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may be distinct in particular countries. To better understand how identification 
as white might differ across countries, we ran similar logit regression analyses 
for each country. We do not show these regressions for all 17 countries for rea-
sons of space, but we summarize the results through predicted probabilities of 
the two significant variables: age and education. Based on those regressions, 
we predict the probability that a person whose skin color is rated 4 identifies as 
white by age (figure 4) and by education (figure 3). For age, we compare 25 and 
50 year olds. For education, we compare those respondents with at least one year 
of college education and up (13 years of education and up) with those who have 
elementary school education or less (0 to 6 years).

Our regression results for individual countries (not shown) revealed that 
the individual-level variables often, but not always, mirror the overall pattern 
as shown in table 2, where age and education were correlated with who identi-
fies as white. Education was significant in 12 of the 17 countries, although the 
direction of the association was mixed. Age was also significant in five countries, 
where persons of older age were more likely to self-identify as white. Gender 
and rural residence are mostly statistically insignificant, as the Latin America 
regionwide model in table 2 showed. They are significantly correlated with 

Figure 2. Percentage of persons with light brown skin color (#4) who identify as white 

in 17 Latin American countries. Based on regressions for each country with data from 

2010 AmericasBarometer.
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white identity in only three or four countries, and their direction is mixed for 
those cases.

We find that educational level is a strong predictor in 12 countries. Figure 
3 shows that highly educated persons with skin color rated as 4 or more are 
likely to self-identify as white in Panama, Chile, Uruguay, and Argentina. On 
the other hand, highly educated respondents with similar skin tones in Ecua-
dor, the Dominican Republic, Peru, Mexico, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Colom-
bia, and Venezuela are less likely to identify as white, with varying differences. 
Lower-educated Peruvians and Nicaraguans are at least twice as likely to iden-
tify as white as their higher-educated conationals. Overall, a status-darkening 
effect appears in Mesoamerica, the Andes, and the Dominican Republic, while 
a status-whitening effect is consistently found in the countries of the Southern 
Cone and Panama.

Figure 4, which summarizes regression results for age, shows that older 
persons are more likely to identify as white in Costa Rica, Uruguay, Chile, 
and Brazil but less likely to identify as white in Peru. For Brazil, this further 
confirms a well-documented tendency away from white identity and toward 
nonwhite identities in that country. In Chile, Uruguay, and Costa Rica, the 
age effect suggests a shift away from the strongly held white identities of these 
countries. On the other hand, Peru, where younger persons are more likely to 
identify as white, seems to be an anomaly.

Figure 3. Percentages of persons with light brown skin color (#4) who identify as 

white at elementary and college levels of education. Based on regressions for each 

country with data from 2010 AmericasBarometer.
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Discussion

This study has shown that identifying as white, although constrained by skin 
color, is also shaped by age, education, and national context, as well as by the 
color of those one is interacting with. We treat identification as white as a social 
outcome, subject to physical and social influences, rather than as a fixed and self-
evident determinant of social status or behavior, the way it is commonly used 
in the statistical and status-attainment literatures. We show that who is white 
is not self-evident, as has often been assumed in the past, but that it is subject 
to social and historical forces. Moreover, our findings have revealed the wide 
diversity in the region regarding who identifies as white. Racial classification 
based on the experience of a town, a province, or even an entire country cannot 
be generalized to all of Latin America. Explanations that work for one country 
may not work for another. We believe that our findings are robust, as they are 
based on the systematic analysis of nationally representative data for 17 of the 
19 Latin American countries.

Nation

Our findings show that the white composition in Latin American countries 
is not merely a reflection of the population’s actual skin color but that it also 
depends on the propensity of similarly skin-toned persons to identify as white, 

Figure 4. Percentages of persons with light brown skin color (#4) who identify as 

white among 25 and 50 year olds. Based on regressions for each country with data 

from 2010 AmericasBarometer.
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which varies widely by country. Thus whiteness is not self-evident; rather, it 
seems to be largely shaped by the nation and its history, racial ideologies, racial 
composition, and norms of behavior. 

Specifically, our findings show that whiteness is a particularly capacious 
concept in the mostly white nations of Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and Costa 
Rica, where white identity occurs among many light brown persons who would 
identify as mestizo in the rest of Latin America. Certainly, the population of 
those countries tends to have more people of light skin color, but our findings 
suggest that the ideologies of these countries, whose elites have imagined their 
nations as white in contrast to other countries of the region, have also led to 
a more common identification as white, adjusting for actual color differences. 
These ideologies seem to have made white a normative social classification 
among persons having a relatively wide range of skin colors.93 In addition to the 
apparent successes in attracting large numbers of European immigrants, the 
relatively large size of the white population of these countries, as measured by 
censuses or surveys, also reflects a greater propensity for light brown persons to 
identify as white.

We hypothesized that light or light brown persons would be least likely to 
identify as white in countries with strong mestizaje ideologies, like Mexico and 
Brazil, compared to countries where mestizaje ideologies were not widely pro-
moted, like Argentina. Our data support this contention to some extent when 
comparing those three countries. Mexico probably had the strongest mestizaje 
ideology, and the likelihood of classification as mestizo (rather than white) is 
greatest in that country. However, we do not have a good sense of the relative 
strength of these ideologies across the full range of countries in Latin America. 
The type of mestizaje, whether involving mostly indigenous or mostly black 
people, may make a difference. Identification as white appears to be stronger 
in countries where there is more mixture with Afro-descendants, such as Bra-
zil and Panama, than in countries with significant indigenous populations and 
mixture with the indigenous population, such as Bolivia, Peru, and Mexico. 
This might seem to run contrary to an expectation that predominant mixture 
with the indigenous (commonly called mestizos) would be more acceptable as 
white than would mixture with African origin (mulatos). However, one could 
argue that a greater tendency to identify as white in largely Afro-descendant 
countries may reflect a greater distancing from the more stigmatized black 
other compared to the indigenous other. In other words, the greater propensity 

93. This is consistent with Mauricio Meléndez Obando’s claim that Costa Ricans will 
be especially likely to identify as white. See Meléndez Obando, “Presencia de Africa.”
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to identify as white in Brazil may be because not doing so usually means being 
mulatto, the other side of the white/nonwhite boundary, whereas in Mexico, 
the white/nonwhite boundary is usually a white/mestizo boundary, making the 
choice arguably less consequential.

A reading of the historical literature, though, demonstrates that national 
ideologies of race were largely developed in relation to racial composition and 
the extent of indigenous or African admixture, so that explanations based on 
mestizaje probably overlap with those based on relational classification and mix-
ture, which we have discussed. For example, perhaps national elites found it 
more acceptable to emphasize hybrid (or nonwhite) identities when the mixture 
was mostly with the indigenous, as a mestizo identity may have been preferable 
to a mulatto identity as the foundation of the country’s imagined heritage. Also, 
elites often recognized the historical and cultural contributions of the indig-
enous while rarely extending such recognition to Africans (though Brazil may 
be an exception). Mixture with indigenous people may have led to emphasizing 
mestizaje, but mixture with Africans may have led to a greater emphasis on 
whiteness among those people that could physically claim whiteness. In con-
trast, the propensity to identify as white is particularly strong in Costa Rica and 
Argentina, where elites were often opposed to mestizaje.

The Dominican Republic, with its large African population but low likeli-
hood of a white identity, might seem to be an exception. However, it is actu-
ally consistent in the sense that the national narrative promoted by Dominican 
elites actually embraced an indigenous past as its sole nonwhite heritage, despite 
the large presence of Afro-descendants. Rather, blackness was relegated to its 
historical adversary and neighbor, Haiti. Only Haitians and their descendants 
could be considered black in the Dominican Republic, while the majority of 
Dominicans were racially considered indio.

Age

Our findings for age show that younger Latin Americans tend to be less likely 
to identify as white compared to their older conationals. This may reflect the 
beginnings of the societal shift toward multiculturalism and the globalization 
of popular culture, though it could also be a function of promoting oneself as 
white for better success in the labor market. Although the value of whiteness 
continues to be great throughout the region, persons who are on the margins 
of a white skin color but who might have some attachment to black, indigenous, 
or mixed-race identities may feel more comfortable today about identifying as 
nonwhite because of the influence of multiculturalism and popular culture in 
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valuing these categories. This may be particularly true for younger persons, 
who have more exposure to the Internet, television, and new technologies and 
live in an age when identities are more flexible and in the process of consolida-
tion. Although they probably understand the privileges that come with white 
identity, they may also believe it is less important to identify that way than it was 
for their parents’ generation.

This age trend is especially apparent in Brazil, Uruguay, Chile, and Costa 
Rica, suggesting that the capacious boundaries we found for whiteness in the 
white nations seem to be contracting. Younger people in these countries who 
are light brown in color are more likely to identify as mestizo or pardo (or even 
as indigenous in Chile) than their older counterparts. In other words, the espe-
cially strong normative incentives to identify as white in these countries appear 
to be weakening for the younger cohorts, whose major period of identity forma-
tion has occurred roughly 20 years after the older cohort. The finding for Brazil 
may also be related to the national trend of darkening, especially by younger 
persons who are entering the university or the labor market, where affirmative 
action may be available.

The lack of a whitening effect by age in other countries may suggest that 
multiculturalism has not had much of a racial indentification effect in those 
countries, but compared to the Southern Cone countries, identity as nonwhite 
for persons near the white/nonwhite boundary was already more common. A 
positive correlation between age and white identity occurred only in Peru, and 
we might venture an explanation for this. As has been documented by Debo-
rah Yashar as well as Nancy Grey Postero and Leon Zamosc, Peru is the one 
country with a significant indigenous population where strong mobilization as 
indigenous peoples did not occur in recent decades.94 The lack of a strong indig-
enous movement promoting indigenous or even mestizo identities may have 
also permitted the expansion of white identification among the younger genera-
tion of Peruvians.

Education

When taken as a whole, college-educated persons in Latin America today are 
less likely to identify as white compared to those with only a primary school 
education. This runs counter to the popular “money (or status) whitens” claim. 

94. Yashar, Contesting Citizenship in Latin America; Nancy Grey Postero and Leon 
Zamosc, eds., The Struggle for Indigenous Rights in Latin America (Portland, OR: Sussex 
Academic Press, 2004).
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95. George Reid Andrews, Afro-Latin America, 1800 – 2000 (New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 2004), 179 – 82.

96. Another potential explanation is that persons with low educational status are more 
likely to work outdoors and thus are more exposed to the sun, which would make them 
darker. Thus, their identification as white would be more consistent with reporting their 
“real color.” But we think this explanation does not hold up to closer inspection. (This 
concern was raised by a comment made by a respondent in a pretest of the questionnaire 
when the interviewer asked her to rate her own color. She noted that this is not her real 
color under her clothes, as the sun had darkened her.) One would expect that persons with 
rural residence would be most exposed to working and living in sunlight, so that their “real 
color” would be whiter, but our results showed that there was no relation between rural 
residence and identification as white. It is important to also note that even a tanned color 
generally would be the color by which such individuals are generally seen by the rest of 
society. Although it is not clear whether identification as white would be based on that 
color or on their real color — which they know but most others do not — we suspect 
that their facial color, which we captured, is at least as important as their “real color.” 
We were also concerned that a money-whitening finding might be the result of greater 
mixture among the working classes and poor, and thus higher-status persons may have 
whitened more simply because of a whiter and especially non-African phenotype based 
on features other than color, like hair texture. However, the results often ran in the 
opposite direction, suggesting a robust result. Moreover, we show that socioeconomic 

However, when we examine countries separately, we find status darkening in 8 
of the 17 countries and status whitening in 4, while we failed to find a relation 
between educational status and white identity in the remaining 5. George Reid 
Andrews argues that within Latin America there is more resistance to non-
whites in middle-class occupations, which may suggest that higher-educated 
persons have more incentives to identify as white than their less-educated coun-
terparts.95 Also, Andrews’s claim may be based largely on the countries he stud-
ied, particularly Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay. Indeed, we found that money 
or status whitens only in the white nations of Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile, as 
well as in Panama. However, we found no class effect in Brazil, which may have 
changed since affirmative action began a decade ago, and we found a money-
whitening effect in Argentina and Uruguay.

The status-darkening effect that we find in about half of the countries 
makes sense if we think of whiteness as symbolic capital. For the low-educated 
or poor, the whiteness or near-whiteness of light skin-colored persons may be 
the only such capital they own, and thus they give it greater value, especially in 
contrast to a middle-class person whose light skin color is certainly important 
but of less relative value. Reports of a money-whitening effect also tend to be 
based on evidence such as respondent accounts or popular sayings. Systematic 
data on this relation are rare.96
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Finally, assertions of a money-whitening effect tend to date from earlier 
historical periods, leading us to hypothesize that recent shifts to the new multi-
culturalism and racial politics in the region may have weakened or even reversed 
the incentives to whiten. Instead of whitening being associated with higher class 
status, we now find evidence of racial darkening at higher status levels, espe-
cially among the young. The case of Brazil, where the new racial politics seems 
most entrenched, is illustrative. There, higher-educated persons on the physi-
cal border between white and nonwhite may be increasingly likely to identify 
as nonwhite, especially since they may be more attuned to racial politics than 
the less educated. And if we factor in the possible incentives offered by affir-
mative action policies in university admissions and white-collar employment, 
motives for identifying as nonwhite at higher status levels become even more 
compelling.97

Finally, the pooled regressions suggested that respondents are more likely 
to identify as white in the presence of darker-skinned interviewers. We do not 
compare countries on this variable in separate regressions or predicted prob-
abilities mostly for reasons of space, but suffice it to say that the positive correla-
tion held up in most countries. As for educational status, this finding also sug-
gests a relational effect. Persons on the border of white and mestizo categories 
are more likely to identify as white when the other person better fits the mestizo 
or other nonwhite category.

Conclusions

Virtually all Latin American nations have significant white populations, despite 
mestizaje ideologies that may suggest otherwise. However, whiteness is not the 
same across nations or in different age or educational strata, just as it probably 
has not been the same across historical periods. We do not have direct historical 
data, but we show cross-national differences that help explain historical change 
as well as age differences, which help to illuminate more recent changes. Many 
of our findings seem to reflect the transition from mestizaje to multiculturalism, 

status is strongly correlated with color for office workers, who we assume work indoors. 
Edward E. Telles, “A Test That Sun Exposure Does Not Affect Latin America’s 
‘Pigmentocracy’ as Measured by the PERLA Color Palette,” PERLA (blog), 23 May 
2012, http://perla.princeton.edu/palettetest/.

97. Francis and Tannuri-Pianto, “Endogenous Race in Brazil.”
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the nature of which varies widely across Latin American nations. The histori-
cal shift to multiculturalism throughout the region appears to be creating new 
incentives and disincentives to identify as white. Although it always has been 
at the top of the region’s racial hierarchy, the category of white is likely to have 
expanded and contracted within and across historical periods. Strong whitening 
ideologies are likely to have expanded the white category, while ideologies of 
mestizaje are likely to have contracted it. Overall, it seems that the new context 
of multiculturalism may also be initiating a period of white contraction and 
nonwhite expansion as a result of changing incentives, norms, and behaviors 
regarding racial identity and classification.

Although our findings are empirically limited to the present, we believe 
that our findings and the type of analysis we utilize may offer some insights for 
historians and other students of race in Latin America. These are:

1. � Whiteness as a racial category and an identity has not received enough 
attention in the historical literature. Greater attention has been paid to 
Afro-descendant, indigenous, and mixed-raced peoples, even though 
white elites have been largely responsible for the identification of 
people by race and the creation of racial hierarchies in the region.

2. � Identification as white is ambiguous in Latin America, but probably less 
so than some social scientists had believed. Though there is ambiguity 
in white identification, there is also remarkable consistency across 
countries. Average skin color of self-identified whites is similar across 
countries, but there is sizeable variation in the span and characteristics 
of who is included in the white category.

3. � Racial identification is affected by one’s relation to others. In other 
words, to understand racial identification in Latin America, which is 
fluid and contextual, we need to understand the microlevel interactions 
that shape it. This is likely to also occur in classification by others, 
including designations in official records. The particular color or 
status of the designator may have affected the racial classification of the 
designated.

4. � Class or social status shapes white identification, though, at least in 
the current period, class differences are not as great in influencing 
racial identification as often suspected and, more often than not, run 
in the opposite direction to the idea that money or status whitens. In 
about half of the countries, higher-educated people are less likely to 
identify as white, though this may be affected by the recent turn to 
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multiculturalism, in which nonwhite identities may have become less 
stigmatized. In the past, social status is likely to have affected racial 
designations, though we cannot be sure as to in which direction, even 
if we have accepted the idea that higher social status is likely to have 
lightened one’s classification.

5. � There are differences in white identification across national contexts. 
The white category is particularly capacious in the “white” nations, 
which is consistent with some historical evidence. National histories 
and ideologies, as well as racial composition, seem to strongly affect it. 
The general focus by historians and other analysts on a single country 
limits their ability to make such comparisons. The evidence in this 
article will hopefully provide a more comparative framework for such 
studies.

6. � Our evidence based on age suggests that who identifies as white 
changes over time as the relative valorization of white and nonwhite 
categories changes. Evidence for the region as a whole and for several 
countries in particular reveal that younger persons are increasingly 
eschewing a white identity and increasingly accepting nonwhite 
identities, especially in Brazil. There may have been similar shifts 
in previous periods, as when strong whitening ideologies probably 
encouraged more people to identify in the lightest category that they 
could.

7. � Multivariate methods reveal patterns in racial classification that are 
often not apparent in bivariate analysis. Certainly, statistical analysis 
of this sort may be limited to recent years, when large data sets are 
available, but perhaps an understanding of the ways that multiple 
variables, independently or in interaction with each other, shape 
outcomes such as white identity may be valuable for understanding 
social processes in the past.

8. � Research based on nationally representative (random) samples provides 
an understanding of how people in all segments of society understand 
racial identification and other social phenomena. We have sought to 
explain the national differences we found largely by drawing on the 
historical literature, but there seems to be some disconnect between 
our findings and that literature. Some of this might be explained 
by recent changes, but we suspect that much of it might be due to 
differences between historical and sociological sources of data. While 
historians must make do with partial and fragmentary evidence of 
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98. An important exception by a historian proves our point. Douglas Cope 
convincingly argues that official or elite accounts did not reflect understandings of race 
among ordinary people in colonial Mexico City. See R. Douglas Cope, The Limits of Racial 
Domination: Plebeian Society in Colonial Mexico City, 1660–1720 (Madison: Univ. of Wisconsin 
Press, 1994).

racial identities in the past,98 present-day social scientists can talk 
directly and interactively with their objects of study. While there may 
not be much we can do about this, historians and contemporary social 
analysts should be sensitive to these differences. An understanding 
of such disconnects today may help us to understand comparable 
disconnects between racial practices in the past and present.

9. � Nevertheless, this study makes clear that historical research is 
necessary for understanding contemporary analysis of the kind we 
provide here. Without it, we are unable to comprehend many of our 
findings. Indeed, we need more of it to make sense of many of the 
comparative national findings, particularly in the small countries about 
which we know little. Integrating historical research and research of 
the present remains a major challenge.
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