
INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE USAGE AND
MAINTENANCE PATTERNS AMONG
INDIGENOUS PEOPLE IN THE ERA

OF NEOLIBERAL MULTICULTURALISM
IN MEXICO AND GUATEMALA

Hirotoshi Yoshioka
University of Texas at Austin

Abstract: In both Mexico and Guatemala, indigenous languages are at risk ofextinc
tion. Because languages influence people's ways of thinking and help them identify
with particular ethnicgroups, indigenous language loss can result in severe problems
that extend well beyond the demise ofthese languages. Although current multicultural
reforms offerindigenous people unprecedentedopportunities, these seeminglypositive
changes may actually threaten indigenous languages and cultures. Using the latest
demographic census data,I presenthowsocioeconomic, demographic, and community
factors negatively correlate with indigenous language usage. I contend that indig-
enous language maintenance will become more difficult because neoliberal multi
culturalism endorses indigenous cultural rights without puttingforth other necessary
changes. Establishing effective language preservation strategies requires us to rec
ognize dangers hidden in the current multicultural agenda, to rigorously ask how
we can destigmatize negative images attached to indigenous cultures, and to combat
centuries-long oppression and discrimination against indigenous groups.

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the world, hundreds of languages that are known to exist
or to have existed are no longer spoken, and the pace of language loss has
accelerated considerably during the past two centuries (Wurm 1991). Mex
ico and Guatemala are among the countries that face the danger of lan
guage loss. As a result of the oppression and subordination of indigenous
groups in many parts of Latin America, many indigenous children no lon
ger learn indigenous languages and speak only the dominant language
Spanish, in most countries. Therefore, numerous indigenous languages in
the region risk extinction (England 2003; Hale et al. 1992; Hawkins 2005).

Indigenous people's disadvantaged socioeconomic status and the pres
sure of assimilation into mestizo or Ladino society have been influen
tial on indigenous language loss. Hence, the pace of language loss may
change as a result of drastic recent changes in the environment that sur
rounds indigenous people. During the 1990s, we witnessed the impres
sive mobilization of indigenous people in Latin America, and today, both
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Mexico and Guatemala actively recognize indigenous cultural rights.
Such changes may lead us to believe that the preservation of indigenous
languages will be successful, at least more so than in the past. Indeed,
England (2003) notes that there has been some success in the promotion
of Guatemalan Mayan languages. However, I argue that indigenous lan
guage maintenance will become more difficult; ironically, the increased
difficulty partly derives from the recognition of indigenous cultural rights
endorsed by what Hale (2002) calls neoliberal multiculturalism.

In Latin America, the boundary between indigenous and nonindig
enous has never been static (Wolf 1986) or clear. As a result, what appears
beneficial to indigenous people, including new indigenous cultural rights,
may actually threaten their cultures. This point merits serious attention,
because without a nuanced understanding of what neoliberal multi
culturalism really offers and endangers, it is impossible to design an ef
fective language maintenance strategy. Also, understanding the value of
preserving indigenous languages is an essential component of a true and
robust multicultural society, at least in Mexico and Guatemala.

I argue that, in Mexico and Guatemala, preserving indigenous lan
guages is an important component of indigenous mobilization and is
fundamental to actually protecting their cultural rights. Therefore, a fur
ther understanding of factors, patterns, and mechanisms that relate to
language loss is essential for combating socioeconomic difficulties and
injustices that indigenous people have faced. However, to my knowledge,
no individual-level statistical analysis of this topic exits. Using the latest
demographic census data from Mexico and Guatemala, I examine the
correlation between indigenous language usage among self-identified in
digenous people and various socioeconomic and demographic factors. In
addition, I analyze whether indigenous language usage among the chil
dren of indigenous language speakers differs because of their parents'
socioeconomic backgrounds.

In this work, I aim to demonstrate why opportunities that emerged un
der multicultural reforms may threaten indigenous languages in Mexico
and Guatemala rather than promote them. On the basis of empirical evi
dence, I highlight the importance and difficulties of indigenous language
preservation, why effective language maintenance strategies require us
to seriously take into account various socioeconomic and structural fac
tors, and an understanding of the hidden dangers of multiculturalism for
indigenous cultures.

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE USAGE AS A METHOD OF

COUNTING INDIGENOUS PEOPLE

It is difficult to determine the number of indigenous people with any
single measure. No one measure has satisfied all researchers as a method
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of counting indigenous people (Ramirez 2006). The methods of counting
indigenous people differ from one country to another in Latin America.
Some countries use the ability to speak an indigenous language, whereas
others take into account an individual's self-identity or whether a 'per
son wears traditional clothes (Hawkins 2005; Layton and Patrinos 2006;
Patrinos 1994). In Latin America, researchers estimate the number of in
digenous people by one or a combination of the following measures: in
digenous language usage, self-identification, and residence in indigenous
territories or an area in which indigenous people are geographically con
centrated (Gonzalez 1994; Layton and Patrinos 2006).

The self-identification and geographic measures have been criticized
on several grounds. For example, the self-identification method may un
derestimate the nl;lmber of indigenous people because discrimination and
prejudice may lead individuals to deny any affiliation with this group
(Gonzalez 1994). A person's self-identification can also change over time
as his or her ethnicity goes through numerous processes of creation, re
creation, and redefinition (Beck a'nd Mijeski 2000; Gonzalez 1994). For ex
ample, during the 1980s in the United States, there were people who had
formerly dismissed their Native American heritage but are now starting
to claim it (Nagel 1995; Snipp 1989). Furthermore, identifying second- or
third-generation heritages is impossible for orphans or children of sin
gle mothers who are unsure of their father's ethnic identity (Bell 1996).
Similarly, although the geographical location measure avoids the previous
problems related to the self-identification measure, one problem with this
method is the classification of nonindigenous people living in indigenous
areas as indigenous and vice versa.

Language usage has been considered almost an invariable factor in
determining whether a person identifies with one group over another
(Sagarin and Moneymaker 1979). Yet it can also overestimate or un
derestimate the number of indigenous people. For example, Paraguay
gave up the language measure because of a large number of nonindig
enous people speaking Guarani (Gonzalez 1994). In contrast, in Mexico,
classification by indigenous language usage significantly reduces the
number of the indigenous population. That is, if an individual speaks
only Spanish, he or she is considered mestizo even if all of his or her
ancestors were indigenous (Kampwirth 2004). Despite these limitations,
indigenous language usage has been regarded as one of the most impor
tant measures in counting indigenous people in Latin America. The lan
guage usage measure is particularly useful in the region where there is a
continuum of racial and ethnic categories, at least more than in the United
States where the category "black" supposedly includes anyone with a
known "drop of black blood" (Wade 199~ 14). The category of the mixed
blood (mestizo in Mexico and Ladino in Guatemala) symbolizes such a
continuum.
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Indeed, in many parts of Latin America, including Mexico, where the
ideology of mestizaje and assimilation took precedence (Mallon 1992), in
digenous language usage is the best measure to count indigenous people,
because the vast majority of mestizos do have indigenous ancestors. How
ever, as a result of the decline in the proportion of indigenous language
speakers among indigenous people, we might need to reconsider the ef
fectiveness of the language usage measure in counting indigenous people.
To understand why the proportion of indigenous language speakers has
decreased and why the pace of language loss has accelerated over the past
few decades (England 2003), it is essential to examine the socioeconomic
and political positions of indigenous groups and the circumstances that
surround them.

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE AND LANGUAGES IN MEXICO AND GUATEMALA

According to the 2000 Mexican census, 7.13 percent of Mexico's popula
tion is indigenous with respect to the language measure. There are fifty
six indigenous languages in Mexico, and 90 percent of indigenous lan
guage speakers reside in the states of Oaxaca, Yucatan, Puebla, Veracruz,
and Chiapas (Gonzalez 1994). The 2002 Guatemalan census indicates that
about 42 percent of Guatemalans are indigenous, a proportion surpassed
in only Bolivia (Layton and Patrinos 2006). The Xinca and the twenty-one
Mayan linguistic groups are regarded as indigenous in Guatemala.

Despite the large difference in the proportion of indigenous people
in the two countries, indigenous people in both Mexico and Guatemala
face many more socioeconomic difficulties than nonindigenous people.
This is also the case in other parts of Latin America. Indigenous peoples'
disadvantaged socioeconomic status in Mexico and Guatemala has con
tinued for centuries, since the onset of the colonial period. The division
of classes, largely defined by ethnicity, implies that the region has been
multicultural for a long time (Sieder 2002). However, the problems that
indigenous people faced have largely been ignored, and ethnic differ
ences have not reflected the region's politics or legal and administrative
arrangements (Hall, Layton, and Shapiro 2006). Rather, the state regarded
such problems as a class-based issue.

Previous studies have shown two main factors that have influenced
indigenous language usage. First, indigenous people's disadvantaged
socioeconomic status has discouraged indigenous language usage. In
Guatemala, indigenous languages are often associated with the "nega
tive" values of the "traditional": ignorance, lack of education, and poverty.
In contrast, people associate the dominant language-Spanish-with the
"positive" values of the "modern" (England 2003). Second, government
authorities have affected indigenous language usage in the two countries.
For example, regarding language diversity as an obstacle to achieve unity,
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in 1911, the Mexican government put the Law for Rudimentary Instruc
tion in force, which prohibited indigenous children from using their ma
ternal ~anguages in school (Bravo Ahuja 1992). Historically, bilingual edu
cation, which has been asymmetrical and unidirectional, has discouraged
indigenous people from learning indigenous languages in both Mexico
and Guatemala (Patthey-Chavez 1994; Richards and Richards 1997; Sali
nas Pedraza 1997).

Since the 1990s, several events, including the awarding of the 1992 No
bel Prize to Rigoberta Menchu and the Zapatista revolt against the inau
guration of the North American Free Trade Agreement in 1994, dramati
cally changed the environment that surrounds indigenous people. And
the quincentenary cel.ebrations led the world to pay unprecedented atten
tion to indigenous populations in Latin America. Not only did indigenous
populations attract more attention, they are pressing for rights of theirs
that states did not recognize for a long time. For example, in 1992, the
Mexican government started to acknowledge the existence ofindigenous
communities in the national legislation through the reform of Article 4
of the Mexican Constitution for the first time since the end of Spanish
colonialism (Kampwirth 2004; Salinas Pedraza 1997). Similarly, the Gua
temalan government signed the 1995 Accord on the Identity and Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, promising to take measures to recognize and com
pensate indigenous people (England 2003; Jonas 2000).1

Despite these remarkable changes, inequalities between indigenous
and nonindigenous populations have persisted in Latin America dur
ing the Indigenous Peoples' Decade from 1994 to 2004 (Hall et al. 2006).
Hale (2002) has attempted to explain this paradoxical phenomenon using
the concept of neoliberal multiculturalism. The author argues that multi
culturalism took place in Latin America "in the general context of neolib
eral political and economic reforms" (Hale 2002, 493). And multicultural
reforms affirm new rights without resolving socioeconomic inequalities
(Hamel 1994). Because indigenous people in both Mexico and Guatemala
belong to the poorest group, despite the recognition of indigenous cul
tural rights, they continue to face socioeconomic hardships. Therefore, a
chance to achieve upward socioeconomic mobility for most indigenous
people is small because of the high level of inequality in income and ac
cess to needed services that segregates citizens by their social class (Rob
erts 2005).

However, the state's attitude toward indigenous people and the disad
vantaged socioeconomic status of indigenous groups alone are insufficient
to explain the accelerated rate of language loss in Mexico and Guatemala,
because the relationship between indigenous and nonindigenous groups

1. However, the accords, including the idea of either officialization or co-officialization of
indigenous Mayan languages, were turned down in May 1999 (England 2003; Jonas 2000).
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has always been unequal. Besides, unlike in the past, bilingual education
today in the two countries emphasizes the importance of ethnic diversity
(Patthey-Chavez 1994; Richards and Richards 1997). Therefore, a close ex
amination of both micro- and macrofactors is essential to understand the
accelerated language loss rate. It is also necessary to explain why multi
cultural reforms can threaten indigenous languages.

NEOLIBERAL MULTICULTURALISM AND INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE USAGE

One reason many indigenous people have maintained their languages
until today despite the strong pressure of casteLlanizaci6n and great socio
economic discrepancies between indigenous and nonindigenous groups
is that there were few opportunities for indigenous people. As a result,
little incentive existed for them to learn Spanish (Garzon 1998a; Richards
2003). This is especially the case in Guatemala, where bilingual education
started much later than in Mexico (Hall et al. 2006) and lacked an official
discourse of mestizaje (Hale 2002), which led indigenous groups to con
sider Spanish the outsider's language.

Multicultural reforms have drastically changed some of these condi
tions. I contend that the recent accelerated rate of language loss in both
Mexico and Guatemala is attributable to new opportunities that emerged
under multicultural reforms and related consequences, especially rural
urban migration and both quantitative and qualitative changes in con
tact between indigenous and nonindigenous groups. For example, today's
broader coverage of bilingual education has helped indigenous children
perform better in school, and more indigenous people hold professional
positions today. We must welcome such new opportunities and socio
economic advancement of indigenous people. However, it is also essential
to realize that under today's neoliberal multiculturalism, unless accom
panied by necessary structural changes, these opportunities can also be
perilous for indigenous cultures.

Indigenous children do not learn indigenous languages today because
many parents believe that it is more useful to teach their children Spanish
rather than their native languages. Such a belief often derives from their
own traumatic experiences as a result of their inability to speak Spanish
well at school (Brown 1998; England 1996). In other words, Spanish is con
sidered a power symbol of the mainstream society (Hill and Hill 1980).
Therefore, indigenous children learn Spanish in the context of a serious
sociocultural inequality (Lewin 1986). Although today's multicultural re
forms certainly help some indigenous people overcome hardships and be
come included in mainstream society, the changes that seem apparently
beneficial to indigenous people can be detrimental to their cultures. For
instance, with respect to Guatemalan Mayan groups, Garzon (1998a)states
that an indigenous population's integration into mestizo or Ladino society
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has often resulted in the internalization of negative images attached to in
digenous groups among indigenous people themselves.

Higher educational attainment also leads many indigenous people
to leave their communities for larger cities. Rural-urban migration dis
courages indigenous language use in two ways, which are related to
each other. First, the proportion of indigenous language speakers is
much lower in urban areas than in rural areas, which reinforces people's
learning of Spanish and offers fewer occasions to practice indigenous
languages. Therefore, indigenous people who leave their communities
permanently "may feel little need to assert their ethnic identity" (Garzon
1998a, 198). Second, those who migrate to urban areas usually have higher
socioeconomic status than people who remain in rural areas. Because we
usually interact with others of similar socioeconomic backgrounds, in
digenous language speakers in urban areas tend to have more frequent
contact with mestizos or Ladinos. This point merits close attention, be
cause it reflects a qualitative change in contact between indigenous and
nonindigenous groups, as this contact often takes place without a clear
hierarchy.

I argue that indigenous people who are in frequent contact with mes
tizos or Ladinos in a more egalitarian manner face a greater risk of los
ing indigenous languages because, even though the state argues for the
importance of ethnic diversity and respect, indigenous people continue
to face hostility and derision from the dominant mestizo or Ladino group
(Garzon 1998a), both explicitly and implicitly. As a result, some indige
nous people prefer to abandon their ethnic identity and assimilate into
the mainstream mestizo or Ladino culture. Because they tend to speak
Spanish well and have other means, such as formal education, it is easier
for them to abandon their indigenous languages (Garzon 1998a).

The new type of interethnic relationship may also induce a tension
between indigenous and nonindigenous groups. The increased contact
among ethnic groups leads not only indigenous but also nonindigenous
people to rethink ethnic hierarchies and relations in a society. For eco
nomically less advantaged nonindigenous groups, who are most likely to
interact with indigenous groups in their daily life, such interactions may
lead to the perception of abandonment among nonindigenous groups.2
An additional problem of multicultural reforms today are the calls for
equality in the existence of severe socioeconomic inequality, which also
makes the protection of indigenous cultures more difficult. The rejection
of the constitutional reforms in Guatemala reflects such a difficulty (Mon
tejo 2002).

2. According to the latest census data from Mexico and Guatemala, poor, nonindigenous
households are more likely to live in municipalities with a greater proportion of indigenous
households. The results of those statistical models are available on request.
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Without resolving fundamental social problems and rectifying past
injustices, bilingual education and the emerging opportunities not only
discourage indigenous people from practicing their languages but also
lead to stronger oppositions toward indigenous language preservation
both from nonindigenous and from indigenous groups. It is my conten
tion that, rather than protecting indigenous rights and cultures, multi
culturalist reforms lead to a vicious cycle of language loss. As I discuss
here, indigenous language loss can result in severe problems that extend
well beyond the demise of languages, including the disappearance of in
digenous cultures, thus endangering even the most basic premise of multi
culturalism. Hence, preserving and promoting indigenous languages and
understanding how socioeconomic and demographic factors relate to in
digenous language usage patterns are very important.

DATA AND METHODS

To examine indigenous language usage patterns in Mexico and Gua
temala, I used the latest nationally representative demographic census
data of Mexico (2000) and Guatemala (2002). The Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI) in Mexico and the Instituto Nacional de
Estadistica (INE) in Guatemala, respectively, collected the census data.
The Mexican census data are a 10 percent sample, and I used the sam
pling weight provided in the data set; the Guatemalan census data are
100 percent data (Le., the data set contains all households interviewed).
The censuses counted indigenous people by indigenous language usage
and by respondents' self-identification. The Guatemalan census data pre
sent information about a person's maternal language, and if respondents
spoke more than one language, the census asked them to name up to two
nonmaternal languages. In contrast, the Mexican census asks directly
whether a respondent speaks an indigenous language and whether a per
son speaks Spanish.

The current analysis has two parts. First, I examine the correlation be
tween socioeconomic and community characteristics and indigenous lan
guage usage among self-identified indigenous people. The purpose of the
first part is to examine whether, among those who identify themselves
as indigenous, indigenous language usage is related to socioeconomic
background. In the second part, I analyze how indigenous language us
age among children of indigenous language speakers differs by their par
ents' and households' socioeconomic status and whether the household
head's spouse speaks an indigenous language. In the second part, I limit
my sample to children between the ages of six and eighteen whose house
hold head speaks an indigenous language and for which the spouse of the
household head was present in the household at the time of the census. I
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exclude those children whose household heads were not married because
the most recent census data in these countries do not provide any infor
mation on a person's ex-spouse.

The unit of analysis in the first part is individuals who identify them
selves as indigenous, and in the second part, it is the children of indig
enous language speakers. In both parts of the analysis, I use multinomial
logistic regression models in which I regress the use of indigenous lan
guages (0 if a respondent does not speak -an indigenous language, 1 if he
or she speaks only indigenous languages, and 2 if the respondent speaks
both Spanish and indigenous languages) on three explanatory variables
(household asset index, individual's level of education, and migration sta
tus) and several sociodemographic factors, including respondent's sex,
urban-rural status, and the proportion of people in a municipality who
speak indigenous languages. As the dependent variable indicates, I divide
indigenous language speakers into two groups (Le., monolingual and bi
lingual with Spanish) to closely examine whether independent variables
considered in this study relate differently to indigenous language use on
the basis of whether people use indigenous languages as their only lan
guage. I used principal component analysis to construct the asset index
for households based on households' access to or ownership of several
resources, such as electricity, running water, and primary cooking fuel. I
used this asset index as a proxy for household wealth. Because the Gua
temalan census does not provide any information on income, to make the
study of indigenous language usage comparable between Mexico and
Guatemala, taking into account household wealth it is the most appropri
ate option for this study.3

I clustered the data set according to municipalities in which respon
dents lived to obtain robust standard errors, because a person's place of
residence may influence indigenous language usage. As noted, I also took
into account households' migration. I defined migration in this study as
whether a person's current residence of state (Mexico) or department (Gua
temala) differed between the time the census was taken and five (Mexico)
or six (Guatemala) years prior to it. Therefore, I could not measure tempo
rary migratory movements such as seasonal migration using the census
data. Hence, with the current data, I could not estimate the correlation be
tween temporary migratory movements that took place during five or six
years before the census was taken and indigenous language usage, and
it was necessary to take into account this limitation when explaining the
correlation between this variable and indigenous language usage.

3. A list of the variables used to ca'lculate the asset index is available on request. For more
information on the construction and validity of the asset index and principal component
analysis, see Filmer and Pritchett (2001).
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A major limitation of this study is that, although I argue that we must
not see indigenous groups as one group, I do not differentiate between
indigenous groups in statistical models. I decided to aggregate indigenous
groups in this study, because the number of speakers for most indigenous
languages in the two countries is not large, and therefore estimating
statistical models is not feasible. It is possible that treating indigenous
languages as one language in this study overestimates the risk of lan
guage loss for those languages with a large number of speakers, such as
K'iche' in Guatemala but underestimates the risk for languages that fewer
people speak. Therefore, the results of the study need to be viewed with
caution.

In this study, I test the following four hypotheses:

HI: Indigenous people with a higher level of education, higher wealth index,
and who live in urban areas are less likely to speak indigenous languages
especially as their only languages. People with a higher socioeconomic sta
tus and those who live in urban areas are more likely to interact with non
indigenous people, and they need to speak Spanish more often than people
living in rural areas. The interaction with nonindigenous people may also
lead indigenous people to think that speaking Spanish is more important
and useful than speaking indigenous languages. Furthermore, indigenous
people in urban areas encounter few opportunities to learn and practice
indigenous languages.
H2: The children of household heads who have recently migrated are less
likely to speak indigenous languages as their only languages. Indigenous
people are more likely to engage in agricultural work, and those who en
gage in agricultural work are, in general, less likely to migrate permanently.
Therefore, migrant households have more contacts with nonindigenous
language speakers and the children of migrant households tend to learn in
digenous languages less, which I argue is especially the case if households
migrate when a child is very young.
H3: The children of indigenous language speakers with a higher socioeco
nomic status are less likely to speak the indigenous language. Relating to
the first two hypotheses, people with a higher level of socioeconomic back
ground tend to live in urban areas and have nonagricultural occupations.
Moreover, parents with a higher level of education may prefer to speak with
their children in Spanish rather than in indigenous languages. Children
living in urban areas are more likely to receive Spanish-only instruction
at their schools, thus limiting their need to speak the indigenous language.
H4: The degree of correlation between a household's socioeconomic back
ground and a child's indigenous language usage is lower when a model
takes into account the household head's spouse's indigenous language us
age. Because people tend to marry a person of a similar socioeconomic and
cultural background, it is probable that indigenous language speakers with
a high socioeconomic status are less likely to marry indigenous language
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speakers if there is a negative correlation between socioeconomic status
and indigenous language usage.

INDIGENOUS LANGUAGE USAGE AMONG SELF-IDENTIFIED

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for Mexican and Guatemalan
people who identify themselves as indigenous. More than half of Mexican
indigenous .people live in small communities with fewer than 2,500 inhab
itants (50.9 percent). They also tend to concentrate in municipalities where
at least half the population speaks an indigenous language (43.58 percent).
At the same time, about 31 percent of people live in municipalities where
fewer than 5 percent of inhabitants speak indigenous languages, which is
in part due to a small proportion of indigenous people in Mexico. About
58 percent of self-identified indigenous people speak an indigenous lan
guage in Mexico. In my sample, about 11 percent of self-identified indig
enous people in Mexico speak only indigenous languages. The asset in
dex indicates economic hardships that Mexican indigenous people face.
Almost 75 percent of Mexican indigenous people belong to the poorest
40 percent of the Mexican national population.

The demographic characteristics of Guatemalan indigenous people are
similar to those of Mexican indigenous people. Only about 37 percent of
indigenous people live in urban areas, as defined by the Guatemalan gov
ernment. In addition, similar to their Mexican counterparts, Guatemalan
indigenous people also face tough economic situations. About 64 percent
of indigenous people account for the poorest 40 percent of the Guatema
lan population. The proportion of indigenous people who are in the poor
est 40 percent group is lower in Guatemala in part because the proportion
of indigenous people is much greater in Guatemala than in Mexico.

A major difference between Mexican and Guatemalan self-identified
indigenous people is that Guatemala's indigenous people are more concen
trated in communities where most people speak an indigenous language.
Almost 83 percent of self-identified indigenous people in Guatemala live
in municipalities where at least 50 percent of people speak indigenous lan
guages. In addition, almost 40 percent of Guatemalan indigenou~ people
have received less than primary education. Because the age distribution
in the two countries is quite similar, we can infer that indigenous people
in Guatemala receive fewer years of formal education than Mexican in
digenous people. Finally, self-identified indigenous people in Guatemala
(80 percent) are more likely to speak indigenous languages than are their
Mexican counterparts, and a much greater percentage of indigenous peo
ple in Guatemala, compared to Mexico, speak only indigenous languages
(28.63 percent).
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Table 1 Percentage Distribution of Self-Identified Indigenous People Aged 6 and Older
by Selected Characteristics, Mexico (2000) and Guatemala (2002)

Variable Percentage

Lives in urban area

Mexico Guatemala

36.80

Locality size
Less than 2,500
2,500-14,999
More than 15,000

Percentage of indigenous language
speakers in municipality

Less than 5%
5.00-19.99%
20.00-49.99%
More than 50.00%

Female

Age
15 and younger
15-29
30-44
45-59
60 and older

Indigenous language
Do not speak indigenous language
Speak only indigenous language
Speak both indigenous language and Spanish

Education
None or less than primary
Primary
Secondary
Postsecondary

Migrated

Asset index
40% lowest
40% middle
20% highest

50.90
19.82
29.27

31.36 1.29
11.64 8.63
13.43 7.22
43.58 82.87

50.41 51.42

30.26 29.77
30.57 33.68
19.49 18.45
11.38 10.83
8.30 7.27

41.87 19.95
10.85 28.63
47.28 51.42

18.16 39.98
56.97 50.80
21.91 8.40
2.96 0.82

3.93 2.22

74.69 63.82
18.06 30.58

7.24 5.60

Note: N = 971,074 (Mexico); N = 2,927,568 (Guatemala). Mexican data are weighted. Data
from 2000 Mexican Census; 2002 Guatemalan Census.
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Table 2 presents the results from multinomial logistic regression mod
els. Modell includes individual and household characteristics. The model
shows that most individual characteristics are significantly correlated with
the use of indigenous languages in both Mexico and Guatemala, except for
respondents' ages among Guatemalans who speak only indigenous lan
guages. For example, people age fifteen and older are significantly more
likely to speak indigenous languages than individuals who are from the
ages of six to fourteen in both Mexico and. Guatemala. However, such a
difference does not exist between those younger than fifteen years and
people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-nine among Mexican in
digenous people who speak only indigenous languages.

In addition, a person's level of education is negatively correlated to
indigenous language usage, which is especially true among those who
speak only indigenous languages in both countries. For example, in Mex
ico, the probability of speaking only indigenous languages among people
with postsecondary education is only about 0.4 percent of that among
people with less than primary education. Similarly, in Guatemala, people
with a higher level of education are significantly less likely to speak an
indigenous language, taking into account other individual characteristics.
Although the negative correlation between the level of education and in
digenous language usage also exists among bilingual people, the differ
ence is not as substantive as among those people who speak only indig
enous languages. At the same time, the fact that the level of education
is, in general, negatively correlated with the use of indigenous languages
reflects the difficult task of preserving indigenous languages because in
both Mexico and Guatemala, children tend to receive more years of educa
tion today than in the past.

In both countries, members of a household with a higher asset index are
also significantly less likely to speak indigenous languages either as their
only languages or when they also speak Spanish. The negative correlation
between a household's economic status and its members' indigenous lan
guage use is especially strong among those who speak only indigenous
languages. For example, the probability of speaking only indigenous lan
guages among those from the richest 20 percent of households is less than
1 percent of that among people from the poorest 40 percent of households
in Mexico. Similarly, in Guatemala, richer household members are espe
cially less likely to speak only indigenous languages than are those in
poor households.

The model also shows that, though women are significantly more likely
to be indigenous monolingual speakers, they are less likely to be bilin
gual than men in both Mexico and Guatemala. This is probably because
men face more occasions, such as jobs, that require them to speak both
Spanish and indigenous languages. Because indigenous women are more
likely to have less extensive networks, they are more likely than men to
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speak. only indigenous languages. Finally, in this model, I found that mi
gration experience during the past five (Mexico) or six (Guatemala) years
before the census was taken is significantly negatively correlated with
indigenous language use among indigenous monolingual speakers in
both countries.

In Model 2, in addition to the individual characteristics considered in
Model 1, I included two community characteristics: urban-rural status
and an indigenous language prevalence rate at the municipality level.
Taking into. account the community characteristics, generational differ
ences in indigenous language usage are greater in Mexico than in Gua
temala for both indigenous language monolingual speakers and those
who also speak Spanish. For example, although people age fifteen and
older in Mexico are 1.3 times (age fifteen to twenty-nine) to 4 times (age
forty-five to fifty-nine) more likely to speak only indigenous languages
than are children from the ages of six to fourteen, people ages fifteen and
older in Guatemala are only about 1.1 (age fifteen to twenty-nine) to 1.6
(people age sixty and older) times more likely to speak only indigenous
languages than are children between the ages of six and fourteen. Hence,
the model indicates that Mexican indigenous people are abandoning in
digenous languages at a more rapid pace than are Guatemalan indig
enous people.

In Mexico, respondents living in larger towns and cities are significantly
less likely to speak only indigenous languages than those in smaller com
munities. For example, people living in municipalities with at least 15,000
people are only about 37 percent as likely as those living in communities
with fewer than 2,500 people to speak only indigenous languages. Simi
larly, in Guatemala, those living in urban areas are only about 48 percent
as likely as those living in rural areas to speak only indigenous languages.
Among people who speak both indigenous languages and Spanish, the
difference in the probability of speaking indigenous languages by the
locality size also exists, although it is not as large. Although the model
does not show any significant difference in indigenous language usage
between people who reside in communities with fewer than 2,500 people
and those with at least 15,000 people among those who speak both Span
ish and indigenous languages, this is because people who are less likely
to speak indigenous languages (e.g., those with higher levels of e.duca
tion and economically more advantaged) tend to concentrate in larger
municipalities.4

In both Mexico and Guatemala, people living in municipalities with a
higher percentage of indigenous language speakers are significantly more
likely to speak indigenous languages. The correlation is especially strong

4. Indeed, without considering other factors, people living in larger communities are
significantly less likely to speak indigenous languages.
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and significant among those who speak only indigenous languages. For
example, the probability of people living in municipalities where more
than half of people are indigenous language speakers to speak only indig
enous languages is more than 305 times that of among those who live in
municipalities where fewer than 5 percent of inhabitants speak indigenous
languages. Similar patterns can also be found in Guatemala, although the
difference in indigenous language usage by indigenous language preva
lence rates is much greater in Mexico than in Guatemala. This i.s because
indigenous people with higher education and better economic status are
in Mexico more likely to live in municipalities with fewer indigenous lan
guage speakers than are indigenous people with similar socioeconomic
backgrounds in Guatemala.

An interesting finding is the correlation between recent migration and
indigenous language usage. Controlling for both individual and commu
nity characteristics, I found that recent migration is positively correlated
to indigenous language usage in both Mexico and Guatemala. The differ
ence is statistically significant in both countries and is present regardless
of whether people speak indigenous languages as their only languages or
in addition to Spanish. In Mexico, the probability of speaking only indig
enous languages among people who migrated during the past five years is
about 1.6 times higher than that among those who did not, and in Guate
mala, recent migrants are about 1.74 times more likely than nonmigrants
to speak indigenous languages as their only languages. This is most likely
because in Model 2, I control for both individual and community charac
teristics. The data sets show that, in both countries, people are more likely
to migrate to larger communities with a lower proportion of indigenous
language speakers.

Overall, in both Mexico and Guatemala, I have found that people
with higher socioeconomic status are less likely to speak indigenous lan
guages. The results are similar in both Mexico and Guatemala, indicating
that among indigenous people in the two countries, whether indigenous
people speak indigenous languages is significantly correlated with their
socioeconomic status and the environment that surrounds them.

fNDIGENOUS LANGUAGE SPEAKERS AND THEIR CHILDREN'S LANGUAGE USAGE

Table 3 presents descriptive statistics for both the Mexican and Guate
malan samples used in the analysis of language maintenance among chil
dren of indigenous language speakers. About 53 percent of children aged
six to eighteen whose household heads speak an indigenous language can
also speak it in Mexico, whereas in Guatemala, about 83 percent of chil
dren do the same. In Mexico, fewer than 10 percent of children of indig
enous language speakers speak only indigenous languages, whereas the
percentage is much higher among Guatemalan children (31.16 percent).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100011092 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0023879100011092


Table 3 Percentage Distribution ofChildren Aged 6-18 ofHousehold Head Who Speaks
Indigenous Language by Selected Characteristics, Mexico (2000) and Guatemala (2002)

Variable Percentage

Lives in urban area

Mexico Guatemala

32.14

Locality size
Less than 2,500
2,500-14,999
More than 15,000

Percentage of indigenous language speaker
in municipality

Less than 5%
5.00-19.99%
20.00-49.99%
More than 50.00%

Age of househ~ld head
20-29
30-44
45-59
60 and older

Education of household head
None or less than primary
Primary
Secondary
Postsecondary

Migrant household

Household head's language
Speaks only indigenous language
Speaks indigenous language and Spanish

Spouse's language
Spouse does not speak indigenous language
Spouse speaks only indigenous language
Spouse speaks indigenous language and Spanish

Child's language
Child does not speak indigenous language
Child speaks only indigenous language
Child speaks indigenous language and Spanish

Education of household head's spouse
None or less than primary
Primary

56.76
20.49
22.75

17.18 1.14
16.22 5.99
17.67 4.93
48.93 87.94

5.31 4.26
56.96 55.35
32.21 34.05
5.52 6.33

20.61 46.27
62.37 47.97
13.32 4.86
3.71 0.89

2.60 1.87

7.59 26.24
92.41 73.76

21.45 6.84
18.13 43.68
60.42 49.48

47.17 17.30
9.43 31.16

43.39 51.54

31.48 71.61
56.97 25.73

(continued)
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Table 3 (continued)

Variable Percentage

Mexico Guatemala

Secondary
Postsecondary

Asset index
40% lowest
40% middle
20% highest

Child's age (mean) .

9.97 2.36
1.58 0.30

85.62 68.24
11.85 27.72
2.53 4.04

11.64 11.96

Note: N = 290,615 (Mexico); N = 842,530 (Guatemala). Data from 2000 Mexican Census;
2002 Guatemalan Census. Mexican data are weighted.

This is in part because, though about 92 percent of heads of children's
households in my Mexican sample speak both indigenous languages
and Spanish, only about 74 percent of their Guatemalan counterparts do.
Therefore, indigenous languages are more likely to be languages spoken
in households in Guatemala than in Mexico. The table also shows that
Guatemalan children tend to receive fewer years of education than their
Mexican counterparts.

A notable difference between the children in the two countries is that,
whereas 21.5 percent of spouses of indigenous language speakers do not
speak indigenous languages in Mexico, the vast majority of Guatema
lan indigenous speakers have spouses who do. Only about 7 percent of
spouses of indigenous language speakers do not speak it themselves in
Guatemala. This is in part because finding a person who speaks an indig
enous language is much more difficult in Mexico, where the proportion of
indigenous people in the country is smaller. Note also that, as is the case
among heads of households, spouses of indigenous language speakers in
Guatemala are much more likely to be monolingual in indigenous lan
guages (43.68 percent) than their counterparts in Mexico.

Table 4 shows the results from multinomial logistic regression mod
els predicting children's probability of speaking indigenous languages
either as their only languages or along with Spanish. Model 1 includes
all variables except for spouse's characteristics. The model indicates that,
in both countries, children in households with high socioeconomic sta
tus are less likely to speak indigenous languages, which is true whether
or not they speak these languages as their only languages. For example,
household heads' education is significantly, negatively correlated with in
digenous language usage among their children. In addition, the negative
correlation is stronger among those children who speak only indigenous
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languages· than it is among bilingual children. Similarly, the asset index
is also negatively correlated with the probability of children speaking in
digenous languages, and the negative correlation is stronger among in
digenous monolingual children. Besides, Modell indicates that the nega
tive correlation is especially strong among children in Mexico because the
proportion of indigenous language speakers in Mexico is much smaller
than in Guatemala.

The table also presents that children living in urban areas are signifi
cantly less likely to speak indigenous languages in both Mexico and Gua
temala, and this is especially the case among children who speak only
indigenous languages. This makes sense because children face more occa
sions that require them to speak in Spanish in urban areas. In addition, in
the case of Mexico, those living in municipalities with a high proportion
of indigenous language speakers are significantly more likely to speak
indigenous languages, especially as their only languages. Note that this
correlation is significant in Guatemala only for those living in municipali
ties where at least half of inhabitants are indigenous language speakers
among Guatemalan children who are monolingual in indigenous lan
guages. Overall, the positive correlation between the indigenous language
prevalence rate at a municipality level and child~en's indigenous language
use is stronger in Mexico than in Guatemala, which is most likely because
indigenous people are more likely to concentrate in particular areas in
Mexico than in Guatemala.

Also, controlling for other factors, there is no significant correlation be
tween a child's migration experience and indigenous language use among
Mexican children. This is probably because I controlled for community
characteristics, and migrants are more likely to reside in larger communi
ties with a lower proportion of indigenous language speakers. Indeed,
the interaction terms between migration and the community size show
that children of migrant households living in a community with at least
fifteen thousand inhabitants are 6.7 times more likely to be monolingual
in indigenous languages and 2.3 times more likely to be bilingual than
other children.

In the case of Guatemala, Model 1 shows that migration experience
is significantly correlated with children's indigenous language usage
among bilingual children. Children of recently migrated households are
more than 1.8 times more likely to speak both Spanish and indigenous
languages than are those children who did not recently migrate. Besides,
the interaction term between migration and urban-rural status indicates
that, though children who recently migrated and live in urban areas are
significantly less likely to speak an indigenous language as their only lan
guages, they are more likely to speak it along with Spanish.

Finally, Model 1 also considers household heads' use of Spanish. The
model shows that when a head of household speaks Spanish in addition
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to the indigenous language, his or her children are much less likely to
speak an indigenous language in both Mexico and Guatemala. Therefore,
we can infer that when people speak Spanish, they are less likely to teach
their children to speak indigenous languages, which indicates the diffi
culty of preserving indigenous languages among younger generations.

In addition to the covariates included in Model 1, Model 2 includes
spouses' characteristics. Although most covariates found to be statisti
cally significant in Model 1 remain significant in this model, their sub
stantive correlations with indigenous language use are not as strong in
this model as in Model 1. Therefore, the model indicates that a spouse's
characteristics are also important factors in predicting children's indig
enous language use. Indeed, household heads' spouses' ability to speak
an indigenous language is most strongly related to children's indigenous
language usage. In both countries, the probability of children speaking
only an indigenous language is significantly greater (1,753 times more in
Mexico and 582 times in Guatemala) than for children of households in
which spouses of household heads do not speak indigenous languages.
Similarly, among those children who speak both indigenous languages
and Spanish, whether or not household heads' spouses speak indigenous
languages is an important factor in predicting children's use of indige
nous languages.

The fact that a spouse's characteristics are most strongly correlated with
children's indigenous languages indicates a few things. First, because
people tend to marry those from similar socioeconomic backgrounds,
children of economically advantaged households are much less likely to
speak indigenous languages. This trend may lead to a further differen
tiation in socioeconomic status between indigenous language speakers
and nonspeakers. Furthermore, a very strong and significantly positive
correlation between a spouse's indigenous language use and that of their
children shows that it is very difficult to maintain an indigenous language
even when one of the parents speaks it. In most cases, both parents need
to speak an indigenous language to ensure that their children also speak
it. Because such cases are not very common today, especially in Mexico,
to preserve indigenous languages, it is imperative that children encounter
opportunities to learn and practice indigenous languages outside their
households, such as in bilingual education.

CONCLUSIONS

The current study has examined statistical correlations between vari
ous socioeconomic, demographic and community characteristics, and
indigenous language usage among self-identified indigenous people in
Mexico and Guatemala. The analysis supported three of my hypotheses
(HIt H3, and H4). Among those who self-identify as indigenous, those liv-
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ing in urban areas, with a higher socioeconomic status, are significantly
less likely to speak indigenous languages. Similarly, the children of in
digenous speakers with a higher socioeconomic status are less likely to
speak indigenous languages in both countries. It is important to note that,
in the first part of the analysis, my sample is limited to those people who
identify themselves as indigenous. Hence, although there is no way to
identify those who are indigenous but do not identify themselves as such,

, it is probable that the negative correlation between various socioeconomic
\factors and indigenous language usage is even stronger.

Contrary to my second hypothesis, I have found that there is no nega
tive correlation between migration and indigenous language use. How
ever, migration is partially correlated with indigenous language usage
in both Mexico and Guatemala: those in Mexico who live in large com
munities and have recently migrated are more likely to speak indigenous
languages whether or not they are bilingual. Similarly, in Guatemala, chil
dren in migrant households are more likely to speak both Spanish and
indigenous languages than are nonmigrant children. Because people who
migrate to urban areas tend to be socioeconomically better off than those
who remain in rural areas, we should be concerned that socioeconomic
differences between indigenous language speakers and nonspeakers may
increase and that indigenous languages may further be seen negatively.

Indigenous people in the two countries have suffered from severe
socioeconomic status and discrimination for centuries. This situation has
continued until today. What distinguishes the present situation from the
past one are various opportunities that have become available to indig
enous people but have not resolved fundamental structural problems.
This change resulted in a continuing but different type of pressure of
assimilation. In the past, the pressure to assimilate came from the state
through the discourse of mestizaje and bilingual education. Today, the
state in both countries officially encourages ethnic diversity and cul
tural rights. Indigenous children remain in school for a longer period of
time in both Mexico and Guatemala, and some indigenous people have
achieved socioeconomic upward mobility. At the same time, as this study
indicates, such socioeconomic advancements also threaten indigenous
languages. This is because, as Garzon (1998a) indicates, the diversity of
settings in which the indigenous and nonindigenous interact today leads
many young indigenous people to accept a nonindigenous attitude.
Such an attitude usually entails negative images of indigenous cultures.
Given the finding that socioeconomically advantaged indigenous peo
ple are more likely to abandon indigenous languages and possibly also
cultures, it is probable that a further negative image will be attached to
indigenous cultures and people. Hence, as Sonntag (2003) argues, the
rights-based approach to support for linguistic diversity does not work
because, rather than combat conditions it opposes-such as the pressure
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of mestizaje and assimilation in the case of Mexico and Guatemala-it can
reproduce them.

Consistent with both my quantitative findings and Garzon's (1998a) ar
gument, in my fieldwork in the western highlands of Guatemala, I have
noticed that people who have achieved socioeconomic success hold a more
nuanced understanding of inequality between indigenous and nonindig
enous groups. That is, instead of finding that current indigenous people's
situations are mainly caused by discrepancies in educational attainment,
which is often the case among older generations, educated young indig
enous people tend to acknowledge that the barrier is difficult to surpass
even if they have acquired a high level of education. Understanding this
subtle but extremely hard-to-break barrier often drives indigenous people
to abandon their affiliation. Therefore, taking the steps to improve cur
rent situations that indigenous people face, as Montejo (2002) proposed
with reference to the Guatemalan Mayan-that indigenous movements
must put an end to the century of silence and that indigenous people must
take pride in their cultures-is extremely difficult in both Guatemala and

. Mexico.
Moreover, the decreasing proportion of indigenous language speak

ers in both Mexico and Guatemala means that young indigenous people
today, especially those with higher socioeconomic status, are more likely
to marry nonindigenous language speakers or bilingual people. The sta
tistical analysis has shown that marriages between indigenous language
speakers and those who speak Spanish greatly reduce the probability that
the children will speak indigenous languages. This finding reflects that,
though subordinate groups tend to be bilingual, members of dominant
groups do not learn languages of the subordinate groups (Garzon 1998b).
The acquisition of Spanish is almost ensured among indigenous children
because it gives them easier access to opportunities outside of their com
munities (Aubague 1986). Therefore, although indigenous parents may
believe that their children will naturally learn indigenous languages even
if Spanish is used in their households, that is usually not the case, at least
in today's Mexico and Guatemala. This is why preserving indigenous lan
guages will be more difficult even in the presence of some successes, as
reported in England (2003).

Nevertheless, I contend that we must make the effort to preserve and
promote indigenous languages. This may sound paradoxical given the
findings of the statistical analyses, and the preservation of indigenous
language itself is a contested discourse. However, I argue that, to achieve
a multicultural society in Mexico and Guatemala, preserving indigenous
language is fundamental, as languages influence people's thinking and
help them identify with particular ethnic and linguistic groups. There
fore, languages reflect the worldviews of ethnic groups and are the prin
cipal means to transmit such worldviews and cultural practices (England
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2003; Watson 2006; Wurm 1991). In fact, indigenous languages are just
one important component of indigenous cultures. Hence, language loss
can also lead to more profound and problematic changes. For example,
language loss can lead people-both nonindigenous and indigenous-to
consider various indigenous cultures, such as their customs, religion, and
languages, as one culture, which is not true: indigenous cultures are very
diverse. Modiano (1988) has stated that, although indigenous people in
Mexico are geographically concentrated, the indigenous people are so
diverse in terms of their languages and culture that it is impossible to
characterize the indigenous population as one ethnic group, except that
they are overwhelmingly rural and poor. Although at the moment Mo
diano's argument seems right because of the large number of indigenous
languages that exist in the two countries, and because language is a very
important aspect of many indigenous cultures and the most widespread
symbol of self-identity (Fischer 2001), its loss may finally lead various
indigenous cultures to become one culture, which might not be "indig
enous" at all anymore.

Makoni and Pennycook (2007) have stated that languages are socially
constructed and that definitions of language have material consequences
for people. I argue that in societies in which boundaries among ethnic
groups are not very clear, including Mexico and Guatemala, concepts of
ethnicity and languages are closely related (Fishman 1989); therefore, such
material consequences can have a significant impact on ethnic groups and
their cultures. In fact, as Fishman (1989) claims, ethnicity is as modifi
able and manipulable as other human characteristics such as religion and
ideology. The difficulty of defining indigenous groups in Latin America
reflects this fact. This is why preserving indigenous languages is an ex
tremely important issue in Mexico and Guatemala. And the robustness of
indigenous languages seems to correlate with that of indigenous cultures.
Indeed, Lewin (1986) argued that the reduction in minority languages' ca
pacity for social communication as a result of the use of Spanish in many
communal spaces, which is the case for both Mexico and Guatemala, co
incides with the deterioration of cultural reproductive ability and that of
communicative languages. Hence, as Hamel (1995) has contended, the
survival of indigenous languages in Mexico and Guatemala is a decisive
factor for the nature of the two countries: multicultural or homogenous.

·Today's challenge to preserve indigenous languages is heightened
because more and more people live in urban areas. Bilingual education
needs to be implemented not only in rural areas where a large number of
indigenous people reside but also in urban areas where many nonindig
enous people live. Nonindigenous people who send their children into
bilingual education are most likely to resist bilingual education for at least
two reasons. First, they will resist because of .the low prestige of indig
enous languages and the stigma attached to indigenous· cultures. Second,
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as discussed previously, nonindigenous people who are most likely to in
teract with indigenous people are those who are economically disadvan
taged and who are most likely to feel abandoned by the state because of
neoliberal multicultural reforms and threatened by the rise of indigenous
activism. If current multicultural reforms cannot destigmatize indigenous
cultures and decrease tensions between ethnic groups, the reforms can
not reinforce indigenous language usage. Rather, such reforms can dis
courage people from using indigenous languages.

England (2003) argues that linguistics alone cannot ensure language
retention. The current study has indicated that granting cultural rights is
not sufficient to ensure the maintenance of indigenous languages either.
And cultural rights cannot be ensured unless other rights, such as socio
economic and political rights, are also actively granted. This is because
today's multicultural reforms reflect what Riding (1985) noted more than
twenty years ago about Mexico, which I argue is also applicable to Gua
temala. That is, although the two countries seem to be proud of their in
digenous pasts, they are ashamed of their indigenous present. And I must
add that not only are mestizos and Latinos ashamed of the indigenous
present; some indigenous people are also ashamed.

I contend that the goal of today's indigenous language preservation
must be to help people speak both indigenous languages and Spanish and
to ensure that they are included in societies rather than that they speak
only indigenous languages and are economically marginalized. There
fore, teaching only indigenous languages, which Haviland (1982) sug
gested almost three decades ago, is not a viable option today. Similarly,
discussing Guatemalan Mayan indigenous groups, Brown (1996, 167)
stated that, "since the Spanish invasion, the survival of [indigenous cul
tures] has often depended on the successful mastery of Spanish cultural
elements, including language, as an addition to, but not a replacement
for, [indjgenous] culture." Given the diversity of indigenous languages in
both Mexico and Guatemala, the acquisition of Spanish is an important
step for pan-ethnic movements such as pan-Mayan movements, which
Montejo (2002) believes to be necessary to legitimize cultural projects of
revitalization.

The inclusion of indigenous people through destigmatization of in
digenous cultures, including their languages, cannot be achieved un
less serious problems such as the high level of inequality and tensions
among ethnic groups are resolved. Today's indigenous language pres
ervation programs also require support from nonindigenous groups
without their supports, language preservation programs will not work.
Therefore, language preservation programs must be planned simultane
ously with improvement in both indigenous and nonindigenous peoples'
socioeconomic, political, and cultural status. Such a plan must include the
reconstruction and disinvention of indigenous languages (Makoni and
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Pennycook 2007), which entail a rigorous analysis of processes through
which today's indigenous languages have been constructed and classified
and have led to the current low status of indigenous languages. Hence,
the establishing of effective and valid language preservation strategies
also needs to take into account poverty and the difficuities that many
indigenous people continue to face today and to rectify past injustices.
Therefore, such strategies must seriously consider how indigenous cul
tural rights can actually be protected and promoted.
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