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At present, the words “Latino” and “Hispanic” are often used interchangeably to refer to individuals living in the 
United States who trace their ancestry to the Spanish-speaking regions of Latin America and the Caribbean. 
However, this is not equivalent to saying that these words are completely synonymous. From a political 
perspective, “Hispanic” is the preferred term used by the US government for census and other purposes, while 
“Latino” is often a term of ethnic pride. For some critics, “Hispanic” has been externally imposed, and therefore 
lacks the authenticity and cultural resonance of “Latino”. On the other hand, many of us in this and other public 
spaces may find the concepts of “Pan-Latinity” and “Panhispanity” less prone to confusion, possibly due to the 
emphasis given by the Greek prefix “pan-”, respectively, to “Pan-Latinity” as the union and sense of identity 
among the members of the Latino community in the US, and “Panhispanity” as the union of the Spanish-speaking 
community in the world.  

In this lecture, I will examine the notions of “Pan-Latinity” and “Panhispanity” from a political and a sociolinguistic 
perspective. Specifically, I will attempt to deconstruct some of the most popular labels applied to both notions in 
connection with underlying language ideologies, that is, systems of ideas linking languages and communication to 
specific cultural, social or political groups. The discourse shaped by these ideologies reveals certain beliefs, 
identities, and social relations that may contribute to the development of imagined communities grounded in 
mental images, emotional bonds, and a sense of loyalty towards a particular community or nation. A quite useful 
tool in the analysis of this type of discourse is the concept of “ideologemes”, namely, labels, slogans, images, 
metaphors or clichés commonly related to a specific community – in our case, the “Pan-Latin” and the 
“Panhispanic” communities. In the last part of the lecture, I will include several recommendations for the language 
education of Latino youth in the US based on my belief that critical awareness about what it means to be a 
member of both a Latino and a Spanish-speaking community would be greatly beneficial for future generations of 
young Latinos. 

As mentioned earlier, the notion of “Pan-Latinity” involves a homogeneous vision of the Hispanic/Latino 
community in the US, especially within the sphere of politics. According to Cristina Beltrán in her recent book The 
Trouble with Unity, the term “Latinidad” has come to refer to the process “whereby various Latin American 
national-origin groups are understood as sharing a sense of collective identity and cultural consciousness”. The 
rise of this type of pan-ethnicity has been related to the inclusion of the Hispanic-origin question on the U.S. 
census questionnaire in the 1970s, which was later added to the short census form mailed to every American 
household. In contrast to the combination of activism, cultural nationalism, critique and reformism of the Chicano 
and Puerto Rican movements of the late 1960s and 1970s, Beltrán notes several dimensions of current views of 
“Latinidad”. First, the initial focus on grassroots activism and participation – the “Latino movement” – has been 
gradually replaced by electoral politics and questions of representation – the “Latino vote”. Second, Latinos are 
now increasingly defined in pan-ethnic terms – as Latinos – rather than as members of particular subgroups 
(Chicanos, Cubans, Salvadoreans, etc.), which seems to imply a less nationalistic and more pragmatic approach 
to the advance of a politically cohesive national minority. And third, the construction of such cohesive identity 
entails a process of homogenization in which individual voices and opinions are often pushed into the background 
by external positions on the nature of “universal” Latino interests. 

While there have been pan-ethnic practices within the Hispanic community in the past, the current discursive 
context seems to have assumed a rather intense emotional tone, as I will show with several quotes illustrating 
three particulary relevant ideologemes: “the US Latino Nation”, “A constituency of common interest”, and “Our 
demographic and economic strength”. 

A new ethnic identity is being constructed in the United States: the Hispanic nation. Overcoming age-old 
racial, regional, and political differences, Americans of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban and other Spanish-
language origins are beginning to imagine themselves as a single ethnic community (Geoffrey Fox, The 
Hispanic Nation 1996). 

As our first quote suggests, the intention behind the idea of US Latinos as members of a Hispanic or Latino nation 
would be to develop an imagined community in which all members share not only cultural and linguistic 
characteristics and affinities, but also their political perspectives. Such sense of unity among US Latinos is often 
described as “a political reality and popular ‘fact’”, and therefore exposed to manipulation by those in politics, 
business, and media with expertise in this type of discourse. In a similar vein, the idea of US Latinos making up “a 
constituency of common interests” could reinforce a perceived sense of “mutual obligation, unity, and a 
commitment to the common good of the group”, as suggested in the following quote from Raúl Yzaguirre in his 
2004 “State of Hispanic America”: “It is one of the most gratifying developments in my career to see that, in 2004, 
we are closer than ever to a national Latino community with a shared past, a dominant agenda, and a united 
future…” . 



© 2013 Actualizaciones en Comunicación Social 
 Centro de Lingüística Aplicada, Santiago de Cuba 

 196  

The idea of “our demographic and economic strength” has been sustained by the changes experienced by US 
Latinos in recent times – as recent as last week’s updates about the 2010 Census. If 2000 was the year in which 
Latinos outnumbered African Americans as the largest ethnic minority with over 35 million members, projections 
for the future look even more auspicious. In addition to the figures provided by the 2010 Census, a 2008 report by 
the Pew Research Center provides a quite striking overview of the US in 2050, when non-Hispanic whites will 
become the biggest minority, and the number of Hispanics will rise to over 130 million, tripling in size to 29% of 
the population. As the Latino community continues to grow, so will its economic influence with a much higher net 
worth and purchasing power, an increasing number of Hispanic-owned businesses and companies, and a much 
more visible presence in all economic activities in the US. As David Ferreira, vice president of the US Hispanic 
Chamber of Commerce, noted in 2009:  

The U.S. Hispanic community is […] generally moving up, socio-economically, which drives towards the 
infinite potential for growth of a community that has primarily been in many cases from working class and is 
starting to now move into middle class […] We also know that the Hispanic community has the strongest 
entrepreneurial track record of many of the other demographics of our nation.  

Considering the similarly bright situation of the Spanish language around the world in recent decades, it should be 
no surprise to find in its institutional discourse images and metaphors rather close to those for the Hispanic 
community in the US. Here we will focus on the ideas of (1) “Spanish as a key economic resource”, (2) “Spanish 
as a language of unity, harmony, and universality”, and (3) “Spanish as a language that promotes the encounter 
of diverse peoples, including in the US”.  

Spanish has seen constant growth since its linguistic constitution as such, namely, since the end of the 15
th
 

century. Its exponential development in the last century is mainly due to two factors: the demographic evolution of 
Spanish American territories, and the gradual consolidation of Spanish as an official language of Spanish-
speaking countries, and a popular language in many other parts of the world (Moreno Fernández and Otero 
2008). As you can see, this figure includes about 35 million speakers of Spanish in the US with differing levels of 
stated proficiency. 

The idea of Spanish as a key economic resource has become a major dimension of the public image and 
institutional discourse of Spanish, especially after the creation of the Cervantes Institute by the Spanish 
government, and Mercosur by the Treaty of Asunción both in 1991. A number of experts and public and private 
institutions, either located in or with strong links to Spain, have given special attention to the profits from a variety 
of activities related to the Spanish language. According to Angel Martín Municio (2003), these activities could 
amount to a significant 15% of Spain’s gross national product. Possibly with this figure in his mind, Lodares 
provided in 2004 a very distinct illustration of this newly discovered economic asset:  

 […] La lengua española, al aglutinar a una de las escasas comunidades lingüísticas multinacionales que 
hay en el mundo, supone un bien económico de primer orden –si no el primero de todos– para que los 
países hispanohablantes se integren con éxito en la sociedad de la información y comunicación que se 
avecina […] Algunos se han referido al español como nuestro “petróleo” particular. Efectivamente lo es: un 
petróleo de palabras. 

As I pointed in regard to pan-ethnic alliances between US Latino groups more than a century ago, the interest in 
spreading the idea of a Pan-Hispanic community is not new. However, the efforts to advance such a community 
around the Spanish language gained renewed strength in the 1990s, as Spain was finally able to join the forces of 
capitalism and globalization. Thereafter, institutional and public discussions of Spanish emphasized the intrinsic 
links between the Spanish-speaking nations that make up el mundo hispánico, la comunidad hispanohablante, 
Hispanoamérica or Iberoamérica. In this sense, José del Valle suggests the term hispanofonía to define not really 
a group of nations sharing the same communicative codes, but an imagined community “grounded in a common 
language, itself imagined, and which ties together in an emotional bond to those who feel they possess it and 
those who have a sense of loyalty to it”. Logically, such an idea could not be built around outdated or politically 
incorrect references to an old colonial order such as this quote from the economist Ramón Casilda Béjar (2001):  

Un siglo después del repliegue definitivo de España al perder Cuba, se vuelve a un continente que de 
ninguna manera a nadie nos es ajeno: Iberoamérica. Ahora con otras ideas, perspectivas e ilusiones que 
nos confieren las nuevas armas: las empresas españolas, que se han expandido con los nuevos vientos de 
la globalización […] han elegido aquel que le resulta más próximo en lo cultural, en lo psicológico, en lo 
afectivo: Iberoamérica.  

Instead, the new image of the Spanish language has been based on unity, harmony, and universality, as stated 
by Víctor García de la Concha, director of the Real Academía Española between 1998 and 2010: “Es realmente 
emocionante cómo la lengua está sirviendo de lugar de encuentro y no sólo como canal de comunicación. La 
lengua nos hace patria común en una concordia superior” (2000). The strategy followed by Spain’s language 
institutions in recent years has mainly been to provide Spanish with a positive public image related to ideas such 
as (a) a language used as a means of expression in multiple cultures and a symbol of democratic harmony; (b) a 
prestigious and universal language beyond obsolete loyalties of ethnicism and nationalism; and (c) an ideal way 
to facilitate the encounter of diverse peoples.  

Such an encounter becomes particularly interesting in the US context for several reasons. First, this is a country 
where there has always been a visible concern about the presence of other languages, since English is seen by 
many as an essential dimension of national integrity. Second, Spanish may not be perceived in the same way as 



© 2013 Actualizaciones en Comunicación Social 
 Centro de Lingüística Aplicada, Santiago de Cuba 

 197  

other second or foreign languages spoken in the US for the historical and demographic reasons described earlier 
in this lecture. And third, the Hispanic community represents not only one of the fastest-growing markets in the 
US, but also one of the largest Spanish-speaking markets in the world. For this reason, it has become especially 
important for Spain´s institutions and corporations to remind US Latinos about the historical and cultural symbolic 
value of the Spanish language, and to actively include them in the Pan-Hispanic community or hispanofonía.  

To make things even more interesting, we must also consider the linguistic consequences of the contact between 
English and Spanish. Beyond the more or less sporadic borrowing of words from English into Spanish, a common 
practice among speakers throughout the Spanish-speaking world, the verbal interaction between US Latinos often 
involves code-switching or alternation between two or more languages as in “Sometimes I’ll start a sentence in 
Spanish y termino en español”. This type of communication known as Spanglish has become a distinct sign of 
group membership for many bilingual speakers in the US, “for a people who cannot entirely identify with either 
standard Spanish nor standard English” (Anzaldúa 1999: 77). However, this view of language and Latino identity 
conflicts with the ideological forces of both US English and Pan-Hispanity, which see Spanglish as a direct threat 
to their quintessential mission and interests, as illustrated by the following quote: 

El spanglish es una ruina y un fracaso. Hoy lo que la gente quiere es hablar bien español y hablar bien 
inglés, los dos idiomas […] Hoy la tendencia es hacia el español globalizado [televisiones internacionales, 
telenovelas y millones de páginas hispanas en Internet], asegura Humberto López Morales, secretario 
general de la Asociación de Academias de la Lengua Española (El País 2004). 

In short, where do the notions of Pan-Latinity for US Latinos and Panhispanity for the Spanish-speaking world 
seem to meet at present? On our way to 2050, where should they meet? And more importantly, where should 
they meet in the future language education of young US Latinos either at home or in academic contexts? As to 
the first question, I have already discussed some of the ideologies underneath Pan-Latinity and Panhispanity, and 
it appears that both notions are currently based on rather similar metaphors and images. Specifically, both have 
promoted a sense of belonging to national or international imagined communities in which the Spanish language 
plays a significant role in connection with specific political or economic interests. Both notions also envision their 
respective communities as united, homogeneous, and strong in cultural, demographic, economic and political 
terms. Finally, I would add that the promoters of both notions have been quite successful in applying the semiotic 
process of erasure, through which certain “problematic” aspects of a linguistic situation – such as a social group, 
a linguistic feature, style or variety – are made invisible to speakers, creating the image of a situation that is 
consistent with a certain ideological scheme. In other words, the current conventional views of Pan-Latinity and 
Panhispanity have effectively ignored or transformed “problematic” elements that do not fit into their interpretive or 
ideological structures. 

In response to my second question, I would argue that it is precisely at this juncture of time when the situation of 
the Hispanic/Latino community in the US and of the Spanish language around the world looks more promising 
than ever, promoters and advocates of Pan-Latinity and Panhispanity should feel confident enough to deal with 
their “problematic” elements in a thorough and participative way.We could, for instance, dedicate more efforts to 
the understanding and appreciation of the diverse individuals and communities that will make up Pan-Latinity by 
the year 2050. We could also think less in strategic terms about constituencies, agendas, and markets, and more 
about “how these groups feel about themselves and other Latino groups, as well as their identification with the US 
political community” (García 1988). And as Beltrán suggests at the end of her intriguing book, at this point we 
might be ready to leave behind seductive dreams of unity and homogeneity and replace them with “a more 
explicitly political understanding of identity: one that celebrates specificity, the political capacities of engaged 
localities, and the possibility that human beings can be transformed through the shared practice of acting and 
speaking together”. 

As expected, diversity, variation, and affinity to linguistic groups other than those within the imagined community 
of hispanofonía constitute some of the “problematic” aspects that need to be addressed – instead of “erased” – by 
advocates of Panhispanity. In this direction, a possible goal for the upcoming years could be to reconsider the 
present organization of some of the main language institutions in the Spanish-speaking world, such as the Real 
Academia and especially the Instituto Cervantes. At a sociolinguistic level, such restructuring should make it 
easier for both experts and advocates of Panhispanity to account for the conflict between institutional attempts to 
standardize and commodify certain varieties of Spanish, and the fact that, as Spanish is expanding in the world, 
new idiosyncratic and localized forms of the language are emerging, such as those born from the contact between 
English and Spanish in the US.  

In regard to our third and last question, I would argue that serious consideration to most, if not all, of the above 
dimensions of Pan-Latinity and Panhispanity is critical for the future language education of these young US 
Latinos who, by 2050, will be the parents or grandparents of the 2

nd
 largest Hispanic community in the world. 

According to the most recent Pew Hispanic Center's National Survey of Latinos (2009), the majority of young 
Hispanics do not see themselves fitting into the race framework of the U.S. Census Bureau. More than three-in-
four (76%) say their race is “some other race” or volunteer that their race is “Hispanic or Latino”. They also tend to 
identify themselves first by their family's country of origin, be it Mexico, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador or any of more than a dozen other Spanish-speaking countries. An additional 20% generally use the 
terms “Hispanic” or “Latino” first when describing themselves. Only about one-in-four (24%) generally use the 
term “American” first. About one-third (36%) of Latinos ages 16 to 25 are English dominant in their language 
patterns, while 41% are bilingual and 23% are Spanish dominant. Also, for the children of immigrants and later 
generations, embracing English does not necessarily mean abandoning Spanish. Fully 79% of the second 
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generation and 38% of the third report that they are proficient in speaking Spanish, figures that demonstrate the 
resilience of the mother tongue for several generations after immigration. Finally, it is remarkable that both native-
born and foreign-born young Latinos, the boundaries between English and Spanish are permeable. Seven-in-ten 
(70%) say that when speaking with family members and friends, they often or sometimes use “Spanglish”, that is, 
the alternation between English and Spanish.  

With this outlook in mind, language education on the way to 2050 should, first of all, acknowledge that language 
diversity represents a resource, not a problem, and that such diversity would involve not only the mastery of two 
or more languages, but also the awareness about the varieties within each of those languages. In the case of 
young Latinos, exposure to and interaction with US varieties of Spanish – including those resulting from the 
contact between English and Spanish – could be essential to countering the dominant English/Spanish language 
ideologies in both family and academic contexts. In other words, we should provide our Latino students with 
language education that would help them deal with monolingual, homogenizing, and standarizing language 
ideologies from a more informed and confident position.  

We should also keep in mind that funds of knowledge about US varieties of Spanish and, in general, the 
languages and cultures around the Spanish-speaking world, are held not only by researchers or educators in 
universities and high schools, but also families of Latino students of any educational background. Grounded in 
participatory and hands-on experience, all this knowledge would greatly benefit curricula and materials for 
teaching Spanish to learners from a variety of social and linguistic backgrounds.  

As one would expect, teachers who embrace linguistic inclusiveness and reject dominant language ideologies 
seem more likely to be responsive to the needs of US Latino students. Such a critical position cannot be based 
solely on an extensive familiarity with US varieties of Spanish and their speakers. It also involves broadening the 
aims of language education beyond the focus on linguistic concepts or structures so educators can strive for 
students to critically understand their own linguistic experience and the role of language in their own lives, as well 
as in their own communities and the country in which they live [all of this] as part of a larger project to encourage 
students’ agency as they construct their own individual, social, and political identities. 
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