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Abstract. This paper describes and contextualizes how the Indigenous population has been identified in Brazil’s official statistics.
In the complex trajectory of relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Brazil, which spans more than 500
years, the interests, perspectives and approaches adopted by initiatives seeking to identify the Indigenous population for the
purposes of official statistics have assumed a variety of forms. At present, the diverse official sources contain a multitude of
criteria for identifying Indigenous peoples.
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1. Introduction

Over the course of the history of colonization by
Europeans, beginning in the sixteenth century, the In-
digenous population inhabiting what is today the ge-
ographic area of Brazil – one of the largest coun-
tries in the world in territorial terms – experienced a
huge demographic reduction due to epidemics, slav-
ery, and countless other episodes of violence [1]. Even
with all the difficulties involved in producing demo-
graphic estimates of the past given the absence of re-
liable data, the archaeological and historical evidence
suggests that, at the time of the arrival of European col-
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onizers in 1500, the Indigenous population was in the
order of several million individuals, belonging to thou-
sands of different societies [2]. The most recent statis-
tics report that the Indigenous population in Brazil to-
tals approximately 900,000 people, as reflected in the
last national census, conducted in 2010 [3], which cor-
responds to less than 0.5% of the total Brazilian popu-
lation.

In this complex trajectory of relations between In-
digenous and non-Indigenous peoples in Brazil, the in-
terests, perspectives and approaches adopted by initia-
tives seeking to identify the Indigenous population for
the purposes of official statistics have assumed a vari-
ety of forms. If we take as a benchmark the national
censuses, the first of which was conducted in 1872, we
can discern a multitude of different perspectives con-
cerning Indigenous peoples. In a text with the sugges-
tive title of “Entering and leaving the ‘melting pot’: a
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history of Brazilian Indians in the national censuses,”
anthropologist João Pacheco de Oliveira argues that the
censuses encapsulate the complexity of the “identifica-
tion” processes relating to Indigenous populations in
Brazil’s official statistics: “A census unites many actors
and resources, has its own agenda, and operates within
a part of society that has its own interests and repre-
sentations. The questions and methods of investigation
that are used in a census are dictated by the problem of
the construction of the Brazilian nation” [4, p. 193].

Setting out from a perspective informed by a com-
bination of history, anthropology and demography, the
goal of this paper is to describe and contextualize
how the Indigenous population has been identified
in Brazil’s official statistics. Since the topic is wide-
ranging and complex, we have opted to begin with a
historical description concerning the relations between
Indigenous peoples and colonization processes. Next,
we take up the question of national demographic cen-
suses as the main focal point of the analysis, given that
presently they constitute the main sources of demo-
graphic data on the Indigenous population living in the
country. In the final part of the text we explore some of
the main challenges to the identification of Indigenous
peoples in official statistics, discuss their implications
and assess future prospects.

2. Relations between the Brazilian State and
Indigenous peoples

Unlike the rest of Latin America, Brazil was col-
onized by Portugal in a process begun on the 21st

April 1500 with the arrival of Portuguese caravels on
the Brazilian northeast coast. Brazil’s colonial history
spanned from nearly three centuries, with the coun-
try’s independence from Portugal being proclaimed in
1822, when it ceased to be a colony to become the Em-
pire of Brazil, yet commanded by a heir to the Por-
tuguese Court. In 1889, Brazil was declared a Repub-
lic. Brazil’s administration, whether as a colony or as
an independent country, worked to create mechanisms
for administrating the Indigenous population, placing
their lands, bodies and even identities in the service of
the conquista enterprise [5–7].

In the 1910s, already in Brazil’s Republican period,
the first governmental agency specifically aimed at In-
digenous populations was created, known as “Serviço
de Proteção aos Índios” (SPI, or “Indigenous Protec-
tion Service”). It became the hub of indigenist policy in
the first half of the twentieth century. SPI mission was

to “emancipate” the Indigenous population, considered
as “relatively incapable,” in order to become workers
able to contribute to Brazil’s development [6,8]. The
positivist idea that native peoples were closer to the
“childhood of humanity,” leaving their “older brothers”
responsible for supervising their intellectual and cul-
tural maturation [9], led to the Indigenous population
being classified as without “legal competence” [10].
The notion of “tutela” (legal guardianship) was cen-
tral to Brazilian governmental policies aimed at Indige-
nous populations during most of the 20th century.

In the period from 1964 to 1985, reflecting the Cold
War context, Brazil’s government was controlled by
the military (a period referred to as the “Military Dic-
tatorship”) when particular use was made of the legal
notion of guardianship, employing it to curb the circu-
lation of Indigenous leaders or threatening to “emanci-
pate” them for their public denunciations of the abuses
suffered by their peoples [9]. The capacity to make po-
litical speeches and seek to fight for rights were taken
as evidence of leaving the “childhood of humanity”
behind and becoming assimilated with national soci-
ety, which threatened indigenous leaders. If they were
emancipated for failing to meet the “criteria of Indi-
anness” [9], these leaders could be prevented from re-
turning to the lands of their peoples, isolating them
from the day-to-day life and political support of their
communities, still under state guardianship. At that
period, social movements and anthropologists were
highly critical of this specific conception of “eman-
cipation” which, in the context of the military dicta-
torship, implied a loss of rights, not a gain in auton-
omy [9].

A fatalistic view of the destiny of native peoples per-
vaded almost the entire twentieth century: disqualified
from contact with “national society” and struck down
by epidemics of infectious diseases, the depopulation
of the majority of the Indigenous communities was
deemed irreversible [11]. The supposed impossibility
of Indigenous peoples existing as culturally differenti-
ated groups justified the civilizing mission of the State,
expressed in the indigenist legislation and exemplified
by the Law 6.001 of 1973 (also known as the “Indian
Statute”). This law classified Indigenous groups as ei-
ther “isolated”, “in the process of being integrated”
or “integrated”, with the State being responsible for
“preserving their culture and integrating [the Indige-
nous population] harmoniously into the national com-
munity” [12]. The same remit was given to the “Fun-
dação Nacional do Índio” (FUNAI, or “National In-
dian Foundation”), which replaced the SPI as the fed-
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eral agency for Indigenous affairs in 1967 and still ex-
ists today. Among other functions, FUNAI is obliged to
“protect the spontaneous acculturation of the Indian, so
that his socioeconomic evolution takes place shielded
from brusque changes” [13] (see also [14,15]).

From the 1970s, still in the context of the Military
Dictatorship, civil society organizations began to con-
duct demographic surveys of Indigenous populations,
which aimed to prove their existence and therefore
influence the process of ensuring their rights – their
land rights in particular [16]. These surveys were vi-
tal to showing that, despite the extermination of di-
verse populations, not only were Indigenous peoples
not on the brink of disappearing, their population was
actually growing. This “demographic turnaround” be-
came a central fact in the dispute over the demographic
paradigm concerning Indigenous peoples and was in-
strumental in the fight against assimilationist policies
and their justification by fatalism. Over the 1980s,
social movements, religious institutions, Indigenous
leaders and academic researchers – demographers and
anthropologists especially – became heavily involved
in the debates on the number of Indigenous people liv-
ing in Brazil, their population dynamics, and how the
State should review the relationship established with
these peoples who, as we shall see, were much more
numerous than imagined [16].

A very significant change in indigenist legislation
occurred in 1988 with the promulgation of Brazil’s
new Federal Constitution, a landmark in the return
to democracy after the end of the military regime in
1985. As in other countries in Latin America, the as-
similationist perspective in relation to Indigenous peo-
ples was dropped in favour of a multiculturalist ap-
proach [4,17–19], which recognizes that Indigenous
peoples “have standing to sue to defend their rights and
interests” [20], thus abandoning state guardianship.

3. Indigenous Lands

The current Brazilian legislation about Indigenous
Lands (ILs) (also referred as Indigenous Reserves)
presents several particularities compared to other coun-
tries in the world. The 1988 Brazilian Constitution de-
termines that: “Lands traditionally occupied by Indi-
ans are those on which they live on a permanent ba-
sis, those used for their productive activities, those in-
dispensable for the preservation of environmental re-
sources necessary for their well-being and those nec-
essary for their physical and cultural reproduction, ac-

cording to their uses, customs and traditions” [20]. Al-
though ILs are defined as being in the permanent pos-
session of the Indigenous population concerned, with
exclusive use of their natural resources, they remain
the property of the Union. Because of that, permis-
sion to exploit water or mineral resources in Indige-
nous Lands depends on approval by Brazilian National
Congress. Under the Constitution, the affected com-
munities should be heard, but they do not take part in
the decisions on the projects concerned.

The localization of Indigenous Lands (ILs) pro-
vides a diagnostic snapshot of the colonial relation be-
tween the Brazilian State and the Indigenous popu-
lation (Fig. 1). Currently approximately 13% of the
Brazilian territory corresponds to ILs officially recog-
nized by the State, totalling 486 homologated ILs, with
98% of the meshwork of demarcated ILs located in Le-
gal Amazonia. The 422 ILs in Legal Amazonia occupy
115,344,445 hectares (ha), while the 293 ILs in the
rest of the country occupy 2,058,590 ha. On average
the ILs in Legal Amazonia are 39 times larger in size
than those found in other parts of the country, a con-
trast illustrative of the inequalities encountered in the
recognition of Indigenous rights. In the regions where
colonization is older and many economic enterprises
exist, such as the states of the Northeast, South and
Southeast, many ILs correspond to small areas that en-
compass little more than the residences of the Indige-
nous population, failing to assure the basic conditions
needed for their cultural reproduction or survival. Even
in those locations with a low demographic density, eco-
nomic interests (of agribusiness, mining, land invasion
or logging) seek to oppose the native fight for the terri-
tory. These are “endemic conflicts”, which have wors-
ened in the current setting in which FUNAI and the
country’s environmental policy are being dismantled, a
process observed over the last few years [21].

These issues become even more complex as we
take into consideration Indigenous movements across
national frontiers, as it occurs with the Guarani (on
Brazil’s borders with Paraguay, Bolivia and Argentina),
the Yanomami (located in the region of Brazil’s bor-
der with Venezuela), the Tikuna (on the frontier with
Colombia and Peru), and other peoples whose territo-
ries or relational networks are not limited to the bor-
ders of any single nation state. Also, there are some In-
digenous peoples living in voluntary isolation (or semi-
isolation), whose lands are coveted by different eco-
nomic sectors. State’s policies regarding these people
changed in the last couple decades: instead of trying
to reach the “non-contacted peoples” and bring them
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Fig. 1. Map showing current location of Federally Recognized Indigenous Lands (ILs).

close to the national society, the official policy shifted
towards acknowledging them as in “voluntary isola-
tion” and respecting their choice of non-interaction.
The policy has been criticized by some politicians,
who claim that defending “sanctuaries” for few and un-
known Indigenous peoples will impact the country’s
economic development.

With the advances of the 1988 Federal Constitu-
tion and the recent loss of the legal guardianship of
the State, Indigenous autonomy over their territory has

increased but is far from sovereign.1 The economic

1In Brazil, some of the laws important to the definition of the
State’s relations with the Indigenous population are yet to be revised
or updated, even after nearly three decades after the promulgation
of the 1988 Federal Constitution. Such is the case of the “Indian
Statute” [12], whose evolutionist principles (from “isolation” to “in-
tegration”) continue at variance with the principle defended in the
Federal Constitution: the “Indian Statute” remains officially valid
despite its principles now being obsolete. With the absence of spe-
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forces with interests in exploiting the natural resources
of the ILs are amply represented in Brazilian Federal
Congress, making up the largest parliamentary cau-
cus. Known by the abbreviation BBB (Beef, Bible and
Bullets), they try to block the demarcation of new ILs
through constitutional amendment projects. In recent
years, the Federal Executive itself, responsible for de-
marcation, has been slow to recognize Indigenous ter-
ritorial rights, especially in areas disputed with power-
ful economic oligarchies. Furthermore, in an era when
Brazil’s export economy is largely based on soybean
cultivation and other primary commodities, represen-
tatives of agribusiness – strongly present in Congress
– have delayed demarcations by launching various ap-
peals against the State, imposing obstacles to the pro-
cesses and simultaneously exhausting the resources of
disputed lands through monocropping and enormous
cattle herds [21].

Despite the advances made in terms of recogniz-
ing the rights of Indigenous peoples in Brazil in re-
cent decades, the current perception is that various set-
backs have occurred in the public policies for Indige-
nous populations in Brazil. This viewpoint has been re-
peatedly expressed by Indigenous leaders and by the
sectors of academia and civil society that support In-
digenous causes [21] and even by international agen-
cies, as in the case of the United Nations (http://unsr.
vtaulicorpuz.org/site/index.php/documents/country-
reports/154-report-brazil-2016).

As well as the old question of land conflicts, new
challenges emerged after the return to democracy. In-
digenous peoples have also fought for public health
and education policies to be suitably adapted to their
sociocultural particularities. Until the 1990s, FUNAI
concentrated the State functions relating to Indigenous
peoples. With the changes to the structure of the State
and the services provided after the military period, the
Ministries of Health and Education assumed respon-
sibility for the policies that fell under their area. As
we shall see, this diversified the sources for the official
data on Indigenous peoples, until then limited to indi-
genist bodies. Simultaneously, it implied that sectors of
the State who had never dealt with Indigenous peoples
began to develop specific policies for them. However,
the difficulty of identifying who is Indigenous, espe-
cially those people living outside ILs, comprises a ma-
jor issue in implementation of public policies. This is
because FUNAI only operates in officially recognized

cific laws on Indigenous peoples after 1988, a vacuum persists in the
legislation regulating the indigenist agency’s operations [22].

ILs, providing no assistance to hundreds of thousands
of Indigenous peoples outside them. Since the identi-
fication of the Indigenous population in urban centres
in national-level demographic surveys has been associ-
ated with specific logistical problems, the statistical in-
visibility becomes an impediment to guaranteeing their
rights.

4. Sources of data on Indigenous peoples in Brazil

As we saw earlier, the Brazilian State’s relationship
with Indigenous peoples was based, until 1988, on the
conception that they eventually would no longer con-
stituted ethnically differentiated social groups, whether
due to physical extermination or to processes of as-
similation. This perspective had direct impacts on the
ways in which Indigenous peoples were identified and
counted in official statistics over the twentieth century.

The decree instituting the SPI, issued in 1910, es-
tablished that the agency should “carry out surveys
of general statistics on the Indians, with a declaration
of their origins, ages, languages and professions, and
study their current situation, their habits and tenden-
cies” [15]. The information had to be collected in a lo-
cal and decentralized form at the Indigenous Posts run
by the agency, where each head of post kept a register
of births, marriages, and deaths [16]. In practice, al-
though demographic data was routinely collected, at no
moment during the SPI’s existence (until 1967) were
any continuous and systematic efforts made to consol-
idate, analyse or divulge this information with the aim
of comprehending demographic trends.

Although the SPI failed to fulfil its mission of sys-
temizing and divulging statistics on Indigenous peo-
ples, it is worth pointing out that over the first half
of the twentieth century a number of initiatives were
undertaken by researchers that generated demographic
profiles. These studies were produced independently
in Brazilian universities and museums, but also among
some government bodies, particularly the “Conselho
Nacional de Proteção aos Índios” (CNPI, or “National
Council for the Protection of Indians”), an entity con-
nected to the SPI [23]. From this period, we can high-
light the production of influential anthropologist Darcy
Ribeiro who carried out extensive field research in nu-
merous Indigenous communities.

Darcy Ribeiro (1922–1997) used information col-
lected by the SPI heads of post to sketch for the first
time a national demographic panorama of the Indige-
nous population [11]. This study was linked to the
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post-World War II “UNESCO Race Relations Project”
research program, whose objective was to comprehend
the situation of ethnic minorities in different coun-
tries in the context following the end of the Second
World War (1937–1945) [24]. Ribeiro prioritized the
analysis of the relation between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples, its impact on health and demogra-
phy, and the action of the official indigenist body [25].
The presented data was later updated and projected in
1973 [26] as a form of accompanying and describing
demographic trends. The conclusions presented in both
publications were highly pessimistic when it comes to
the future of Indigenous populations in Brazil, indi-
cating not only the physical decline of these peoples,
but also their “disintegration” as ethnic groups and
their eventual assimilation into national society. This
perspective was widespread among the anthropologists
and indigenists of the period.

In 1967 the SPI was shut down and the FUNAI cre-
ated in its place. The decree creating FUNAI, its func-
tions similar in scope to the SPI, also stipulated that
the new institutions should “carry out surveys, analy-
ses, studies and scientific research on Indians, aiming
to preserve their cultures and adapt the assistance pro-
grams to their needs” [13]. Thus, although the body
had been created to change the way in which the State
dealt with Indigenous peoples, few changes were made
in order to improve the production of official data.

Another historical source of population data and in-
formation on Indigenous peoples in Brazil are the reli-
gious missions. Although the State had centralized the
assistance provided to Indigenous peoples, Catholic
and Protestant missionaries did not cease their activ-
ities, which included the production of monographs
detailing aspects of the social life of these popula-
tions [27]. From 1970, influenced by Liberation Theol-
ogy, some religious organizations began to review their
work with Indigenous groups. This change had a sig-
nificant impact on the future of Indigenous peoples in
the Brazilian and wider Latin American settings [28],
and the production of demographic data was central
to this process. In that context, the “Conselho Indi-
genista Missionário” (CIMI, or “Indigenist Mission-
ary Council”) was the first organization to produce and
publish data on the Indigenous population in Brazil. In
1982 the results of the national survey carried out by
CIMI circulated nationally with the aim of informing
the general public, missionaries and Indigenous peo-
ples themselves about the Indigenous cause [29]. The
data indicated the presence of Indigenous peoples in all
five macro-regions of Brazil and pointed to the native

population’s growth, contradicting the official data and
the perception dominant at the time.

Also at the end of the 1970s and throughout the
1980s, organizations working in support of Indigenous
peoples in Brazil and the national Indigenous move-
ment, which emerged during the same period, began to
organize to demand recognition of Indigenous rights.
As part of this movement, the “Centro Ecumênico de
Documentação e Informação” (CEDI, or “Ecumenical
Centre of Documentation and Information”) launched
the Indigenous Peoples in Brazil Program (“Programa
Povos Indígenas no Brasil”), which, to a large extent
supported by foreign funding, consolidated a broad
network of collaborators. Participating in this network
were researchers linked to the movements supporting
Indigenous peoples, as well as indigenists, missionar-
ies and Indigenous representatives. The publications
containing the results of these initiatives also verified
the widespread Indigenous presence in Brazil and its
population growth [30], summarized in the phrase “the
Indians are here to stay” [31]. In the early 1980s, de-
bates about Indigenous demography and the need for
official censuses started to take place at meetings of
the “Associação Brasileira de Estudos de População”
(ABEP – “Brazilian Association of Population Stud-
ies”) [32,33].

The combined evidences from various sources that
Indigenous populations were experiencing a period of
demographic growth were vital to advising the Con-
stituent Assembly (1987/1988) at the end of the mil-
itary dictatorship. In other words, it was the produc-
tion of data by civil society, with the participation of
Indigenous peoples, that provided the groundwork for
a reversal in the State‘s logic of identifying, working
with and producing information on Indigenous peoples
in Brazil.

Following promulgation of the 1988 Constitution,
there has been a proliferation of public policies aimed
at Indigenous peoples in Brazil, which were based on
new rights resulting from changes in legal status. The
changes to the forms in which the State worked with
Indigenous peoples were met with increased produc-
tion of information related to demographic patterns,
health, education, and social assistance by different
government agencies and ministries [34,35] (Table 1).
At present, the diverse official sources contain a mul-
titude of criteria for identifying Indigenous peoples,
not always mutually compatible. Current challenges
include improving the collection and coverage of infor-
mation, making the databases produced by the diverse
institutions compatible, the divulgation of this data, as
well as the appropriation of the latter by Indigenous
peoples themselves.
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The 1988 Federal Constitution also changed the way
in which the nation projected itself through the demo-
graphic census. The 1991 Census was the first to in-
clude the category Indigenous as a response option to
the question ‘What is your colour or race?’. Prior to
that, the national Census, conducted since 1872, in-
structed enumerators to include the Indigenous popu-
lation in a category of colour that represented some
degree of “miscegenation,” such as “pardo” (brown),
“caboclo” or “mestiça” [36].2 This change happened
not only as an outcome of political debates within
Brazil [40], but also due to international directives.
In this setting, diverse Latin American countries in-
cluded questions designed to gather data on Indige-
nous populations among the census rounds of 1980 and
2010 [41–43].

Between 1991 and 2000, the need was recognized
to continue and improve the data collection on the In-
digenous population in the national Demographic Cen-
suses [44]. The advance in the identification and de-
marcation of Indigenous Lands by FUNAI, also al-
lowed a greater refinement of the cartographic infor-
mation on these areas, and consequently of the data
gathered on this population [45].

The 2000 Demographic Census again included the
Indigenous category in the question about colour/race,
consolidating the Census as the largest source of in-
formation on Indigenous people, including giving vis-
ibility to the residents in urban areas. In 2005, based
on census data, “Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Es-
tatística” (IBGE, or “Brazilian Institute for Geography
and Statistics”) published for the first time a book out-
lining demographic trends and providing specific anal-
yses of the population declaring itself Indigenous [46].
The 2000 data brought unexpected results that could
not be explained by demographic dynamics alone, such
as the large increase in Indigenous people in urban ar-
eas. This data, which we explore in the next section,
pointed to the need and the analytic advantages of ex-
panding the colour/race question to the universal ques-
tionnaire, answered by the Brazilian population as a
whole, and also to the inclusion of the identification
of ethnic belonging of individuals [46]. To meet these
criteria, IBGE began to conduct studies to improve the

2Brazil is one of the few countries to continually classify its pop-
ulation in terms of colour/race in its censuses [37–39]. Out of the 12
demographic censuses taken, the question was not asked in only 3
occasions. Despite the invisibility of the “Indigenous” category over
the course of history, in one way or another the censuses always ex-
pressed a concern in relation to the place of the Indigenous popula-
tion in the national community.

methodology for gathering, compiling and distributing
data on the Indigenous population [47]. These initia-
tives were undertaken in cooperation with government
agencies through agreements with FUNAI, with insti-
tutes of official statistics in Latin America, following
the international recommendations of the United Na-
tional Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
and with the academic community [45].

Through this endeavour, the 2010 Census introduced
major innovations to the identification of the Indige-
nous population [48]. The question on colour/race was
included in the universal questionnaire (in 1991 and
2000 they were part of the sample questionnaire) with
the insertion of questions on ethnic group and lan-
guage focused on those individuals declaring them-
selves Indigenous. The 2010 identification question
was the following: “Your colour or race is”, with the
following options (in this order): “white”, “black”,
“yellow”, “brown”, and “Indigenous”. Those who de-
clared “Indigenous” were additional asked: “What eth-
nic group or people do you belong to?” (open an-
swer) and “Do you speak any Indigenous language
at home?” [“yes” or “no” – if “yes”, the respondent
was asked “which language(s)?”, listing up to two lan-
guages]. Also included was a cover question to the item
on colour/race for households located in Indigenous
Lands. In this case, if an individual did not declare him
or herself Indigenous (in other words, self-identifying
as “white,” “black,” “yellow,” or “brown”), the person
was asked “Do you consider yourself Indigenous?”.
In case of a positive answer, the questions about eth-
nic belonging and Indigenous languages were also
made [48]. Thus the 2010 Census recorded as Indige-
nous people in Brazil the sum of all those who declared
themselves “Indigenous” (817,900) and all those who
“considered themselves” Indigenous (78,954), making
a total of 896,900 Indigenous people in 2010.

In 2010, the innovations in the use of the PDA (an
electronic questionnaire) and more precise georefer-
enced information, with a digitalized territorial base
compatibilized with the borders of the ILs, enabled
the application of questions concerning the specificity
of these areas [45]. Hence, the georeferencing of the
questionnaire allowed it to be better adapted to socio-
cultural particularities, including questions concerning
sanitation and residences [45]. The census questions
were asked in Portuguese and only eventually trans-
lated to Indigenous languages if native interpreters
were available and requested by community leaders.

The 2010 Demographic Census met various inter-
national recommendations, such as self-identification,
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Table 2
Population size of Indigenous and non-Indigenous in urban and rural areas, according to the 1991, 2000, and 2010 Brazilian National Censuses

Urban Rural Total

1991 2000 2010 1991 2000 2010 1991 2000 2010
Indigenous 71,026 383,298 315,192 223,105 350,829 502,783 294,131 734,127 817,963
Non-Indigenous 110,494,732 137,003,552 180,605,298 35,492,049 31,662,628 29,325,929 145,986,780 168,666,180 189,931,228
% Indigenous 0.06 0.28 0.17 0.62 1.10 1.69 0.20 0.43 0.43

Source: IBGE (2012).

the diversity of ethnic identification criteria, which in-
cluded the language spoken, the ethnic group or people
to which the person declaring him or herself Indige-
nous belongs, and questions with options adjusted to
the Indigenous people living in Indigenous Lands (in
particular relating to sanitation) and the employment of
Indigenous interpreters when requested by community
leaders [48].

5. What does the demographic census data tell us
about the Indigenous population in Brazil?

As indicated previously, the National Demographic
Censuses conducted by IBGE currently constitute the
main sources of demographic data on Indigenous pop-
ulations in Brazil.3 In this section we begin by describ-
ing the general characteristics concerning the Indige-
nous population in the 1991, 2000 and 2010 Censuses
(with an emphasis on the size of the population and
its distribution according to regions of the country in
the urban and rural sectors).4 Next, we present some
of the results derived from the 2010 Census, includ-
ing variables introduced only in the most recent cen-
sus, such as classification of Indigenous ethnic group
and whether the person spoke an Indigenous language
at home. Finally, we briefly examine the differences

3Contemporary National Demographic Censuses undertaken in
Brazil are planned to count all the residents in the country, including
institutionalized populations (e.g. the incarcerated and those living
in nursing homes). A notable exception is that the National Census
does not aim to count Indigenous populations considered by FUNAI
to be “in isolation,” defined as those living “without permanent rela-
tions with national societies or with infrequent interactions with non-
Indigenous or other Indigenous peoples” (see http://www.funai.gov.
br/index.php/nossas-acoes/povos-indigenas-isolados-e-de-recente-
contato, accessed December 7, 2018).

4Since 2000, IBGE has published detailed overviews of the cen-
sus results about Indigenous population [3,46] and also made avail-
able part of the census microdata for public access, which might be
downloaded from the institutional website. It is also possible to gen-
erate pre-formatted outputs using online cross-tabulation informa-
tion systems, including SIDRA (http://www.ibge.sidra.gov.br) and
BME (http://www.bme.gov.br).

between the Indigenous and non-Indigenous popula-
tion in terms of literacy5 and income, as well as indi-
cators relating to fertility and mortality. It is important
to stress that in all the analyses we used exclusively
the information from the question on colour or race,
not including therefore those individuals who “consid-
ered themselves” Indigenous in 2010, as discussed in
the previous section.

Table 2 compares the sizes in urban and rural areas
of Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations in the
1991, 2000 and 2010 Censuses. It is notable that over
the period of two decades, the Indigenous population
varied from 294,131 in 1991 to 817,963 in 2010, or in
other words it almost tripled. This was the biggest in-
crease among all the categories of colour/race routinely
collected by the censuses in Brazil (namely white,
black, yellow, brown, undeclared results). For the non-
Indigenous population, the relative variation in growth
was much less expressive, rising from 146 to 189 mil-
lion people between 1991 and 2010, not even doubling
therefore.

In the case of Indigenous people living in urban ar-
eas, the census data indicate substantial growth be-
tween 1991 and 2000, followed by a drop between
2000 and 2010 (Table 2). In the rural area, the trend
was growth over the course of three censuses. For non-
Indigenous people, while the population in urban areas
grew from 1991 to 2010, in the rural area a reduction
was observable.

Despite the variation in the size of the Indigenous
population between censuses, one constant is the low
proportion in relation to the Brazilian population in
general (Table 2). Considering the urban and rural
areas combined, 0.43% of the Brazilian population
was Indigenous in 2010, a figure similar to 2000 and
slightly higher than 1991. In the rural area, there was
an upward trend in the proportion of Indigenous people
compared to the total population of the country, rising
from 0.62% in 1991 to 1.69% in 2010.

5The definition of “literacy” used by IBGE is the following: “per-
son 5 years of age or more able to read and write a simple note in the
language he or she knows” [46].
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In the discussions on the demography of the Indige-
nous population in Brazil, one of the most debated
questions concerning the census data is related to the
variation observed in urban areas between 1991 and
2000, when there was a jump from 71,026 to 383,298
persons, which was translated into the previously cited
growth of +20.8% per year (Table 2). Discarding the
improbable and already cited explanation of a mass
rural-urban migration of Indigenous people in the pe-
riod, what may have occurred was an increase in peo-
ple opting to declare themselves as Indigenous to the
census takers in 2000.

Among the various contextual elements highlighted
to explain this variation is the observation that data col-
lection for the 2000 Census took place in the heat of the
debates related to the 500th anniversary of the arrival
(commonly referred to as “invasion”) of Europeans in
Brazil (see Section 2). In this scenario, a valorisation of
Indigenous identity may have occurred, subsequently
reflected in the data collected for the demographic cen-
sus [44,49–54]. In April 2000, a few months prior to
the 2000 Census research starting, in July 2000, sev-
eral manifestations took place in various regions of the
country, some of which led to confrontations of In-
digenous leaders and supporters with the police. These
were widely publicized in the media [55]. Recognized
as ethnic minorities, vulnerable and confronting pow-
erful interests in order to guarantee their rights, princi-
pally access to their land, the historical and sociopoliti-
cal context of 2000 may have stimulated people to self-
identify as Indigenous in the national census. The fact
that in 2000 there was a higher proportion of Indige-
nous people in urban areas compared to rural strongly
suggests a different pattern at work in this specific cen-
sus (Table 2).

Beyond demographic factors, therefore, the quan-
titative variations observed in the Indigenous popula-
tion in Brazil in the different demographic censuses
may be associated with methodological differences be-
tween the censuses (such as the inclusion of ques-
tions on belonging to Indigenous ethnic groups and
Indigenous languages in 2010) and the processes of
ethnic-racial reclassification related to specific histori-
cal and sociopolitical contexts. Analyses of the varia-
tions of the Indigenous population in diverse countries
also point to the importance of identity factors [56].
In the Brazilian case, studies analysing the variation
in the Indigenous population (see revision in Bastos et
al. [57]) highlight the fact that, in part, the differences
observed may be due to “ethnogenesis” – that is, pro-
cesses of ethnic re-emergence of Indigenous peoples.

Table 3
Urban-rural distribution (%) of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous
population by geographical regions, according to the 2010 Brazilian
National Census

Urban Rural Total
Indigenous

North 19.5 48.6 37.4
Northeast 33.7 20.4 25.5
Southeast 25.1 3.7 12.0
South 10.8 8.1 9.2
Central-west 10.9 19.1 16.0
Total 315,192 502,771 817,963

(100%) (100%) (100%)
Non-Indigenous

North 7.2 13.5 8.2
Northeast 24.1 48.3 27.8
Southeast 46.5 19.3 42.3
South 14.5 13.9 14.4
Central-west 7.8 5.0 7.3
Total 160,605,299 29,325,929 189,931,228

(100%) (100%) (100%)

Source: SIDRA/IBGE.

Owing to the violence of colonization, only in recent
periods have Indigenous people from diverse groups,
many of them with lengthy histories of interaction with
non-Indigenous populations, begun to express their In-
digenous ethnic belonging in the context of census in-
vestigations conducted by government agencies.

Taking the 2010 Census as a reference point, Table 3
presents the distribution of the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous population according to the region of res-
idence in Brazil. We can note a differentiated pattern
with approximately half (48.6%) of the rural Indige-
nous population living in the North region, while there
was a predominance of Indigenous residents in urban
areas in the Northeast (33.7%) and Southeast (25.1%).
For non-Indigenous, nearly half of those who lived in
urban and rural areas resided in the Southeast (46.5%)
and in the Northeast (48.3%), respectively, which is a
distribution pattern that greatly differs from that of the
Indigenous population (Table 3).

This urban-rural pattern aligns with the distribu-
tion of Indigenous Lands in the Brazilian territory,
the largest of which are located in the North region
(Fig. 1). In 2010, 116,971 (37.1%) of the 315,180
Indigenous people living in urban areas were resident
in urban regions of metropolitan regions of the Centre-
West, Northeast, Southeast and South (SIDRA –
IBGE’s Automatic Data Recovery System, Table
3175). As for the Indigenous residents in rural areas,
85.9% lived in Indigenous Lands [1].

Although the Indigenous population in Brazil only
corresponded to 0.43% of the total Brazilian popula-
tion in 2010 (Table 2), some areas have a pronounced
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Indigenous presence [3]. In 2010, the country was di-
vided into 5,564 municipalities and the Federal Dis-
trict. Approximately a quarter (24.1% or 197,319 in-
dividuals) of the country’s total Indigenous popula-
tion resided in a group of just 20 of these municipal-
ities. The majority of the latter, 11 in total, were lo-
cated in the North region with the others located in
the Centre-West (4 municipalities), Southeast (3) and
Northeast (2). These municipalities with a larger ab-
solute number of Indigenous residents presented two
profiles: 14 of them had 20% or more of the popula-
tion constituted by Indigenous people, generally small
municipalities with less than 15,000 inhabitants; on
the other hand, three municipalities (Salvador, Rio de
Janeiro and São Paulo) form part of large metropoli-
tan regions, as well as being capitals of their respective
states. In these three municipalities resided thousands
of Indigenous inhabitants (7,563, 6,764 and 12,997, re-
spectively), but the proportions of Indigenous people
compared to the total population were small (< 0.30%
in the three cases, which is lower than the 0.43% for
the country as a whole).

There were striking differences in the age composi-
tion of the Indigenous population living in urban and
rural areas in Brazil in 2010 (Fig. 2). In the case of rural
areas, roughly 50% of the Indigenous populations were
aged 20 or under. For comparative purposes, the age
structures for the non-Indigenous population are also
shown in Fig. 2, demonstrating that the Indigenous res-
idents of urban areas present an age distribution similar
to that of the non-Indigenous population.

As indicated previously, there was a marked expan-
sion in the data collection relating to the Indigenous
population in the 2010 Census compared to earlier cen-
suses in Brazil. There is, therefore, a large volume of
information whose content cannot be covered in de-
tail in the present text. Consequently, we have opted to
list a set of findings that, in our view, are particularly
significant when considering the question of the iden-
tification of Indigenous populations in Brazil through
census data: (1) the respondents who classified them-
selves as Indigenous referred to a total of 305 Indige-
nous ethnic groups and 274 Indigenous languages spo-
ken at home [3, p. 85, 90]; (2) the largest three In-
digenous ethnic groups in population terms were the
Tikúna (46,045 people), Guarani Kaiowá (43,401) and
Kaingang (37,470) [3, p. 89]; (3) there was a predom-
inance of groups containing a few hundred individu-
als, given that 22.7% were composed of < 100 peo-
ple; 29.2% between 100 and 499; 27.9% between 500
and 1999; and only 20.1% over 2000; (4) while almost

all the interviewees (99.9%) in Indigenous Lands re-
ferred to a specific Indigenous ethnic group, outside
the ILs the proportion was 61.4% [3, p. 86]; (5) gener-
ally speaking, in the urban areas of the various regions
of the country in 2010, there was a predominance of
people who classified themselves as Indigenous who
did not cite affiliation to any specific Indigenous ethnic
group. Considering the response “does not know ethnic
group” for those who declared themselves Indigenous
in the question on colour or race, the percentages were
2.2% in rural areas (0.5% in the North; 5.7% in the
Northeast; 8.5% in the Southeast; 4.0% in the South;
0.8% in the Centre-West) and 43.1% in urban areas
(15.4% in the North; 46.6% in the Northeast; 57.8%
in the Southeast; 52.8% in the South; 38.7% in the
Centre-West) (Source: BME/IBGE – “Banco Multidi-
mensional de Estatísticas”, or “Multidimensional Data
Bank”).

These findings point to a scenario of considerable
ethnic and linguistic sociodiversity among the Indige-
nous population in Brazil, one of the most pronounced
in Latin America, with a prevalence of societies with
generally small population sizes (a few hundred peo-
ple) and living predominantly in Indigenous Lands.6 In
addition, the 2010 census data showed that, in terms
of the Indigenous population residing in urban areas,
a large number (43.1%) consider themselves to be
Indigenous-descendants but without reference to spe-
cific Indigenous groups.

As a nationwide demographic survey, the 2010 Cen-
sus produced for the Brazilian population in general,
including the Indigenous population, a vast range of
sociodemographic data that still remains to be explored
in detail. In terms of the Indigenous population, rel-
atively little has been investigated concerning themes
linked to education, work, income, residential con-
ditions, fertility, mortality and migration, for exam-
ple [3]. While recognizing that the national censuses
present various limitations when it comes to gathering
data on socioculturally differentiated populations, as is
the case of Indigenous peoples in Brazil [53,59–61],
in Tables 4 and 5 we present comparisons between
these groups in relation to literacy rates in three age

6The other main source of information on the diversity of Indige-
nous peoples in Brazil is the NGO Instituto Socioambiental (ISA).
ISA’s data refers to peoples living in Indigenous Lands. In the most
recent published compilation, ISA’s survey indicated 252 Indigenous
peoples and 715,213 individuals [58, p. 17]. Considering the hetero-
geneity of criteria used by the IBGE and ISA, we can note when
comparing their data that the differences are not particularly pro-
nounced.
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Fig. 2. Age distribution of indigenous and non-indigenous populations by gender and urban-rural residency, according to the 2010 Brazilian
National Census.

groups (5 to 14.9, 15 to 19.9, and 20 to 39.9 years)
and income among young adults (20 to 39.9 years).
These comparisons point to effective disadvantages for
the Indigenous population in comparison to the non-
Indigenous population in Brazil (Figs 3 and 4). This is
a pattern expressed consistently in the various regions
of the country, especially in rural areas. It should be
pointed out that levels of literacy and income are non-
Indigenous parameters that do not necessarily take into
account or reflect Indigenous dynamics of learning and

native economic modalities. Nonetheless, in context of
inevitable interaction between Indigenous groups and
the surrounding Brazilian society, especially for those
without access to territory (as is the case of most of the
residents of urban areas), differentials in literacy and
income potentially translate into effective disadvan-
tages in terms of socioeconomic opportunities com-
pared to non-Indigenous inhabitants.

Until recently no estimates were available on the fer-
tility rates of the Indigenous population in Brazil that
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Table 4
Frequency (%) of literacy∗ in 5–14.9, 15–19.9, and 20–39.9 year-old Indigenous and non-Indigenous, by urban-rural residency and geographical
regions, according to the 2010 Brazilian National Census

Rural Urban Total

Indigenous Non-Indigenous Indigenous Non-Indigenous Indigenous Non-Indigenous
5–14.9 years

North 52.9 65.6 77.6 79.8 56.9 75.6
Northeast 58.7 70.1 79.5 80.4 66.9 77.2
Southeast 63.8 86.4 88.8 88.1 80.0 87.9
South 81.2 88.4 85.3 88.2 82.3 88.3
Central-west 70.1 84.2 85.8 86.9 72.4 86.6
Total 60.2 74.8 81.8 85.2 65.8 83.3

15–19.9 years
North 75.7 93.9 96.4 98.1 80.0 97.0
Northeast 88.9 93.7 96.7 96.8 92.5 95.9
Southeast 88.4 98.2 98.7 98.9 96.0 98.9
South 95.6 98.8 97.7 99.2 96.4 99.1
Central-west 88.6 98.4 98.1 99.1 90.7 99.0
Total 83.1 95.3 97.3 98.4 83.0 95.2

20–39.9 years
North 68.9 86.7 92.5 96.2 74.4 94.1
Northeast 74.6 78.7 92.1 92.5 84.3 89.2
Southeast 82.2 93.7 97.4 98.2 94.9 97.9
South 85.6 96.6 95.6 98.6 90.5 98.3
Central-west 80.2 93.8 95.8 97.8 85.3 97.4
Total 74.2 85.8 94.3 96.7 87.9 97.8

Source: BME/IBGE. ∗See note 5 for the definition of “literacy” used by IBGE.

Table 5
Frequency (%) of 20–39.9 year-old Indigenous and non-Indigenous without income or income below one Brazilian minimum salary, by urban-
rural residency and geographic regions, according to the 2010 Brazilian National Census

Rural Urban Total

Indigenous Non-Indigenous Indigenous Non-Indigenous Indigenous Non-Indigenous
North 94.2 86.7 75.6 65.2 89.9 70.0
Northeast 93.7 93.0 75.8 74.7 83.8 79.1
Southeast 80.4 73.5 47.3 45.3 52.6 47.1
South 84.4 60.3 46.8 36.6 65.7 39.6
Central-west 89.4 64.9 57.3 47.8 78.9 49.4
Total 91.8 82.6 63.3 52.9 79.3 57.0

Source: BME/IBGE.

Fig. 3. Frequency (%) of literacy in 5–14.9, 15–19.9, and 20–39.9 year-old Indigenous and non-Indigenous, according to the 2010 Brazilian
National Census.

were representative for the country as a whole [16].
Following the inclusion of the Indigenous category in
the 1991 Census, it became possible to generate fer-
tility estimates for Indigenous women at national level

and compare these with other sectors of the Brazilian
population [62]. The analyses of the fertility of the In-
digenous population based on census data from 1991,
2000 and 2010 indicate a downward trend in total fer-
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Fig. 4. Frequency (%) of 20–39.9 year-old Indigenous and non-Indigenous without income or income below one Brazilian minimum salary,
according to the 2010 Brazilian National Census.

tility rates (TFRs)7 (5.4, 3.9 and 3.8, respectively) [62].
The changes in the levels in rural areas across the three
censuses (6.7, 6.1 and 4.8) proved to be significantly
higher than for those in urban areas (2.9, 2.6, and 2.8).
The downward trend in fertility observed for the In-
digenous population is especially linked, therefore, to
women living in rural areas, with little variation shown
for those residents in urban areas. These differentials
are reflected in the age composition of the Indigenous
population, which, as indicated earlier, is substantially
younger in rural areas (Fig. 2). In comparative terms,
the TFRs of Brazilian women in general in 2000 and
2010 were 2.39 and 1.87 [63]. Hence the fertility rates
of Indigenous women proved to be substantially higher
than the rate observed for the Brazilian population in
general, which is below the replacement level, a ten-
dency reflected in the age composition profiles cited
previously.

Since the end of the 1990s there has been a no-
table increase in debates on inequities in health accord-
ing to colour/race in Brazil, reflected in the produc-
tion of surveys on differences in mortality rates and
other health indicators [64,65]. In this area, the main
source of data representative at a national level are
the registries of the Ministry of Health’s Mortality In-
formation System (“Sistema de Informações de Mor-
talidade”, SIM) (Table 1), which since the 1990s has
recorded the colour/race of the deceased, with an ex-
pansion in the coverage of this data observable over the
years [66]. Another important source, one less inves-
tigated, in part because it is more recent, is the 2010
Census, which included specific questions on the oc-
currence of deaths in the households in the year before

7The total fertility rate (TFR) is the average number of children
that would be born or likely to be born to a woman during her life if
she were subject to the prevailing rate of age-specific fertility in the
population (see http://www.searo.who.int/entity/health_situation_
trends/data/chi/TFR/en/, accessed December 7, 2018).

the interview [67]. Making use of both sources, espe-
cially the SIM, numerous studies have been published
on mortality differentials according to colour/race in
Brazil, yet it is notable that often these make no men-
tion of figures for Indigenous groups. Many of the
studies of mortality rates according to colour/race do
not include Indigenous people, based on the justifica-
tion that they comprise a small population and that the
small number of deaths, compared to the thousands ob-
served for the other colour/race categories, creates sta-
tistical difficulties when it comes to calculating the in-
dicators [68].

Emphasizing the need for better knowledge of the
mortality levels of Indigenous peoples in Brazil, some
recent studies have given special attention to analysing
data representative at a national scale, such as the infor-
mation derived from the SIM and the 2010 Census [69,
70]. For the 2009–2010 period, Caldas et al. [69] re-
ported significantly higher infant mortality rates for the
Indigenous population (47.2 deaths per thousand live
births according to the SIM data and 27.3 per thou-
sand according to the 2010 Census) when compared
to the figures for the Brazilian population overall (16.3
and 15.9 per thousand, respectively) [69]. Based on the
data on deaths collected by the 2010 Census, Campos
et al. [70] investigated the probability of death in the
Indigenous and non-Indigenous population according
to gender in three age groups (0–4.9, 5 to 9.9 and 15
to 44.9 years), observing that the figures were always
higher for men and for Indigenous people, sometimes
as high as double among the first two age groups [70].

In this section we provided a succinct description of
a set of aspects relating to the demography of Indige-
nous peoples in Brazil, based on data from the three
most recent national censuses (1991, 2000 and 2010).
Since the 1990s, the issue of Indigenous identification
has received growing attention from the IBGE, which
is reflected in the expansion of the categories of data
collected, which more recently have included ethnic
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affiliation and language, among others. We also em-
phasized that there were variations in the sizes of the
Indigenous population between the censuses that can-
not be attributed solely to demographic factors, such
as inter-relations between birth and death rates. Very
possibly aspects linked to classification (such as the
inclusion of questions on specific Indigenous ethnic
affiliation and Indigenous languages spoken) and to
the sociopolitical context (as in 2000, on the occasion
of debates concerning the impacts of the 500 years
since the arrival of Europeans in the territory that is
today Brazil) had an important influence, albeit lit-
tle is known in terms of its magnitude on the cen-
sus results. Even in the face of these diverse poten-
tial influences, the data from national censuses con-
ducted in Brazil reveal ethnic particularities and also
important differences between the Indigenous and non-
Indigenous population, which translate into inequities
in educational and economic terms and in mortality
levels, among others.

6. Final considerations

In reflecting critically from a diachronic perspective,
we conclude that in Brazil in the 1960s there existed
basically a single form of “identifying” Indigenous
people in official statistics: the birth and death records
that the head of FUNAI’s indigenist posts maintained
in the communities for which they were responsible.
Generally incomplete and insufficiently systemized,
these were data on births, deaths and marriages that
were not transformed into more comprehensive and re-
liable demographic profiles of the Indigenous popula-
tion in Brazil. In the half century since, there has been
a profusion of systems for identifying and counting In-
digenous people in the country (Table 1). Responding
to the fact that the State had failed to count the popula-
tion systematically over most of the twentieth century,
from the 1970s and 1980s non-governmental organisa-
tions working in the defence of Indigenous rights and
linked to Indigenous movements, began to make efforts
to “place Indians on the map of Brazil”.

Following the 1988 Federal Constitution, relations
between the Brazilian State and Indigenous peoples
began to develop on new grounds with the proliferation
of public policies, with an emphasis on the areas of ed-
ucation, health, and land rights. It is important to em-
phasize that the criteria of identification implemented
in the various systems are not the same, although as
a general pattern they are relatively proximate to the

categorization used by the IBGE, which is based on
the categories of white, black, yellow, brown and In-
digenous, mostly gathered through self-identification,
especially in the most recent census rounds (Table 1).

Many challenges remain in relation to the theme
of identifying and counting the Indigenous popula-
tion in official statistics in Brazil. Diverse authors have
called attention to the inadequacy of collecting data
on Indigenous ethnic affiliation in the context of ques-
tions that primarily emphasize notions of colour/race,
thus associated with the criteria of physical appear-
ance [4,16]. Additionally, it should be pointed out that
the methodology of the demographic censuses and
other registries of official statistics do not allow indi-
viduals to choose more than one category of classifica-
tion. In Brazil, over the centuries of colonization, there
was – in the Brazilian Northeast and diverse other re-
gions – intense miscegenation of Indigenous peoples
with populations of African and European origin. For
many authors, including those of the present text, while
it is recognized that there is no “ideal” system, the cat-
egories and forms for recording ethnic-racial affiliation
in the official statistics in Brazil are insufficient to cap-
ture the existing complexities and nuances.

At the level of international agreements, Brazil has
been a signatory to Convention 169 of the International
Labour Organization [71] since 2004 and, as a conse-
quence, is committed to making advances in the plan-
ning, monitoring and assessment of public policies for
Indigenous peoples. In this setting, as well as the com-
plex problems of categorization, multiple challenges
exist in relation to the procedures for the collection,
analysis and appropriation of data by Indigenous peo-
ples themselves – challenges particularly preeminent at
the present moment, during the preparatory process for
the 2020 Census. International recommendations, like
the Montevideo Consensus on Population and Devel-
opment and the 2030 Agenda, indicate the need to ex-
pand and improve the capture of data according to cri-
teria of ethnicity, recognizing the historical and terri-
torial origins of each ethnic group or community [72].
The immediate challenges for the IBGE include hir-
ing Indigenous census officers or instructors to work in
the villages (which did not happen in the 1991, 2000
and 2010 Censuses), making progress in the involve-
ment of Indigenous peoples in the process of designing
the research and its results, allowing the disaggregation
needed to produce internationally comparable analyses
and indicators that are also significant for the Indige-
nous communities. Another point to emphasise is that,
for the 2020 Census, efforts need to be made to capture
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more detailed data on Indigenous people living outside
of ILs, in particular those living in urban areas, con-
sidering that the urbanization of the Indigenous popu-
lation is a process that will, on current trends, tend to
intensify in the country over the next decades.

Much effort has been made in the production of
statistics on Indigenous peoples in Brazil over recent
decades, but there is one aspect in particular where
the advances have been few: there are practically no
Indigenous demographers in the country, with one of
the authors of the present study (Colman), as far as
we know, being the only Indigenous person with a
doctorate in demography in the country. At a moment
when the theme of the sovereignty of statistical and
demographic data is gaining strength in international
debates on the Indigenous issue [73], it is essential
that progress is made in Brazil in terms of expanding
Indigenous participation at all the different levels in-
volved in the production, systemization, analysis and
divulgation of demographic data. This would perhaps
be one of the most significant ways of accelerating the
reversal of “statistical invisibility”, aiming to define
more appropriate methodologies for capturing Indige-
nous data and incorporating Indigenous conceptions of
demographic variables, in accordance with their own
categories, notions of “living well” and political agen-
das.
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