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Chapter 2
T e

Racial Identity Development and
Latinos in the United States

Bernardo M. Ferdman and Plicida I, Gallegos

As their numbers have grown, Latinos! in the United States have
been the focus of increasing attention by the media (Larmer 1999) and
by scholars. Latino identity and its many manifestations constitute a
key theme for social scientists and others interested in better under-
standing this population. Given the intense spotlight on race in the
United States, an understanding of Latino identity development
must necessarily address the relationship of members of this group to
a racial system of categorization.

A focus on racial identity and its development should essentially
consider how individuals and groups deal with the surrounding
racial order and its constructs (Helms 1996). Both individually and
collectively, people can accept and internalize the racial order, resist
it, or transform it. These reactions should be viewed in the context of
the relationship of individuals and groups to intergroup structures of
dominance and oppression. In this chapter, we consider these issues
specifically with regard to Latinos and Latinas in the United States.
Because Latinos do not fit easily into the prevailing system of racial
categories in the United States, understanding Latino racial identity
presents special challenges and challenges the prevailing racial order
itself. This lack of fit often creates dilemmas for individuals, organi-
zations, or institutions that must figure out what to do with us, Asa
recent Newsweek cover (Larmer 1999) attested, “Young Hispanics Are
Changing America.” The accompanying magazine articles, implying
that most people have not yet paid sufficient attention to these
changes and their implications, call attention to the growth of the
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Latino population in the United States, its internal diversity, and its
impact on the country.

Our goal in this chapter is both to clarify and to amplify the dilem-
mas inherent in understanding Latinos and Latinas as a group, focus-
ing in particular on how our identities relate (or do not relate) to
racial constructs. In our own personal experience as a Latino and
Latina, we find that many non-Latinos often prefer simple answers to
questions about our group. We frequently encounter questions about
our racial identity, countries of origin, or native language, as well as
requests to provide simple “rules” for dealing with Latinos in gen-
eral. Our answers are not always satisfactory because they may not fit
an expected form. We have found this challenging, because our expe-
rience of Latinos as a group is of a multifaceted, dynamic, complex,
and very heterogeneous people for whom simple answers are never
sufficient. The difficulty we often face is that to facilitate comprehen-
sion we must gloss over the more complex aspects of our understand-
ing or describe the Latino experience in the context of constructs and
frameworks that do not necessarily fit and that were generated by the
experience and perspective of other groups.

In preparing this chapter, we had a similar experience, because so
much of the thinking on race in the United States stems from the his-
tory of Blacks and Whites and their relationship. We found ourselves
required to be somewhat reactive to models that were constructed
without Latinos in mind.? Our task became more than simply to at-
tempt to make a cogent statement about Latino identity; we were
faced with the need to explain it to others who are relatively unfamil-
iar not only with what it is about, but also with the appropriate con-
structs or reference points with which we would prefer to talk about
it. One of the challenges Latinos have faced in the United States has
often been the need to manage the comfort level of others. Thus we
were caught in something of a bind in explaining Latino identity, es-
pecially from a racial perspective. If we uncritically focused on pre-
dominant constructs of race in the United States, this would not fully
reflect or capture the Latino experience. On the other hand, if we sim-
ply used Latino-based constructs, we would risk not being under-
stood, and so would continue to reframe our experience in terms
other than our own. When we think about Latino identity, a first step
for us is usually to see race as secondary at best. It is one of many fac-
tors constituting identity for Latinos, but certainly not the most
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prominent. Writing about Latino “racial” identity has therefore been
a challenge for us.

Individual identity is developed in the context of group and inter-
group realities. Given the complexity and heterogeneity of Latino expe-
rience, it is important to frame theoretical statements about individual
identity in the context of group experiences and patterns. Thus, in this
chapter we discuss Latinos and Latinas as a group before presenting
our perspectives on racial identity development at the individual level.
First, we describe the diversity and unity among Latinos, and then we
consider the applicability of racial constructs to Latinos, including a
brief review of Latino experiences of and perspectives on race. We con-
clude the chapter with our own model of Latino orientations to racial
identity in the context of Latino diversity

Latinos and Latinas in the United States:
One Group or Many?

Latinos (often also referred to as “Hispanics” or “Hispanic-Ameri-
cans”)* are the fastest growing “minority group” in the United States,
and will soon exceed African Americans in number. In August 1999,
there were 31.5 million persons of Hispanic® origin in the United
States, or 11.5 percent of the total population (U.S. Bureau of the Cen-
sus 1999). This represented an increase of 41 percent since 1990, when
there were 22.4 million Hispanics (9 percent of the U.S. population)
counted by the Census. This estimate did not include the 3.8 million
residents of Puerto Rico, the vast majority of whom are citizens of the
United States and would be categorized as Hispanics on the main-
land. By 2040, according to U.S. Census estimates, Hispanics will
comprise over 18 percent (or almost 1 in 5) of the U.S. population.
Latinos are quite diverse. A range of factors—including cultural,
historical, sociological, political, and others—both contribute to this
diversity and point to the development and existence in the United
States of an overarching Latino identity. Thus, in many contexts, it
can make sense to study Latinos/as as one group. Some (such as
Quifiones-Rosado 1998) argue, for example, that it is the experience
of colonialism that unites Latinos. Moreover, Latinos and Latinas can
be strongly identified as such, especially in relation to non-Latinos.
However, Latino/a as a category is best seen as panethnic and cer-






