked question 32: “To which group or ethnicity do you belong…?” and question 33: “Do you speak the language or dialect of this ethnic group?” (See table in the Appendix).  This new approximation resolves many of the problems of definition and identification of minorities at the cost of the availability of less information on these groups. 

Conclusions and a recommendation:

1. Only since the 1985 census has the indigenous population been enumerated and only since 1993 does the question appear on the “national” form.

2. There is a distinct census form, both in 1985 and in 1993. 

3. Afrocolombian populations only appear in the 1993 census.

4. Self-identification changes the universe of indigenous populations, particularly in 1993. Before 1993, the population was determined by “definition”. 

5. Due to the foregoing, the various counts are not comparable, as they refer to different groups, both in their definition and in the regions in which the counts were taken.

6. Given that the censuses of the indigenous populations in Colombia were, practically speaking, separate censuses -- in their universe, in the geographic regions, and in the enumeration instruments used -- a special  harmonization for these populations is recommended. 
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Appendix: Organization table (TEMPLATE_ETNIA.XLS) with three variables.

� Translator’s note: As the United Nations Principles and Recommendations and this essay make clear, “Ethnicity” is a malleable concept; it is here employed as a direct translation of “etnicidad”.  Some nations’ censuses may instead use questions on “race”, “color” or “ancestry”.  These terms should not be taken as automatically analogous, and extra care should be taken when harmonizing data even within censuses using the same term, as the meaning of these terms may vary widely according to the specific time and context in which they were employed.


� Translator’s note: “mestizaje” in this context refers to mixed-blood populations, usually European-Indigenous, but also in some contexts Afro-European or Afro-Indigenous. 


� (United Nations, 1998:72)
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