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Abstract

How do Latines classify their race, and what factors shape this process? While past research has
explored the predictors of panethnic identification as Hispanic or Latino, comparatively less work has
examined the construction of racial identities such as Afro-Latino, white, multiracial, or indigenous,
categories which are recognized across Latin America. In this paper, I argue that incorporation (also
known as assimilation or Americanization), phenotype, socioeconomic status, and party ID are key
predictors of these labeling choices. I employ survey data from four nationally representative surveys
of Latinos to test these hypotheses, and I use a random forest regression to explore other potentially
important predictors among hundreds of demographic, political, and psychological variables. My
results show that skin tone and incorporation are indeed the most important predictors of these
classification choices. Latinos with darker skin tones are much less likely to identify as white and
more likely to identify with nonwhite labels like Afro-Latinx. Less incorporated Latinos are also
more likely to identify with any labels beyond Latinx. However, more incorporated Latinos are
sometimes more likely to identify as white. SES and party ID do not emerge as central predictors,
but national origin and age are. These findings are broadly in line with a triracial understanding of
U.S. racial structures, in which some Latinos ”become” white or Latine.
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Introduction

Latinos1 are widely recognized as a distinct ethnoracial group in the U.S., the second largest behind

white Americans (Cobas, Duany, and Feagin 2015). A wide body of work in the social sciences has

now examined the construction of race for different Latino groups and the racialization of Latinos

(Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 2000; Hitlin, Brown, and Elder 2007; Telles and Ortiz 2008; Mora

2014; Vargas and Stainback 2016; Feliciano 2016; Gómez 2018; Porter and Snipp 2018). Scholars

have explored the predictors of panethnic or national origin identities (Masuoka 2006; Sanchez and

Masuoka 2010; Fraga et al. 2010; de la Garza and Yang 2020; Mart́ınez and Gonzalez 2021), the

assimilation of Latine immigrants into the U.S. racial hierarchy (Portes and Zhou 1993; Alba and

Nee 2003; Golash-Boza 2006; Alba and Islam 2009; Frank, Redstone Akresh, and Lu 2010; Schacter

2016), and the implications of panethnic identity for political behavior (Jones-Correa and Leal 1996;

Garćıa Bedolla 2005; Barreto 2012; Huddy, Mason, and Horwitz 2016; Zepeda-Millán 2017).

Yet Latinos are racially diverse. On one dimension, Latines may be understood as a distinct

ethnoracial group, but on a second dimension Latinos can be of any race – of varying skin tones,

phenotypes, and identities (Telles 2018). Indeed, scholars of Latin America have examined racial

differences in various countries and their implications for inequality and politics (Comas-Dı́az, Lykes,

and Alarcón 1998; Hooker 2005; Schwartzman 2007; Sue and Golash-Boza 2009; Wade 2010; Telles

and Flores 2013; Telles 2014; Monk 2016; Telles and Torche 2019). Comparatively less attention

has been paid to racial differences among Latines in the U.S. While past work has explored the

predictors of Latinos’ racial classification choices on Census-style questions (Tafoya 2005; Irizarry,

Monk, and Cobb 2022), the role of racial differences for inequality (Denton and Massey 1989; Telles

and Murguia 1990; Massey and Denton 1992), the construction of racial identity for Dominican

and Puerto Rican immigrants (Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral 2000; Roth 2010, 2012, 2016), and the

role of ideology in shaping self-reported skin tone (Cutaia Wilkinson and Earle 2013; Ostfeld and

Yadon 2021), much remains to be known about variation in Latinxs’ racial classification or identity

choices. Despite the variation in racial labels Latin Americans may adopt – including labels such

as Afro-Hispanic or Afro-Latino, indigenous, and multiracial labels of various forms – little research

has explored the adoption of these racial identities beyond panethnic or national origin identities.

Which Latinos identify with racial labels tapping into this second dimension of race, and which do

not? And what are the consequences of these choices for racial understandings and processes of

1I use Latine, Latinx, and Latino interchangeably throughout this paper.
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assimilation?

In this paper, I argue that Latinxs have considerable flexibility to identify their race in different

ways beyond their ancestry given the historical and present understandings of race across the Amer-

icas. Latinos can identify with labels like Afro-Latinx, indigenous, multiracial, or white, or reject

these labels and identify primarily as Hispanic or Latino. I contend that this choice depends criti-

cally on demographic, political, and psychological predictors – specifically, phenotype and Latinos’

incorporation into U.S. society and politics. I argue that incorporation (also known as assimilation or

Americanization) shapes racial self-classification because it determines which ways of understanding

race Latinos primarily rely upon. I develop two competing hypotheses for the role of incorporation.

On the one hand, less incorporated Latinos may be more likely to hold mestizaje ideologies – the

belief that all Latin Americans are of one, mixed race – and more incorporated Latines may be

more familiar with the rigidity and discreteness of U.S. racial categories. On the other hand, recent

movements by Black and Indigenous Latin Americans have brought discrete racial differences to

the fore, and past work shows that more incorporated Latinos increasingly see themselves racially

as Latinx. I explore the role of phenotype, hypothesizing that nonwhite skin tones or appearances

are positively related to nonwhite identification and negatively related to white identification (Telles

2014; Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb 2022). Additionally, I examine socioeconomic status (Schwartzman

2007; Telles 2014; Davenport 2016), and politics (Egan 2020; Ostfeld and Yadon 2021), which have

both been identified by past literature as key factors shaping identification choices.

I investigate these factors by employing data from four nationally representative surveys of

Latinos that tap into these intra-group racial labels. In particular, I focus on the construction of

four classification choices: as Afro-Latinx; indigenous; mestizo, mulato, or multiracial; and white,

labels which are common in both Latin America and the U.S. In order to explore the predictors

of these identity choices, I use random forest regression models (Breiman 2001; Montgomery and

Olivella 2018). This method allows me to leverage the hundreds of variables across these datasets to

determine which ones best explain variance in these outcomes and is an ideal approach for analyzing

the complexity of identity choices. I first adopt an exploratory approach using variable importance

measures (VIMs) to better understand the contours of these identification choices. Then, I produce

partial dependence plots from these models, which explore the marginal association of key predictors

with identity choices net of all other correlates to test my core hypotheses.

My results show that incorporation and skin tone are indeed strong predictors of Latines’ racial

self-classification choices. As expected, Latinxs with darker skin tones are more likely to identify as
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Afro-Latinx and much less likely to identify as white – for the latter, by as much as 20 percentage

points, controlling for all other variables available. Incorporation matters, but not in the exact way

hypothesized. All things equal, less incorporated Latinxs are more likely to identify with labels

beyond panethnicity, but sometimes more incorporated Latinxs are more likely to identify as white.

Additionally, I show that SES and politics are not central predictors of these identity choices, and

the direction of their association with identity choices is at times counterintuitive – in some cases,

Latines who are more Republican or have higher incomes are more likely to identify as Afro-Latinx.

My findings reveal some support for divergent racial understandings as one mechanism by

which incorporation relates to Latinos’ racial classification choices, but they also suggest that some

Latinos may assimilate – or aspire to assimilate – into whiteness. This identity choice, however, is

constrained by phenotype, with assimilation into whiteness being limited for Latinos with darker

skin tones or nonwhite appearances. These results speak to broader theories of assimilation, racial

positioning, and boundary construction in the U.S. They indicate support for a triracial model of the

U.S. racial hierarchy, with some Latinos becoming part of the dominant white racial group and others

experiencing downward assimilation into Latino or “collective Black” categories (Portes and Zhou

1993; Bonilla-Silva 2002, 2004; Alba and Nee 2003; Redstone Akresh, and Lu 2010). Further work

is necessary to better understand what it means to adopt these racial labels and whether they entail

a psychological sense of attachment or group consciousness. Nonetheless, my findings demonstrate

that Latinos do classify themselves with racial labels beyond Latinx at high rates, that these choices

are not completely determined by ancestry, and that they are intricately related to other social

factors. This paper builds upon and contributes to recent scholarship that has examined the fluidity

of racial labels and categories in the U.S., despite the historical rigidity of race (Saperstein and

Penner 2012; Davenport 2016, 2018, 2020), and I join other scholars in the call to rigorously unpack

intra-group differences among Latines (Beltrán 2011; Mora 2014; Alberto 2017).

Race in Comparison: The United States and Latin America

Race is socially constructed and contested by political elites, activist groups, and others. Like the

U.S., Latin America has a multiracial history rooted in colonization, enslavement, and immigration,

but Latin American countries have adopted different understandings of race over time (Davenport

2020). During the Spanish colonial period, a racial caste system existed based on Spanish ances-

try, with white people receiving the greatest legal rights and social opportunities. The Spanish

colonies, however, experienced more race mixing and had a greater multiracial population than
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English colonies, to which family-based immigration was more common (Telles 2004, 2014). Fol-

lowing independence in the 19th century, Latin American governments – motivated by ideologies

of scientific racism – promoted European migration to whiten their largely nonwhite populations.

Eventually, elite thinkers turned from scientific racism to celebrating mestizaje in the 20th century

to foster national unity, continue to whiten their populations, and erase Black and Indigenous people

(Helg 1990; Telles 2014; Davenport 2020). As a result, mestizaje has become key to the national

identities of many Latin American countries, and many Latin Americans identify with multiracial

categories (Wade 2010). I refer to the belief that all Latin Americans are of a multiracial back-

ground – advanced by prominent thinkers such as José Vasconcelos (Hooker 2014) – as the ideology

of mestizaje. The title of this paper refers to the famous work by Vasconcelos in which he argues

that Latin Americans are forming a “new race” distinct from other existing races – la raza cósmica,

or the cosmic race – which captures the idea of mestizaje well.

Importantly, elites employed mestizaje strategically to erase racial distinctions and racism in

Latin America. This was rooted in efforts to resist U.S. imperialism, by contrasting the racial excep-

tionalism of Latin America with the U.S.’ rigid racial hierarchy (Hooker 2014). Racial ideologies also

vary significantly by country, with different countries constructing distinct mythologies or narratives

around race mixing. Some countries, such as Argentina and Costa Rica, did not embrace mestizaje

and instead continued to strive toward whiteness (Telles and Flores 2013). These national differences

have important consequences for Latines’ classification choices, on which I elaborate later.

In recent decades, there has been a growing recognition of racial and ethnic categories and

inequality in Latin America (Wade 2010; Telles 2014). This is in large part due to movements by

Black and Indigenous groups, which have existed for a long time but have increased in prominence

since the 1980s. The result has been growing recognition of indigenous rights by governments and

affirmative action for Black Brazilians (Wade 2010), though indigenous groups have generally been

more successful in their claims to rights based on their distinct cultural identity, which is less clear

for Afro-Latinos (Hooker 2005). While mestizaje has strongly influenced racial understandings and

identity choices in the region, these changes suggest that Latin Americans are increasingly aware of

racial distinctions and willing to identify with categories like Afro-Latino or Indigenous (Telles and

Torche 2019).

In the U.S., on the other hand, race has been historically understood through the lens of

a rigid Black-white binary, and the practice of hypodescent has classified multiracial people as

nonwhite (Cornell and Hartmann 2006). However, increases in interracial marriages, the growth
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of the multiracial population, and immigration from Asia and Latin America are fundamentally

changing the boundaries of race in the U.S. and making racial fluidity more common (Bonilla-Silva

2002, 2004; Davenport 2020). Norms of hypodescent appear to be weakening, as many people with

biracial parentage identify as mixed race or white (Davenport 2016). Continued immigration from

Latin America and the growth of the racially diverse Latinx population has also been critical to

this shift. Despite substantial within-group racial differences, Latinos have come to be recognized

as a distinct ethnoracial group in the U.S. (Mora 2014; Cobas, Duany, and Feagin 2015; Telles

2018). Roth (2012) argues that the U.S. is moving toward a “Hispanicized” triracial hierarchy in

which Latinos are seen by others – and see themselves – as an intermediate group between Black

and white. Relatedly, Bonilla-Silva (2002, 2004) contends that some Latinos will assimilate into

whiteness, others into the “collective Black,” and others into an intermediary “honorary white”

category.

Theory and Argument

The histories of race in the Americas and their changes over time – mestizaje in Latin American

thought, the recent prominence of Black and indigenous movements, rigid notions of hypodescent

in the U.S., changing racial structures, and recognition of Latinos as a racial group – indicate that

Latines have considerable latitude in identifying or self-categorizing their race. I argue that – within

certain constraints – Latinos can choose to identify with a variety of different racial classifications

such as Afro-Latinx or Black, indigenous, or multiracial, or reject such classifications and instead

identify in panethnic or national origin terms. Critically, this depends on demographic, political,

and social psychological factors. I argue that “incorporation” – or the processes by which Latinxs

become integrated into U.S. society and politics (Abrajano 2010) – is a key predictor of the adoption

of racial identities beyond Latinx. Below, I outline two hypotheses that lead us to expect either a

positive or negative association between incorporation and the adoption of racial identities, which I

will test empirically. I also detail expectations for other central predictors including SES, ancestry

and phenotype, party ID, and others.

In this paper, I focus on racial self-classification, or how people identify their race in a close

ended survey. Race and racial identity are multidimensional (Saperstein 2012; Roth 2016; Davenport

2016, 2020), and the different dimensions may or may not overlap. For example, how someone

answers a racial identity question on a survey may not align with the internal sense of racial identity

they describe in open-ended terms. Racial identity often does not overlap with phenotype (physical
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characteristics), how others might perceive someone’s race, or how one thinks that others perceive

their race (Roth 2016). Racial self-classification also may not reflect the importance that one attaches

to that identity – one can identify with a category without feeling a strong sense of attachment to

it (Tajfel and Turner 1986; Ellemers, Kortekaas, and Ouwerkerk 1999). As I discuss toward the

end, future work would do well in exploring the affective or evaluative components of Latinx racial

identities. For my purposes, however, I treat racial self-classification as itself an important outcome

and requisite first step toward affective attachment or group consciousness (Miller et al. 1981).

Classifying ones’ race on a survey is a common and consequential practice given the history of

Census racial classifications (Loveman 2014; Mora 2014) and may influence one’s internal sense

of identity. I treat this choice as a valuable signal of identity, though further work should clarify

whether behavioral differences can be observed as a consequence of self-classification.

Incorporation

Past literature has used various terms such as acculturation, assimilation, and Americanization to re-

fer to related processes of cultural integration into the United States. I use the term “incorporation”

following Abrajano (2010) and Yang and de la Garza (2017), who succinctly describe the concept as

indicating “the likelihood that ordinary Latinos are familiar with, knowledgeable about, and engaged

with mainstream society, institutions, and social practices” (691). I expect incorporation to be a key

predictor of racial identity choice because of the historically distinct ways of conceptualizing race

in the U.S. and in various Latin American countries. However, race is not static, and racial under-

standings have changed over time. This leads to two competing expectations: a negative association

with the propensity to racially self-classify as something other than Latinx – e.g., less incorporated

Latinxs are more likely to do so – or a positive association with this propensity.

Interviewing Puerto Rican and Dominican migrants in New York, Roth (2012) found that

more incorporated migrants – those who have experienced more socialization in the U.S., have social

networks with more non-Latinos, or have attended educational institutions in the U.S. – were more

likely to identify themselves as Hispanic or Latino and adopt a “triracial schema,” or a cognitive way

of understanding race in which White, Black, and Latino people form the major racial groups in the

U.S. On the other hand, less incorporated interviewees – those with strongly Latinx networks, who

speak predominantly Spanish, or who have lived in the U.S. for only some time – were more likely to

identify themselves and others in national origin terms, with “continuum” labels (i.e., the variety of

racial labels used in different Latin American countries such as trigueño or jabao), or express some
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uncertainty around the concept of race. Of course, there is significant variation across these groups,

and Roth argues that sustained immigration is shaping racial understandings both in the U.S. and

in the Caribbean. These findings align with earlier work by Itzigsohn and Dore-Cabral (2000), who

find that Dominican immigrants adopt panethnic identities as they become incorporated into the

U.S.

This work suggests that incorporation influences the racial identification process because it

signals which ways of conceptualizing race people adopt. Less incorporated respondents are more

proximate to Latin American understandings, with their focus on mestizaje, fluidity, and a multitude

of categories; more incorporated respondents are more proximate to U.S. understandings, with its

history of racial rigidity and modified Black-white binary. However, I diverge from Roth here in

describing two competing conjectures that emerge from these insights. First, we might expect that

due to the prevalence of mestizaje ideologies, less incorporated respondents would be more likely

to reject racial classifications in favor of panethnic or national origin terms. More incorporated

respondents would be more likely to classify in racial terms beyond panethnicity because of their

experience with racial discrimination or rigidity in the U.S. or because of their incorporation into a

society which has historically categorized people discretely. Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb (2022) discern

some support for this conjecture, finding that less incorporated Latine youth are more likely to reject

any racial classification, whereas more incorporated youth are more likely to identify with more than

one racial category. This leads to hypothesis 1a:

H1a: Less incorporated respondents will be less likely to self-classify with racial terms beyond

Hispanic or Latinx.

On the other hand, because of the historical usage of a number of racial categories in Latin

America, the more recent visibility of Black and Indigenous people, and persistent racial discrim-

ination in the region (Telles 2014), we might expect less incorporated Latinos to instead be more

likely to identify with racial labels other than Latinx. Likewise, more incorporated Latinos may

instead adopt the triracial perspective advanced by Roth and related to arguments put forth by

Bonilla-Silva (2004). This leads to hypothesis 1b:

H1b: Less incorporated respondents will be more likely to self-classify with racial terms beyond

Hispanic or Latinx.
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Socioeconomic status (SES)

We can expect SES to similarly influence racial classification choices to the extent that it is nega-

tively associated with incorporation. However, independent of incorporation, income and education

may relate to classification choices through two distinct channels. First, research on multiracial

populations in the U.S. and Latin America finds that higher SES is associated with classification

as white due to the racialization of income and wealth (Schwartzman 2007; Davenport 2016). Past

work notes that nonwhite Latinos experience more discrimination, earn lower wages, have worse

health outcomes, and are more segregated from white people (Telles and Murguia 1990; Massey and

Denton 1992; Chavez-Dueñas, Adames, and Organista 2014), so it is possible that these race-class

experiences shape the adoption of nonwhite racial labels. This leads to hypothesis 2a:

H2a: Respondents with higher family incomes will be more likely to identify as white and less

likely to identify with nonwhite labels.

The alternative to this hypothesis is that we will observe little to no association between

income and classification choices. This is plausible given that Telles (2014) and Telles, Flores, and

Urrea-Giraldo (2015) find a consistent association between skin tone and income but inconsistent

association between race and income because the racial classifications people adopt are intertwined

with other factors and often do not align with experiences of discrimination.

Education is closely related to income but may have an independent influence by shaping

the way people understand race. Roth (2012) shows that more educated respondents in both the

Caribbean and New York tend to distinguish between race and ethnicity, and Davenport (2016)

finds that multiracial college students with highly educated parents tended to more conscious of

their nonwhite backgrounds. Because Latinxs are racially and phenotypically diverse, I argue that

education will be related to the adoption of any classifications beyond Latinx, including white and

nonwhite labels. These findings lead to hypothesis 2b:

H2b: More educated respondents will be more likely to self-classify with racial terms beyond

Hispanic or Latinx.

Ancestry and Phenotype

Though race is constructed, it is constrained by ancestry and phenotype, particularly given the

historically rigid boundaries of race in the U.S. (Cornell and Hartmann 2006; Davenport 2020; Dav-

enport, Jefferson, and Rendelman 2022). This makes it less likely that Latinos who have darker skin
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tones or appear phenotypically nonwhite will be socially accepted as white or even Latinx, given the

historical erasure of Afro-Latinidad. Latinos with lighter skin tones or phenotypically white features

may have less latitude in choosing a Black, Indigenous, or other nonwhite label. Because having

a darker skin tone or phenotypically Black appearance is associated with the experience of racial

discrimination and a number of negative health and occupational outcomes (Telles and Murguia

1990; Eberhardt et al. 2006; Chavez-Dueñas, Adames, and Organista 2014), such individuals may

be more likely to adopt a nonwhite racial label beyond Latinx. Likewise, ancestry has historically

constrained race in the U.S. such that individuals with multiracial heritage have been excluded from

whiteness.

Along these lines, Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb (2022) find that youth in the Add Health study

with a ”dark” interviewer-rated skin tone were more likely to shift their racial classification to Black

in a later wave of the study, while those with a “medium” skin tone were more likely to shift from

white to a nonwhite category. They argue that this represents a “sedimentation of the color line”

—youth bring their racial classification in alignment with how others perceive their race as they age

and experience racial ascription by others. This leads to the third hypothesis:

H3: Respondents with darker skin tones, nonwhite ancestry, and nonwhite phenotypic features

will be more likely to identify with nonwhite racial labels beyond Latinx.

I note, however, that Latinx itself is a racialized category (Cobas, Duany, and Feagin 2015),

so no association may be observed between skin tone and self-classification if respondents can still

identify as Latinx in some way. That is, if respondents identify their race as Latinx in one question

and self-classify with different labels in another, we may observe no relationship. However, if re-

spondents are asked to identify their race where Hispanic or Latino is not an option, the hypothesis

should be more likely to hold.

Party Identification

A substantial body of work in political science shows the strong relationship between race and po-

litical behavior (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Dawson 1994; Jardina 2019). Since the

partisan realignment beginning in the 1930s, race has become a major cleavage between the Repub-

lican and Democratic Parties (Schickler 2016). Today, the two major political parties are sorted

along ethnoracial lines, with white people being more likely to identify as Republicans and nonwhite

people being more likely to identify as Democrats (Mason 2018); White people who score lower on
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measures of racial prejudice are more likely to identify as Democrats (Sides, Tesler, and Vavreck

2019). Importantly, race is endogenous to political behavior. Recent work by Egan (2020) shows

that people may shift their racial self-classifications based on partisan and ideological attachments.

Ostfeld and Yadon (2022) show that Latinos who overestimate the lightness of their skin tone in

a self-report relative to a machine rating are more likely to hold conservative policy positions, and

vice-versa. This leads to hypothesis four:

H4: Respondents who are Democratic are more likely to adopt a nonwhite racial classification,

while respondents who are Republican are more likely to adopt a white racial classification.

Other Factors: National Origin, Identity Prioritization, and Age

There are a few more factors which I expect to be associated with racial self-classification. First,

related to ancestry, national origin should be a significant predictor of racial self-classification. I

expect that Latines from countries with a history of whiteness over mestizaje ideology should be

more likely to identify as white. Indeed, studying Latin America, Telles and Flores (2013) find that

people from countries with historical ideologies of whiteness – such as Argentina, Chile, Costa Rica,

and Uruguay – are more likely to identify as white, controlling for characteristics such as skin tone

and education, among others. On the other hand, respondents from countries with a history of

mestizaje ideologies – such as Mexico and Peru – are less likely to identify as white. With reference

to some of the major Latinx groups, I expect that Mexican and Central American respondents will

be more likely to identify as indigenous or multiracial, Dominican and Puerto Rican respondents as

Black or Afro-Latinx, and Cuban respondents as white.

Psychological factors should also shape classification choices. Past research has found that the

category “American” is implicitly imbued with racial meaning – people associate Americanness with

whiteness (Devos and Banaji 2005). Hickel et al. (2021) argue Latinos may prioritize their American

identity as a way to conditionally belong to the higher-status white category, and they show that

Latinos who prioritize their American identity support more restrictive immigration policies. Thus,

I expect people who prioritize their American identity should be more likely to adopt a white racial

classification. Finally, I expect age to be correlated with racial self-classification. To the extent that

younger people are more exposed to and socialized within multiracial societies – both U.S. and Latin

American – I expect them to be more likely to adopt classifications beyond Latinx.
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Empirical Strategy

Data

To examine the predictors of Latinx racial identities, I draw upon four nationally representative

surveys of Latinos: the Latino National Survey (LNS, 2006), the National Survey of Latinos con-

ducted by Pew Research (NSL, 2014), and the Collaborative Multiracial Postelection Survey (CMPS,

2012 and 2016). These surveys are publicly available and draw from probability samples of Latino

adults.2 The LNS was conducted face-to-face, the NSL by telephone, and the CMPS online, all in

both English and Spanish. The surveys contain a host of demographic, political, and social psycho-

logical variables which allow me to descriptively explore the correlates of self-classification choices

and quantitatively test expectations derived from the literature. Comparing across multiple differ-

ent surveys conducted over a period of 10 years makes it possible to see which variables are strong

predictors among multiple different samples, increasing our confidence that a result is not specific

to one unique survey.

Important for my purposes, each of these surveys contains different items measuring racial

self-classification beyond Latine which make up my key dependent variables. In 2016, the CMPS

asked if respondents identify as Afro-Latino, and in 2012 they asked respondents to identify with a

variety of Spanish-language racial labels in separate questions. The 2014 NSL asked respondents if

they identify as Afro-Latinx, indigenous, or multiracial in three separate questions. Finally, the 2006

LNS asked a standard Census-style race question, where respondents are asked to choose between

white, some other race, and several other categories in which Hispanic or Latino was not an option.3

2The datasets and more details about survey methodology can be accessed at the links below:
Latino National Survey, 2006: https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/RCMD/studies/20862
National Survey of Latinos, 2014:
https://www.pewresearch.org/hispanic/dataset/2014-national-survey-of-latinos/

Collaborative Multiracial Postelection Survey, 2012 and 2016: https://cmpsurvey.org/
3The exact question wording and response choices are listed below.

CMPS, 2016: “Do you consider any part of your ancestry or family origin to be Afro-Latino, that is to include both
African and Latin American ancestry?” The response options were: Yes, No, Don’t know.
CMPS, 2012: “Would you use any of the below terms to describe yourself racially?” Respondents could mark yes or
no to any of the following: Indio, Moreno, Mestizo, Negro, Blanco, Mulatto, Trigueño, and None of these. In total,
these make up 8 separate questions.
NSL, 2014: a) “Do you consider yourself to be mixed race, that is belonging to more than one racial group, such as
Mestizo, Mulatto or some other mixed race, or not?” Response options were Yes, some mixed race; No, not mixed
race; Don’t know.
b) “Do you consider yourself to be Afro-[Hispanic/Latino], Afro-Caribbean, or Afro-[National Origin] or not?” Respon-
dents were shown Afro-Hispanic or Afro-Latino based on their stated preferences earlier in the survey. Respondents
were also shown a term corresponding to their national origin group, such as Afro-Cuban. The response options were:
Yes, No, Don’t know.
c) “Do you consider yourself to be indigenous or Native American, such as (Purepecha, Mixteco, Zapoteco, Nahua,
Maya, Tzotzil/ Taino, Arawak/ Maya, Quiche, Aymara, Quechua, Kwichua, Mapuche, Guarani/ Maya, Nahua, Taino,
Quiche, Aymara, Quechua) or some other indigenous or Native American origin, or not?” Respondents were shown
certain indigenous groups based on their stated national origin. For example, if respondents were Central or South
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To construct my dependent variables, I dichotomize the response options as follows. Questions

from the 2016 CMPS and 2014 NSL were all Yes or No questions with “Don’t know” response

options. I code these variables – called “Afro-Latino,” “Native,” and “Multiracial” – by assigning

a value of 1 to Yes and 0 to No or “Don’t know.” For the 2014 NSL, I code an additional variable

(“Nonwhite”) which assigns a value of 1 to respondents who said yes to at least one of the three

classification choices (Native, Afro-Latino, or multiracial) and 0 to respondents who selected “No” or

“Don’t know” for all three.4 In the 2014 NSL, very few respondents selected the “Don’t know” option

for any of the three categories I examine – between 1.8 to 3.7 percent of respondents, depending

on the question. For the 2016 CMPS, however, over 24 percent of respondents select “Don’t know”

when asked if they consider their ancestry to be Afro-Latino or not. Why the distributions of these

DVs are so different across surveys is not immediately clear, but I identify two possible explanations.

First, the mode of the survey is different – the NSL being over the phone and the CMPS online – so

perhaps the presence of an interviewer made respondents more likely to select Yes or No in the NSL.

Second, the exact question wording varies (see footnote 3). The 2016 CMPS asked respondents if

they identify any part of their ancestry or family origin to be Afro-Latino, while the NSL question

is more akin to self-classification. The much higher rate of “Don’t knows” could therefore represent

respondents who are unsure about their ancestry or family tree.

How to code such responses for my purposes is not obvious, but I group the “Don’t knows”

with people who respond No both for ease of interpretability and because my interests lie in identity

selection and self-classification. I would argue that “Don’t knows” are substantively most similar to

respondents who select No because they are not making an affirmative, expressive identity choice.

Another approach would be to conduct an ordinal analysis where “Don’t know” is an intermediary

category between No and Yes, but this overlooks the possibility that “Don’t know” is simply outside

of – and not between – the other options. A third approach is to treat it as a nominal categorical

variable, which I do not pursue because it complicates interpretability. Either way, comparing results

from multiple surveys should decrease the likelihood that the idiosyncrasies of any one survey drive

the findings.

American, they were shown “Maya, Nahua, Taino, Quiche, Aymara, Quechua.” The response options were: Yes,
indigenous or Native American origin; No, not indigenous or Native American origin; Don’t know.
LNS, 2006: “What is your race? Are you White, Black, American Indian, Asian, Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander,
some other race or more than one?” The response categories are: White, Black or African American, American Indian
or Alaska Native, Asian Indian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, Some other race (specify). The question was
open-ended, and interviewers were instructed to probe for one of the listed categories if respondents said something
not listed.

4I note that not answering affirmatively to any of these three questions does not imply respondents choose a white
classification, but I label this variable as such for ease of discussion.
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Turning to the 2012 CMPS, I construct two dichotomous variables given the large number of

categories. First, I code a variable called “Labels” where a value of 1 indicates that a respondent

chose any one of the eight Spanish-language racial categories and a value of 0 indicates that a

respondent selected none of these labels. Second, I code a variable called “White,” where I subset to

respondents who did select one of the eight categories and assign a value of 1 to those who selected

only white and 0 to those who selected any other combination of categories. This procedure allows

me to address two important questions: first, what predicts the adoption of any racial category

beyond Latinx, and second, what predicts adopting a white only label versus a nonwhite label or

combination of them.5

Finally, turning to the 2006 LNS, I subset to respondents who select “White” or “Some other

race,” dropping those who are coded as Black or African American, American Indian or Alaska

Native, Asian Indian, or Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and those who select more than one

race (most commonly “White” and “Some other race”). This removes 849 respondents, dropping

the sample size by around nine percent, from 8,634 to 7,785. I then create a “White” variable by

assigning a value of 1 to those who select White and 0 to those who select Some other race. While

this last survey does not contain distinct racial categories beyond those normally asked in public

opinion surveys, it contains a very large sample size that enables me to describe the individual-level

characteristics of White versus Some other race classifiers and examine similarities or differences

with the other labeling choices analyzed.

Turning to independent variables, I operationalize incorporation through immigrant generation

and interview language. Immigrant generation is coded as a numerical variable ranging from 0 to 1,

with 1 representing the furthest generations from the immigration experience. Interview language is

dichotomous, either English or Spanish. Some surveys also ask for self-reported English and Spanish

language ability, which I examine in the appendix. I code income as a numerical variable ranging

from 0-1 and education as a categorical factor with values ranging from “less than high school”

to “advanced degree.” I measure phenotype through self-reported skin tone (asked in all but the

2014 NSL dataset) and reflected race (only in the 2016 CMPS) – or how respondents think others

perceive their race (Roth 2016). I measure ancestry for the 2014 NSL, which asks respondents if

they have Afro-Latino, indigenous, or multiracial parents or grandparents. Finally, party ID is coded

numerically from 0 to 1, age from 1 to 100, and national origin is a categorical variable.

Notably, I exclude “multiracial” respondents – respondents who report having parentage that

5Respondents who selected white and something else were assigned a 0.
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Survey Year
Number of
Predictors

Original
N

Final
N

DVs

Latino National Survey
(NSL)

2006 115 8634 7785 White (vs. some other race)

Collaborative Multiracial
Post-election Survey
(CMPS)

2012 134 934 934
Choosing racial labels (vs. none)
White (vs. nowhite labels)

CMPS 2016 240 3002 2761 Afro-Latino
National Survey of 2014 54 1520 1298 Afro-Latino
Latinos (NSL) Indigenous

Multiracial / mestizo / mulato
Nonwhite

Table 1: This table displays information on the surveys employed and corresponding DVs.

is both Latinx and non-Latinx or who identify with a non-Latinx racial category – from all the

analyses. For example, respondents who say that one of their parents is not Latinx or who identify

as both African American and Latinx are excluded. I do this to be sure that my results are not

driven by these multiracial respondents. For example, an African American-Latinx respondent may

report more closeness to Black people because of their African American background. This removes

a small percent of respondents – no more than eight percent.6 Table 1 summarizes the final sample

sizes of the different surveys and corresponding dependent variables.

Table 1 also includes the number of predictors I examine for each survey. Each survey asks a

number of questions only to subsets of respondents, so I exclude variables which are not asked of

all respondents for which there is no easy fix. For example, in every survey only respondents who

report being registered to vote were asked if they voted in the last election. In this case, there is

an easy fix: impute “not voted” for those who report not being registered to vote. In other cases,

however, it is less clear. For example, only respondents who report being employed are asked about

their job satisfaction. I exclude such variables in order to avoid imputing large amounts of data and

in order to avoid listwise deletion, which removes all observations for which there is not complete

information. There is still some missingness for the remaining questions asked of all respondents,

particularly for sensitive topics like income, so I impute the remaining missingness using random

forest.

6I also exclude 16 respondents from the 2016 CMPS for quality purposes. While coding a variable for percent of
life lived in the U.S., I came across respondents who said that they first moved to the U.S. in a year before they were
born. As this is impossible, I exclude these 16 respondents as potentially inattentive.
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Methods

I estimate separate random forest regression models for each dependent variable. Random forests is

a machine-learning ensemble method originally proposed by Breiman (2001). It is a nonparametric

method (i.e., does not impose a functional form on the data) that builds a “random forest” of trees

broadly based on the Classification and Regression Trees (CART) method (Montgomery and Olivella

2018). CART works by searching for splits in independent variables that minimize prediction error

in the dependent variable. It builds a “tree” by determining the optimal split on one variable and

proceeding downward – splitting on other variables – until some stopping criterion is reached. A

random forest aggregates from these individual trees to a forest in two ways. First, it relies on

bootstrapping (known as “bagging,” short for bootstrap aggregation). This involves sampling with

replacement from the original dataset, which ensures independence between the different trees.

Second, the model randomly selects a constant number of independent variables for each tree,

which further ensures independence and enables a more accurate description of the underlying data

generating process.

There are several benefits of using random forests over traditional regression models or other

regularization techniques, particularly for the questions I address. First, since the method does not

impose a functional form, it accounts for potential nonlinearities and complex interactions in the

data. This is particularly useful when studying the construction of identities, which are multifaceted

and potentially related to unknown interactions of other variables. Second, it allows for feature se-

lection, through which we can identify the most important predictors of the dependent variables.

This is ideal for the kinds of data analyzed here, where there are up to hundreds of variables per

observation which may or may not predict the dependent variable well. Rather than the researcher

selecting a number of variables to analyze, the model draws upon all available variables and returns

the most important predictors. This is valuable for exploratory analyses where we want to describe

the nuance behind identity selection. Finally, random forests avoid overfitting, which can lead a

model to make predictions based on irregular variables when there is a large number of predictors

(Montgomery and Olivella 2018). These benefits are born out in the data: when examining the

predictive performance of a random forest model compared to OLS, the random forest leads to sub-

stantially better predictions measured by mean squared error (MSE). It performs marginally better

than other regularization techniques like LASSO, but these methods also perform well compared to

OLS.
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To conduct feature selection, I rely upon permutation variable importance measures (VIMs,

Wei, Lu, and Song 2015). The idea behind a permutation VIM is the following. A random forest

model is run, and one-by-one, the values of each predictor are permuted, or randomly shuffled, and

a model is refit on the data. Then, the decrease in MSE of the model is calculated when the values

of the given variable are permuted versus when they are at their true values. Important predictors

will then decrease the MSE of the model substantially when their true values are used, and less

important predictors will not decrease the MSE much or even increase it if they are poor predictors.

Because this procedure is subject to some variation due to the randomized shuffling of values, I

re-estimate each variable importance measure 100 times and average over the runs to guard against

the idiosyncrasies of any particular permutation.

Results

Turning to the findings, I proceed by first examining the distributions of the dependent variables

and their relation to ancestry for the 2014 NSL. Then, I run several random forest models and use

the permutation VIM discussed above to explore which features emerge as the top 5 predictors of

self-classification choices. Finally, I produce partial effects plots derived from these models for the

key independent variables, which display the marginal associations with identity choices net of all

other influences.

While previous qualitative work has argued that Latinos primarily identify their race in paneth-

nic or national origin terms, substantial numbers of Latines choose to identify with a label beyond

Hispanic or Latinx. Figure 1 displays the frequency distributions of the dependent variables across

the four surveys. Most Latinos choose not to identify with terms like white, multiracial or mixed

race, Afro-Latino, indigenous, or various other terms. However, in the 2014 NSL, most Latinxs

identified either as indigenous, multiracial, or Afro-Latinx, and less than half (around 45 percent)

rejected all of these classifications. In the 2012 CMPS, over 40 percent of respondents identified as

Blanco or with another Spanish-language term such as Indio or mestizo. Thus, many Latinos do

identify beyond panethnic labels when asked.

Before turning to the predictors of these various classification choices, I examine the extent to

which ancestry constrains identification. The 2014 NSL is the only survey I analyze which asked

respondents if they have parents or grandparents who are Afro-Latino, multiracial or mixed race, or

Indigenous. Figure 2 displays the percent of respondents who say they have family or grandparents
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Figure 1: Distributions of DVs. This figure displays the distribution of each dependent variable.
Each plot is a distribution for a different DV. The y-axis plots the values each DV takes and the
x-axis plots the percent of respondents selecting that label.

who belong to a certain racial category split by whether they themselves identify with that category.

We can see that very few respondents who do not identify with one of these labels say they have

family belonging to one of these groups. On the other hand, while the majority of respondents who

identify as Afro-Latinx, multiracial, or indigenous say they also have family sharing this identity,

almost one third of respondents who do so say they do not have family that also identify like

them. This suggests that many Latinos identify in ways not constrained by their ancestry, and these

identification choices can be shaped by a number of other factors.

I turn next to examining these factors with the variable importance measures (VIMs) derived

from random forest models for each dependent variable, presented in Figure 3. For brevity, I examine

the top five predictors for each dependent variable, but I present the top ten in the appendix. I also

exclude ancestry from the 2014 dependent variable graphs in order to compare better across years

because it is highly predictive of the outcomes. However, the appendix graphs include ancestry, and

we can see that ancestry explains substantially more variation in the outcomes than any of the other

predictors. The x-axis of these plots measure the decrease in MSE resulting from the permutation

VIM discussed in the methods section, similar to an R2 measure in OLS. For example, in the bottom

right panel – where Afro-Latinx identity in the 2016 CMPS is the dependent variable – national

origin decreases the predictive error of the model by around 1 percent of the full scale, accounting
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Figure 2: The role of ancestry in classification choices. This figure displays the percent
of respondents who say they have family belonging to a given category by whether they identified
with that category or not. Each plot represents one labeling choice from the 2014 NSL. The x-axis
plots whether respondents identified with that label or not, and the y-axis displays the percent of
respondents who say they have parents or grandparents who belong to that racial category.

for all other variables.

Across the board, incorporation, phenotype, and national origin emerge as top variables ex-

plaining racial self-classification choices. Markers of incorporation – including language of interview,

generation, and language ability – emerge as important predictors of identification as white over some

other race (White, 2006 LNS), of selecting a Spanish-language racial label (Labels, 2012 CMPS),

and of identifying as Afro-Latino. For the first of these – choosing white over some other race – lan-

guage of interview (“In Spanish”) is a more important predictor than skin tone. Notably, however,

incorporation is absent from the top ten predictors of indigenous identification in the 2014 NSL

(Generation is the 6th most important predictor of Afro-Latino identity in the 2016 CMPS, and

English ability is the 9th most important predictor of multiracial identity, which are in the appendix

graph).

Skin tone, however, is also an important predictor, particularly for the models where the

dependent variable is identification as white. This is instructive for the 2012 dataset. When we look

at the predictors of the adoption of any racial labels beyond Latinx including white (Labels, 2012

CMPS), skin tone is not an important predictor, but markers of incorporation are. Looking at the

predictors of choosing a white label over others (White, 2012 CMPS), however, skin tone emerges as

the top predictor and is magnitudes more predictive than the next predictor, national origin. This

suggests that incorporation shapes the racial understandings people adopt, but skin tone specifically
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Figure 3: Top 5 predictors by variable importance for each DV. This figure displays the
top 5 predictors of each dependent variable using permutation variable importance. The y-axis
displays variable names, and the x-axis displays the reduction in mean-squared error (MSE) when
the variable is randomly shuffled versus when it is held at its true values. The scale of MSE runs
from 0 to 1, so a reduction of 0.01 represents a reduction in MSE of 1 percent of the full scale. More
concretely, if the classification error of the model is 15 percent, then a variable with a value of 0.01
reduces the error of the model from 16 to 15 percent. Ancestry variables are excluded from the 2014
NSL DVs but are present in the appendix figure.

shapes the adoption of a nonwhite classification.

Though income and education appear to be important predictors of multiracial and native

identification, SES does not appear to explain much of the variance for other racial labels, lending

limited support to H2a and H2b. There is less support for H4 on party ID, though it emerges as a

primary predictor of multiracial identity in the 2014 NSL and white identification in the 2012 CMPS.

National origin is well supported as a valuable predictor – it is the top predictor of Afro-Latinx

identity in the 2016 CMPS. Age emerges as a less central but important predictor of multiracial,

Afro-Latine, and white identification. Finally, there is limited support for identity prioritization as

a primary predictor, though it does explain variance in white identification in the 2006 LNS.
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Figure 3 reveals that many of the factors identified in past literature indeed emerge as central

predictors, even taking into account the hundreds of other potential variables in these datasets.

There are also some unexpected predictors that appear in Figure 3. Region and state of residence

appear to reduce MSE substantially for white classification in the 2012 CMPS and Afro-Latinx

identity in the 2016 CMPS. Examining partial dependence plots, we can see that respondents from

New York and Florida are more likely to identify as Afro-Latinx, and respondents from California

and Texas are less likely to. Respondents from the East Coast are more likely to identify as white,

while respondents from the Pacific and Mountain states are least likely to do so.

Though there is not strong support for party ID as influential in the construction of Lat-

inx identities, other political variables do emerge in this analysis. Respondents who believe the

Democratic Party does a better job at handling immigration policy are more likely to identify as

multiracial in the 2014 NSL, and respondents who believe the Democratic Party does a better job at

handling economic policy are more likely to identify as native. Respondents who believe that people

should be required to have a license to vote are more likely to identify as white in the 2012 CMPS.

Afro-Latino identifiers in the 2016 CMPS are more likely to support Black Lives Matter. “Cen-

sus” race in the 2014 NSL – how respondents identify in a Census style question – is predictive of

identification choices, suggesting that Census classification questions without a Hispanic or Latino

option do capture racial classification choices beyond Latinx to a certain extent. Finally, gender

is predictive of native identification in the 2014 NSL, with men being more likely than women to

identify as such.

While the previous graphs indicate which variables are explaining the most variation in the

outcome, they do not tell us the direction or magnitude of the association between a predictor

and the dependent variable. To examine my hypotheses more closely, I turn to partial dependence

plots, which display the conditional probability of choosing a given classification, net of all the other

variables in the model. In figures 4, 5, 6, and 7, I display partial dependence plots for immigrant

generation, income, party ID, and skin tone, respectively. The remainder I discuss but are displayed

in the appendix.

Starting with immigrant generation, hypothesis 1b is well-supported and 1a somewhat sup-

ported. Those of a later immigrant generation are less likely to identify with nonwhite labels and

more likely to identify with white labels, suggesting that some incorporated Latines may assimilate

into whiteness. The magnitudes of the difference are small, except for choosing one of the racial

self-classifications in 2012. In this dataset, the likelihood of choosing a racial label beyond Latinx –
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Figure 4: Partial dependence plot of immigrant generation. This figure plots values of
immigrant generation on the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with
each DV – derived from random forest regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values of immigrant
generation indicate being further from the immigration experience.

net of all other variables – decreases over 20 percentage points going from the lowest to the highest

levels of immigrant generation, which demonstrates support for hypothesis 1b.

Turning to other markers of incorporation – language of interview and self-reported language

ability, results for which are presented in the appendix – we see similar support for hypothesis

1b. Looking at language of interview, we can see that respondents who completed the 2006 LNS

in Spanish (bottom left panel) are around 7 percentage points more likely to identify as white.

Likewise, respondents who completed the 2012 CMPS in Spanish are 20 percentage points more

likely to identify with racial labels beyond Latinx. Respondents who rated both their English and

Spanish language ability as higher are less likely to identify with almost all racial labels. This latter

finding is somewhat puzzling, but since the models already control for language of interview these

variables could be capturing some aspect of socioeconomic status or levels of education. Overall,

there is support for both 1a and 1b. Less incorporated respondents are on the whole more likely to

identify with these racial labels, though more incorporated respondents are sometimes more likely

to identify as white.

Turning to the second hypothesis, there is limited support for H2a and H2b. In figure 5,

we can see that income is negatively associated with racial self-classification for some nonwhite
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labels, particularly for native identification. However, it actually has a positive association with

Afro-Latino identity in 2016 and multiracial identity in 2014. As with generation, the magnitudes

are small, being largest for native identification, where going from the lowest to highest income is

associated with a 4-percentage point drop in the probability of selecting a native label. Earlier, we

saw that education was only an important predictor for multiracial identification in the 2014 NSL.

The appendix figure demonstrates that H2b does not hold. There is an inconsistent relationship

between education levels and the predicted probability of adopting a racial classification. For some

DVs, like Afro-Latinx identity in the 2014 NSL, there is a negative association, with more formally

educated respondents being slightly less likely to adopt this label. For multiracial identity, those

with college degrees or higher are more likely to adopt this label choice.

Figure 5: Partial dependence plot of income. This figure plots values of income on the x-axis
and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from random forest
regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values represent higher self-reported family incomes.

There are similarly unexpected results for party ID (Figure 6). Both white and nonwhite

labels are positively associated with greater Republican party identification. These findings are not

simply the result of accounting for many different variables. While Afro-Latinos in the 2016 CMPS

are significantly more likely to identify as Democrats, in the 2014 NSL Afro-Latino identifiers are a

few percentage points more likely to be Republican, even before controlling for many other factors.

These differences are quite unexpected, and I return to them in the discussion.

Turning to skin tone, we find strong support for H3: darker skin tones are associated with

23



Figure 6: Partial dependence plot of party ID. This figure plots values of party ID on the
x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from random
forest regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values represent more Republican party ID. The 2012
CMPS is excluded because they only asked a 3-point version of party ID.

greater likelihood of adopting nonwhite labels and lower likelihood of adopting white labels. For

2016, those with the lightest skin tones are around 5 percentage points less likely to identify as Afro-

Latine than those with the darkest skin tones, net of all other influences. The maximum difference is

around 10 percentage points in the 2006 LNS and 30 percentage points in the 2012 CMPS. However,

there are clear nonlinearities for both of these. Respondents with self-reported skin tones above the

midpoint do not have a substantially different probability of identifying as white. This is possibly

because very few respondents select the darkest skin tones in each survey, but it indicates that there

are not very large self-classification differences between those selecting medium-dark and dark skin

tones. The 2016 CMPS also asks reflected race – what race respondents think others think they are,

another rough proxy for phenotype. Results for this variable are presented in the appendix, and we

can see that respondents who think they are perceived by others as Black are around 15 percentage

points more likely to identify as Afro-Latino.

Finally, I turn to the additional factors: age, national origin, and identity prioritization, for

which results can be found in the appendix. National origin has a strong relationship with outcome

variables. I display only results for major U.S. Latinx groups from the 2016 CMPS and the 2006 LNS

because their sample sizes are sufficiently large. We can see that past literature holds true: those

24



Figure 7: Partial dependence plot of skin tone. This figure plots values of self-reported skin
tone on the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived
from random forest regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values represent darker self-reported skin
tones. The 2014 NSL DVs are missing because skin tone was not asked on this survey.

from countries with a history of mestizaje – such as Mexico and El Salvador – as opposed to whiteness

ideology are less likely to identify as white. Cuban Americans are more likely to identify as white,

and Dominican and Puerto Rican respondents are most likely to identify as Afro-Latinx. Looking at

age, younger respondents are more likely to identify with nonwhite labels, net of all other influences.

The youngest respondents are about 5 percentage points more likely than the oldest respondents to

identify as Afro-Latinx. For white identification, the opposite is true. Younger respondents are less

likely to identify as white. In the 2006 LNS, the youngest respondents are around 10 percentage

points less likely to identify as white (over some other race). There is also some support for the role

of identity prioritization – those who prioritize their American identity are slightly more likely to

identify with white labels, and those who prioritize their national origin identity are more likely to

identify with nonwhite labels.

Comparing the results from the partial dependence analysis to variable importance, we come to

slightly different conclusions between prediction goals and marginal relationship goals. The random

forest models demonstrate that incorporation is a key predictor of identification choices – indeed,

the top predictor for white identification in the 2006 LNS – though the exact differences are sub-

stantively not large. This tells us that it is an important variable for explaining variation in identity
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choices, though the magnitude of its association is small. Skin tone, on the other hand, has a much

stronger relationship with the dependent variables while also being an importance predictor. Over-

all, compared to ancestry, the demographic, political, and psychology predictors I examine explain

a small portion of variation. People’s identities and identity choices are complicated – further work

is needed to understand the complex interaction of factors that go into understanding identity.

Discussion

Overall, my results show strong support for the role of ancestry and skin tone constraining ethnoracial

identification, in line with prior work (Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb 2022), I find that the adoption of

ethnoracial labels beyond Latinx – such as white, Afro-Latino, indigenous, or multiracial – is closely

related to self-reported skin tone. Using the 2014 NSL data, I also show that ancestry is closely

related to the choice of identity labels, though respondents show substantial latitude in choosing an

identity label beyond that of their family.

Incorporation emerges as a primary predictor but not in the exact way that I had hypothe-

sized. While less incorporated respondents are more likely to identify with nonwhite labels, they are

sometimes more likely to identify as white. I take these findings to suggest that less incorporated

Latinos do identify with a variety of nonwhite racial labels common in Latin America and adopt

racial understandings recognizing this diversity, in line with H1b. However, the results also imply

that some Latinos assimilate into whiteness net of all other differences, in line with H1a. As the find-

ings on skin tone and ancestry demonstrate, some Latinos are more constrained than others in doing

so, but this result suggests that more Latinos will “become” white over generations. In addition

to indicating the importance of incorporation for racial ideologies and understandings, the results

point to the intricate connection between racial classification and the process of incorporation.

More broadly, these findings contribute to theories on the processes of assimilation and race in

the U.S. Older theories of assimilation primarily based upon the experiences of European Americans

viewed assimilation as a linear process in which later generations shed their cultural ties and became

part of the white majority (Alba and Nee 2003). Later theorists, however, posited that immigrants

from Asian and Latin American countries did not straightforwardly fit this account, with their

racialization preventing them from joining the white majority and with many retaining cultural ties

over generations (Portes and Zhou 1993; Schacter 2016). Yet other scholars, such as Bonilla-Silva

(2002, 2004) and Frank, Redstone Akresh, and Lu (2010) posit that some light-skinned Latinos
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may push to expand the boundaries of whiteness to include them. My findings here align with

this account, with some more incorporated Latinos being more likely to view themselves as white.

Other Latinos – particularly those with darker skin tones and nonwhite ancestry – have less latitude

in identifying as white and instead “become” Latinx (Golash-Boza 2006, Roth 2012) or choose a

classification within “honorary white” and “collective Black” categories.

Nonetheless, incorporation and assimilation are not one-way processes, and other white people

may not view Latinos who adopt a white racial-self classification as part of their group (Schacter

2016; Abascal 2020). Since the data on skin tone here is self-reported, I cannot assess to what extent

external classification shapes racial self-classification, but past work suggests they align to a certain

extent (Irizarry, Monk, and Cobb 2022). Skin tone self-reports may also be capturing a politicized

identity rather than accurately capturing phenotype (Yadon 2020; Ostfeld and Yadon 2021), but I

argue that they are nonetheless important markers of experiences with racialization. Future work

might examine to what extent Latinos who select nonwhite labels such as Afro-Latinx or indigenous

are accepted as members of these categories by other Black and Indigenous people.

I note that incorporation was an important predictor of all identity choices except native

or indigenous classification; future work might explore the predictors of Indigenous Latinidad in

particular. Gender emerged as an important predictor of indigenous self-classification but not any

of the other categories, with men being markedly more likely to identify as indigenous than women.

Prior work has found that gender shapes racial classification because men are more likely to be

racialized as nonwhite and experience racial discrimination distinctly (Ho et al. 2011; Penner and

Saperstein 2013; Davenport 2016). It is possible that some Latinx men are more likely to be classified

by others as indigenous and their self-classification choice reflects this experience. However, further

work is necessary to uncover why this key social variable did not emerge for other racial labels, and

much work is needed to center indigeneity among the study of Latines (Alberto 2017).

My findings showed limited support for the second hypothesis on SES – neither income nor

education appear to be important drivers of racial classification choices except for multiracial and

indigenous identification. Results on income are in the expected direction except for Afro-Latine

identity, for which there is a positive relationship. These are surprising results, given the association

of racial discrimination with socioeconomic outcomes among Latines (Telles and Murguia 1990;

Massey and Denton 1992; Chavez-Dueñas, Adames, and Organista 2014). However, they fit within

the arguments advanced by Telles (2014) and Telles, Flores, and Urrea-Giraldo (2015) that income

may be less consistently related to racial classification choices than it is to measures of phenotype
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or skin tone. Prior work shows that racial classification choices often do not align with how others

classify one’ race, particularly for Latines (Roth 2016), so future work may examine misalignments

between these two dimensions of race for the categories studied here.

I observe similarly surprising results for party ID, where greater Republican identification is

positively associated with all identity choices – even Afro-Latinx identity. The results are not simply

due to the modeling strategy either, as Afro-Latino identifiers in the 2014 NSL are on average more

Republican even before controlling for other variables. These are puzzling findings, particularly in

light of the strong association between race and party identification (Mason 2018; Westwood and

Peterson 2021). They suggest that Republican Latines may take on distinct racial understandings

than Democrats – perhaps Democratic Latinos are more likely to see themselves as one distinct,

racialized group. How Latinos with different partisan attachments perceive racial inequality among

Latinos and between Latinos and other racial groups – and how this relates to racial identity – is

an interesting area for further inquiry.

Besides the key factors I examine, national origin, age, and region surface as valuable predictors.

National origin differences are in the expected directions based on Latin American countries’ histories

of mestizaje (Telles and Flores 2013). They suggest that people may make accurate inferences when

they substitute national origin for race among Latinos (Roth 2012), though substantial differences

remain even after controlling for national origin. Age, on the other hand, is positively associated with

white identification and negatively associated with nonwhite identification. This is an interesting

factor to consider in light of the findings on incorporation. Do Latines shift their racial classification

as they age, are younger Latinos understanding race differently, or both? Lastly, geography appears

to play a role in racial self-classification. For example, independent of national origin, Latinos from

the West – which is heavily Mexican American – are less likely to identify as white. This suggests

that notions of race are not constant across the U.S. and shaped by local or regional context.

Conclusion and Future Directions

While Latines are widely recognized as one of the fastest growing ethnoracial groups in the U.S.,

significant racial differences remain within the broader group that have received insufficient scholarly

attention. In this paper, I have endeavored to add to our knowledge of intra-group difference among

Latinos by examining one aspect of race – self-classification. Using four nationally representative

surveys, I have shown that substantial numbers of Latinxs classify their race as something other than
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Latinx when asked – potentially as large a number as a majority. These classification choices are

closely related to other meaningful social factors such as incorporation, phenotype, national origin,

and age. These factors emerge as important predictors among the hundreds of variables available

through VIMs derived from random forest regression models. Crucially, my findings indicate that

less incorporated Latines bring with them a Latin American racial classification system with many

distinct categories and labels. As they become incorporated, some Latinos strive to expand the

boundary of whiteness, but others may not have this route available to them and instead retain an

identification as Latine.

Critical to my argument here is the role of ideologies of mestizaje; however, the surveys em-

ployed here do not ask questions that capture this construct well. The 2006 LNS does ask respondents

if they believe Latinos make up a distinct racial group in the U.S., and this variable is the 7th most

important predictor of white identification, with respondents who answer affirmatively to this state-

ment being less likely to identify as white. However, future work would do well in probing mestizaje

beliefs more directly, or designing survey items which capture this idea. One possibility is to ask

respondents whether they believe all Latin Americans are multiracial or mixed race and explore how

this relates to other key demographic and political variables.

The analysis here focuses on racial self-classification on a survey, which is itself a consequential

choice and signal of identity. However, questions remain about the scope and strength of racial

identities beyond panethnicity for Latinxs. On top of classification, do some Latinos identify with

the racial labels studied here in open-ended terms, and do similar factors predict this open-ended

identification? There is substantial room for further qualitative and quantitative survey work in

this vein. In-depth interviews could shed light on what it means to classify oneself as Indigenous,

Afro-Latino, white, or multiracial. It is promising to develop better survey items to capture the

centrality or strength of these identities and discern whether some Latines hold a sense of racial

group consciousness (Miller et al. 1981; Tajfel and Turner 1986; Ellemers, Kortekaas, and Ouwerkerk

1999). Do some Latines prioritize these racial identities over their panethnic, national origin, or even

non-racial identities such as gender or religion, and why?

The findings here speak to debates about the proper measurement of racial identity or classifi-

cations of Latines on surveys. This paper is distinct from many others on racial identity in analyzing

dependent variables that do not force respondents to choose between different options. However,

another promising area of investigation is the development of survey items that better assess Latinxs’

classification choices beyond Census-style items. Many Latinos feel poorly represented by Census
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race questions (Roth 2016). It is possible that many more Latinos would choose categories like Black

or American Indian if they were worded differently, like the questions on the surveys analyzed here.

If the answer choices resemble more common ways of expressing Indigenous or Black Latinidad –

e.g., not limiting an Indigenous category to those who consider themselves “American Indian” in

particular – then the number of Latinos selecting “some other race” on these kinds of questions may

be lowered. At the same time, many Latinos view their race through the lens of their panethnicity

(Hitlin, Brown, and Elder 2007; Porter and Snipp 2018), so there is no easy solution to the challenges

faced by the Census. As Latinos make up an increasing share of the U.S. population, race and racial

structures will continue to shift and defy classification.
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Appendix

Appendix A: Additional Variable Importance Plot

Figure A1: Top 10 predictors by variable importance for each DV. This figure displays
the top 10 predictors of each dependent variable using permutation variable importance. The y-axis
displays variable names, and the x-axis displays the reduction in mean-squared error (MSE) when
the variable is randomly shuffled versus when it is held at its true values. The scale of MSE runs
from 0 to 1, so a reduction of 0.01 represents a reduction in MSE of 1 percent of the full scale. More
concretely, if the classification error of the model is 15 percent, then a variable with a value of 0.01
reduces the error of the model from 16 to 15 percent. Ancestry variables are included for the 2014
NSL.
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Appendix B: Additional Partial Dependence Plots

Figure B1: Partial dependence plot of interview language. This figure plots interview
language on the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV –
derived from random forest regressions – on the y-axis. For Latinos, the surveys could be completed
either in English or Spanish.
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Figure B2: Partial dependence plot of English ability. This figure plots English ability on
the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from
random forest regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values indicate better self-reported English ability.
The 2016 CMPS is missing because they did not ask self-reported English ability.

Figure B3: Partial dependence plot of Spanish ability. This figure plots Spanish ability
on the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from
random forest regressions – on the y-axis. Higher values indicate better self-reported Spanish ability.
The 2012 and 2016 CMPS are missing because they did not ask self-reported Spanish ability.
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Figure B4: Partial dependence plot of education. This figure plots education on the x-axis
and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from random forest
regressions – on the y-axis.
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Figure B5: Partial dependence plot of age. This figure plots age on the x-axis and correspond-
ing predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from random forest regressions –
on the y-axis. Age is measured in years.

Figure B6: Partial dependence plot of national origin. This figure plots national origin on
the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from
random forest regressions – on the y-axis. Results are presented only for the 2016 CMPS and 2006
LNS because other surveys do not have sufficient sample sizes for national origin analyses.
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Figure B7: Partial dependence plot of identity prioritization. This figure plots identity
prioritization on the x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV
– derived from random forest regressions – on the y-axis. The x-axis indicates which identity
respondents prioritize most. DVs from the 2012 CMPS are missing because they did not ask this
question.
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Figure B8: Partial dependence plot of reflected race. This figure plots reflected race on the
x-axis and corresponding predicted probabilities of identifying with each DV – derived from random
forest regressions – on the y-axis. The x-axis indicates which race respondents think others perceive
them to be. Only the 2016 CMPS asked this question.
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