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National censuses not only play a key role in the administration of modern states, they 
also contribute to the construction of nations and national identities (Anderson 1991). 
In addition, the classification of the population according to various sociocultural 
characteristics reflects and reproduces particular ideologies of social difference 
(Kertzer & Arel 2002; Urla 1993). Censuses also have epistemic effects, highlighting 
and quantifying particular types of information while obscuring others. Moreover, 
census ethnoracial classification schemes vary across places and historical moments, 
underscoring the variability of societal understandings of identity (Leeman 2004, 2013; 
Loveman 2014; Nobles 2000). Thus, international migrants sometimes find that ways 
of understanding ethnoracial identity in the receiving country differ significantly from 
the sending country (Roth 2012). The census is one site of socialization into local 
identities (Leeman 2018). 
 

This presentation examines the ideological and epistemic impact of census 
ethnoracial and linguistic classification, and of census-taking itself, with regard to 
Latinxs and Latin American migrants. I begin by contrasting the different mechanisms 
by which Latinxs are classified and counted in several national censuses, emphasizing 
both ideological and epistemic effects of the differing constructions of Latinx identity 
that they embody and officialize. Next, I analyze telephone interviews from the 2010 
US census, paying particular attention to mismatches between the official census 
classification scheme and respondents’ self-reported ethnoracial identity. Interviewers 
and respondents alternatively take up and resist up the official categories and 
discourses, negotiating and co-constructing identities, and demonstrating that census-
taking is a site for the production, as well as the measurement, of both group and 
individual identities. 
  
Jennifer Leeman’s research focuses on the sociopolitics of language, with particular attention to 
multilingualism, Spanish in the US, and the teaching of Spanish as a heritage language. Leeman 
has published extensively on the interplay of ideologies of language, race and nation in the US, 
the racialization of Spanish and Latinxs in the US, multilingual language policy and politics, and 
critical pedagogical approaches to teaching Spanish. Her scholarship encompasses both 
theoretically-oriented research as well as studies applying theoretical insights to specific policy 
concerns and practical problems, including heritage language policy, curriculum and pedagogy; 
multilingual survey design and administration; and census language questions. Leeman currently 
serves on the editorial boards of Language Policy, Linguistic Landscape, Spanish as a Heritage 
Language, and Spanish in Context. In 2019, she was elected to the Executive Committee of the 
American Association of Applied Linguistics. 

 


