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The first time I saw the word, I thought it was a typo. When I began seeing it more 

regularly – in demographic questionnaires, on Twitter, and in traditional media – 

I had to look it up. The word was ‘Latinx’, which I learned is an inclusive term that 

avoids the gendered connotations of the usual demonym for the largest minority 

group in the US: ‘Latino’. As a newcomer to the US, born to British and Colombian 

parents, I was intrigued. 

It was late 2017. President Trump had encouraged a military invasion of 

Venezuela, begun overturning Barack Obama’s rapprochement with Cuba, and 

signed an executive order to build a wall on the Mexican border. It was also an 

important moment in the struggle for the rights of women, trans, and non-binary 

people. It was the year New York City required teachers to use pupils’ designated 

pronouns, Donald Trump banned transgender people from the US military, and 

the year of the largest civil demonstration in American history: the Women’s 

March on Washington.  

The rise of the term ‘Latinx’ coincided with events that brought ethnic and gender 

concerns to the forefront of US politics. People of Latin American descent now 
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comprise 18.5% of the population, and are the fastest-growing demographic 

category in the country.  

The Latin American diaspora, like the black American communities, has had 

many names. The changes reflect social preoccupations. Just as ‘Hispanic’, which 

gained prominence in the 1970s, was criticised in some circles for being too 

associated with Spain (and, by extension, whiteness), in the last few years ‘Latino’, 

which emerged around the turn of the millennium as the alternative to ‘Hispanic’, 

is censured for being a masculine noun or adjective. ‘Latinx’ (mostly pronounced 

Latin-ex), which is gender-neutral and recognises non-binary people, is the latest 

experiment in ethnic labelling. 

Ed Morales, author of Latinx: The New Force in Politics and Culture (2018), 

highlights that the word’s use in a small, online community goes back as far as the 

early internet chat rooms of the 1990s. Morales wonders whether the addition of 

the letter ‘x’ is analogous to the way Malcolm Little replaced his surname with an 

‘X’ to symbolise his stolen African identity. Others see the ‘x’ as part of a Mexican 

linguistic tradition that overcame the convention in Spain of calling the post-

colonial state Méjico rather than México.  

Although Latinx’s etymology is disputed, its rise isn’t. According to Google 

Ngram, a search engine that tracks the use of words and phrases in printed texts, 

use of ‘Latinx’ increased fifteen-fold between 2014 and 2019, the last year of 

available data. Google Trends, which monitors users’ search terms, also indicates 

a significant rise in the popular use of the word in the US since May 2016, 

coinciding with the moment Donald Trump announced his presidential candidacy.  
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As ‘Latinx’ has gained prevalence, it has met staunch criticism. Like the 

arguments over feminism’s compatibility with trans rights, ‘Latinx’, promoted by 

progressives, is opposed by many on the liberal left. Detractors argue, on 

postcolonial grounds, that the foisting of an ‘x’ after a consonant takes a scythe to 

the language of a subaltern group – in other words, that American English has 

appropriated a Spanish word, ‘Latino’, and mutilated it.  

Because of the term’s low penetration within the Latin community – 

especially among those less culturally-acclimatised to the US, and because its use 

predominates in academia – both conservative and liberal critics charge ‘Latinx’ 

with being an exclusive term that reflects socioeconomic advantage. 

In May, Texas’s Republican senator Ted Cruz, a bête noire of liberals, was 

moved to tweet: ‘No actual Latino uses the woke made-up term Latinx’. Cruz had 

his facts only slightly off. Last year a Pew survey found that 3% used it.  

Given that ‘Latinx’ is a progressive project, what is surprising is that, whilst 

trying to solve one social and linguistic problem, it buttresses another. ‘Latinx’ may 

be gender inclusive but, by retaining the concept of ‘Latinness’, the Latinx project 

could be seen as reinstantiating racial hierarchy.  

‘Latin America’ was a term coined by French intellectuals in the 1830s to 

underscore the dominance of Romance-language speakers in a continent that had 

recently gained independence from European rule. Employed by local elites, it 

became part of the region’s consciousness, especially after 1856, when many 

nations formed an anti-US alliance in protest at Washington’s recognition of a new 

government in Nicaragua led by the Nashville-born filibuster William Walker. 

Nonetheless, reference to a ‘Latin’ past linguistically overlooks or excludes the 
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region’s black and indigenous people, not to mention members of the community 

from Asian and Arab diasporas. All of these groups, to varying degrees, make up 

the ‘Latin’ population in the US.  

But any call to overturn the terms ‘Latin America’ or ‘Latin’ is bound to run 

into the same accusations of imposition and elitism as the Latinx project. The 

terms are too prevalent. Although the privilege of naming can be a reflection of 

power, we shouldn’t lose sight of the many cases of identity groups proudly using 

terms given to them by others. In the US, the indigenous population regularly 

describes itself officially as ‘Indian’. In the UK, the Methodist religious minority 

took as its name a jibe used by the Anglican establishment.  

‘Latin’ appears to be another such example. Irrespective of the merits of the 

term or its origin, the fight against it is unwinnable. The question is what we do 

with it.   

The Latinx project may be well-intentioned but, given its abrogation of 

Spanish grammar and its political divisiveness, it does not successfully resolve the 

problems of inclusivity it pointed out.    

If progressives want to move away from the gender connotations of ‘Latino’, 

then a superior alternative would be ‘Latine’. The advantage of ‘Latine’ is that the 

‘e’ is a recognisably Spanish suffix, used, for example, in the Spanish words for 

‘student’ (estudiante) and ‘singer’ (cantante). Like ‘Latinx’, it is gender neutral; but 

unlike ‘Latinx’, it conforms with grammatical custom. The downside of ‘Latine’ is 

not of grammar but of prevalence. Its use is extremely rare, and it has 

unquestionably lost the popularity contest against ‘Latinx’. 
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Perhaps the focus on suffixes over-complicates matters. Is not the term ‘Latin’ 

– often used in English, such as to describe genres of music – as inclusive as ‘Latine’ 

or ‘Latinx’? It is easier to say, avoids taking a political stance, and is already 

deployed in ordinary conversation. It isn’t perfect, but if we accept the concept of 

‘Latinness’, then the main downside is the slight potential for confusion (I used it 

once in California a few years ago and my interlocutor thought I was a Roman). 

Notwithstanding that example, ‘Latin’ is already widely understood as an 

equivalent to ‘Hispanic’ or ’Latino’. It’s probably the best term of the lot.  

Conceiving itself as an immigrant nation, the United States is obsessed by 

ethnic taxonomies. Boston, whose basketball team is called the Celtics, is ‘an Irish 

city’; and someone whose family migrated from Italy in 1909 might still call 

themselves ‘Italian’. Race and identity matter as much in the US as in any country 

on earth.  

One’s race may often be defined de facto by others but, where possible, one’s 

demonym should be a personal decision. Although the population at large may be 

best described as ‘Latin’, people within the community should be at liberty to 

describe themselves as ‘Latino’, ‘Latinx’ or whatever they like. It’s worth 

remembering that Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, the United States representative at 

the vanguard of the progressive movement, has described her community as 

‘Latino’ as well as ‘Latinx’. 

What the ‘Latinx’ debate underscores is the difficulty that arises when 

societies try to impose order on diversity. Catch-all ethnic labels (one thinks of 

BAME in the UK) may be convenient for governments, advertisers, and even those 

trying to improve racial representation, but, as well as defining groups in contrast 
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to a normalised mainstream, they risk homogenising enormous cultural diversity. 

Although there is a great deal that unites Latin Americans (and Latin American 

diasporic groups), it’s worth questioning how much an ethnically German 

Argentinian has in common with a Japanese Peruvian, or an indigenous Mexican 

with a black Venezuelan. As Lin-Manuel Miranda, creator of the musical Hamilton, 

put it in a recent interview: ‘What you run up against are the limits of defining 

thirty-two different fucking countries with one word.’  

‘Latinx’, is an attempt to resolve a demanding problem and, in the coming 

years, use of the term is likely to grow beyond the confines of progressive politics 

and academia. More than one in four Americans born since January 2013 is of 

Latin American descent, and as the community’s young population comes of age, 

they will determine the short-term future of ‘Latinx’. But even if Latinx becomes 

commonplace for a generation or two, history tells us a new contender will 

challenge it. 

‘Hispanic’…’Latino’…’Latinx’. Society is constantly trying to work out what to 

call its diverse communities. The moral of the story is that using one label to try to 

recognise internal unity, whilst not losing sight of difference, is an impossible task.  
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