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by

Tony Affigne,
Providence College
Symposium Organizer

At some unknown moment within the
next seven years, the Latino popula-
tion in the United States will surpass 40
million, and the nation will cross a
profound political threshold. Across that
transformation lies a national polity
where, for the first time, Latinos will be
the largest “minority” population (U.S.
Bureau of the Census 1998). This shift
occurs early in the post-Cold War period,
in one of the world’s most important
democratic arenas—national politics in
the United States. Moreover, Latino
politics are becoming more important
just as the nation’s other communities of
color also emerge politically.

Scholars of black politics rightly argue
that black political empowerment has not
to date resulted in social and economic
equality, but the political enfranchise-
ment of black Americans since the 1960s
has nonetheless altered U.S. politics
beyond recognition
(Barker, Jones and Tate
1999; Walton 1994).
Across the U.S., as in
the rest of the Ameri-
cas, local, state, and
federal agencies face
renewed assertions of
sovereignty and land
rights by Native American nations
(Alfred 1995; Deloria and Lytle [1984]
1998). And for three or more genera-
tions, U.S. communities of Asian and
Pacific Islanders, including refugees
from the 1965-73 U.S. war in Southeast
Asia, have pursued their own political
development, building Asian ethnic and
panethnic organizations, electing in-
creased numbers of Asian-descent public
officials, and raising Asian participation
levels (Espiritu 1992; Lien forthcoming;
Takaki 1998). Latino emergence in the
U.S. is thus part of a broader transition
toward greater democratization and
effective suffrage for ever-larger “non-
white” (i.e., not of European descent)
populations.

In the international context, Latino
emergence takes place as economic
integration, primarily through U.S.-
sponsored structural adjustment in Latin
America and the North American Free
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Trade Agreement, reconstructs interna-
tional relations in the American hemi-
sphere. Against this backdrop of national
and international political change, the
central question of Latino politics is
evident: How will continued growth of
the Latino population, and Latino
communities’ emergence to national
political significance, affect U.S. poli-
tics, in the 2000 elections and into the
futare?’

To help readers understand coming
changes, 21 leading scholars have
collaborated to produce this special PS
symposium on Latino politics. In six
subject areas-—electoral politics, social
movements, immigration, gender, public
policy, and identity—teams of authors
explain central themes, summarize key
findings, and suggest future directions
for scholarship. Our goal is to help our
political science colleagues, in their roles
as teachers, researchers, writers, and
citizens as this transformational period in
political history unfolds.

The Roots of the Latino
Experience

Most people known in the United
States today as “Hispanic™? or “Latino”
are immigrants, or descendants of
immigrants, from the former American
colonies of the Spanish Empire, espe-
cially Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Cuba
(see Table 2). A small but significant
number of Mexican Americans trace
their U.S. residency to the mid-nine-
teenth century, when California, New
Mexico, Arizona, Texas, Nevada, Utah,
and Colorado, were seized by the U.S.
from Mexico (Acufia 2000). These
hispanos, the oldest of U.S. Latino
communities, find themselves within the
nation’s borders only because Mexico
lost a war, and its northern territories, to
the United States in 1848. Other Mexi-
cans have migrated northward in years
since. In Mexico, a turbulent social
revolution in 1910 was followed by
decades of economic and political crisis.
Since then, drawn by strong, cyclical
demand for low-wage labor, millions of
Mexican workers and their families have
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migrated to—and sometimes been expelled from—the
United States (Griswold del Castillo and De Le6n 1996,
McWilliams [1948] 1990). From 1986 to 1996, nearly
three million new Mexican immigrants were legally
admitted to the U.S. (U.S. Immigration and Naturalization
Service 1999). Mexican Americans now number more
than 20 million, making theirs the largest of the Latino
national-origin communities (U.S. Bureau of the Census
2000).

Puerto Ricans also became subjects and then citizens
of the United States by force, first when the Spanish
Empire lost a war (and its colonies of Puerto Rico,
Cuba, and the Philippines) to the U.S. in 1898, and
again in 1917, when Congress and President Wilson,
ignoring overwhelming opposition on the island itself,
assigned U.S. citizenship to all Puerto Ricans
(Fernandez 1992). By the 1920s, the ebb and flow of
Puerto Rican migration to the industrial Northeast had
begun; airfare from San Juan to New York fell as low
as $35 in the late 1940s (Mills, Senior, and Goldsen
[1950] 1967). Operation Bootstrap in the 1950s made
easy Puerto Rican labor migration official state policy,
on the island and in Washington (Centro de Estudios
Puertorriquefios 1979; Dietz 1986). About 4 million
Puerto Ricans now live on the island, and more than 3
million others live on the mainland, all of whom are
U.S. citizens at birth.

The Cuban American population of nearly 1.4 million
is comprised largely of political and economic refugees
(and their descendants) who emigrated to the United States
following the Cuban Revolution in 1959.

TABLE 1
Overview of U.S. Latino® Population, 1999

Since the mid-1980s, these three oldest and largest
Latino communities have seen their own populations
swell with recent arrivals, and have been joined by new
migrants from the Spanish Caribbean, Central America,
and South America (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000).

Latino Emergence

In May 1999, U.S. News and World Report breath-
lessly announced that “Suddenly, Latino Culture is
Everywhere.” Television specials and feature articles in
newspapers across the country are further testament to
Latino emergence into U.S. national culture and
political discourse. The cultural emergence reflects
widespread changes in the U.S. ethnic demographic.
Between 1990 and 1997, the Latino population, on the
strength of increased child-rearing among Latino
families and ongoing immigration, grew four times
faster than the overall U.S. population.

By 2050, as the nation’s “minority” groups together
become its majority population, Latinos will be the
largest of them all, comprising more than one-fourth of
the U.S. total, a share already surpassed in New
Mexico, California, and Texas (see DeSipio 1998;
Garcia 1997). Population growth has brought a more
prominent economic role for Latino workers, consum-
ers, and businesses, and widespread public exposure to
the vibrant Latino aesthetic in food, art, music, and
literature. Despite persistent negative stereotypes of
Latinos, U.S. popular culture is being transformed by
styles born in the Latino experience (Olivarez 1998).

Recent years have also seen the
election of many Latino public
officials. With large population
shares in many of the nation’s most

Latino Population®
Percent of Total U.S. Population
Noncitizens as Percentage of Latino

Adults (18+)
Latinos as Percentage of gg;g
Population (Projected) 2050

populous states—including nearly a

31.7 million ’ . X
third of all Californians, more than a
1.7 fourth of Texans, one in five Arizo-
39.2 nans, and about one-tenth of the
people in Florida, Colorado, New
13.8 York, New Jersey, and Illinois—
18.9 Latino communities have become
24.5 crucial variables in the calculation of

electoral mathematics (de la Garza

Latino Population Percentage in Selected States, 1997

and DeSipio 1999; Pachon 1998).

New Mexico 40.0%
California 30.8
Texas 29.4
Arizona 219
Florida 14.4
Colorado 14.3
New York 14.2
New Jersey 11.9
lllinois 9.9

At the same time, however,
electoral participation rates among
Latinos have been declining steadily,
and are now at their lowest point
since the mid-1970s, when national
census data on Latino voting was
first collected. By 1996, barely one-
third (36%) of adult Latinos were
registered to vote, and just over one-

Sources: Affigne, Avalos, and Jackson (1999); U.S. Bureau of the Census (2000).

a“Latino,” measured as the Census Bureau’s “Hispanic” category, includes some
whites and biacks, but not Asians or Pacific Islanders, American Indians, Aleuts,

or Eskimos.
®March 1, 1999. Current Population Survey estimate.
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quarter (27%) actually cast ballots
for president, a figure well below
comparable rates for blacks and non-
Latino whites (Affigne, Avalos, and
Jackson 1999; Affigne and Lien
1998). Forty percent of Latino adults
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TABLE 2
U.S. Latinos by National
Origin, 1999

Percent of All
Latinos in the

National Origin United States

Mexican American 65.2
Puerto Rican 9.6
Cuban American 4.3
All Other Hispanic?® 209

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census
{2000).

3“Qther Hispanic” includes people
from the Dominican Republic, South
America, and Central America, as
well as Census respondents who
self-identify as “Spaniard,” “Span-
ish,” or “Spanish American.”

are not U.S.
citizens, account-
ing for a portion
of the difference
in turnout, but
the voting gap
between Latinos
and whites
persists even
when only adult
citizens are
counted. Voting
by U.S.-citizen
Latinos in 1996
stood at just
44%, compared
to 61% for non-
Latino whites
(See Table 3). In
this symposium’s

opening essay,

“Latino Partici-
pation, Partisanship, and Office Holding,” Rodney
Hero, F. Chris Garcia, John Garcia, and Harry Pachon
ask the fundamental question in Latino political behav-
ior: Will the growing population of Latino adults
become a more politically oriented and active commu-
nity, or not?

The answer will depend, in part, on future patterns of
immigration, the single most important force shaping
contemporary Latino politics. Ongoing in-migration has
changed the character of Latino communities, making
them more complex, dynamic, and difficult to organize
(de la Garza and DeSipio 1998). Recently, new Latino
immigrants have come in greatest numbers from
Mexico, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, El
Salvador, Cuba, Colombia, Guatemala, and Peru. They

TABLE 3
Voting in the 1996 Election,
by Race and Latino Origin

Voting Rate
Voter Adult All
identity Citizens Adults
White 61 60
Black 53 51
Indian 48 45
Asian 46 26
Hispanic® 44 27

Sources: Lien (forthcoming); U.S.
Bureau of the Census (2000).

Note: Identity of voter is self-re-
ported. All populations are of age
18 and over. Each racial category is
exclusive of the others.

@Hispanic respondents may be of
any race.

have arrived as
refugees from
civil war or
economic
collapse, as
manual workers
for the U.S.
agricultural,
service, and
industrial
economies, or as
higher-skilled,
internationally-
mobile profes-
sionals
(DeFreitas
1991). Appropri-
ately, then,
Christine Marie
Sierra, Teresa
Carrillo, Louis
DeSipio, and
Michael Jones-
Correa, in
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Many Latinos have served with distinction in the U.S. military. The
author’s grandfather, Juan Ramon Affigne {1891-1985}, was in the
U.S. Army in World War 1. This photograph of mi abuelo was taken
in Paris in 1919, after the war ended, on his way home to Puerto
Rico {family photo). The Jones Act of 1917 imposed U.S. citizenship
on all Puerto Ricans, as President Woodrow Wilson’s Caribbean
policies prepared for war with Germany (Fernandez 1992).

“Latino Immigration and Citizenship,” ask how U.S.
politics and policy have influenced Latino immigration
and naturalization rates, how immigration has shaped
politics within Latino communities, and how immigra-
tion from Latin America to the United States influences
transnational relations, especially between the U.S. and
Mexico.

Continuing immigration may have suppressed levels
of formal electoral participation, but it has not pre-
vented Latino communities from engaging in political
action through other means. Via social movement
organizations—including, for example, the mutualistas
at the turn of the century, civil and land rights organi-
zations, labor unions, student, environmental justice,
and neighborhood groups, and, in one case, an ethni-
cally-based political party (La Raza Unida)—Latinos
have a long history of political action beyond the
boundaries of formal politics. Benjamin Marquez and
James Jennings, in “Representation by Other Means:
Mexican American and Puerto Rican Social Movement
Organizations,” examine the history of these
movimientos latinos, as well as their role in contempo-
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TABLE 4

Immigration from Spanish
America® to the United
States, 1986-96

Cumulative
immigration
Country 1986-96°

Mexico 2,969,595
Dominican Republic 405,239
El Salvador 319,369
Cuba 195,215
Colombia 154,523
Guatemala 138,245
Peru 109,299
Nicaragua 80,266
Ecuador 79,073
Honduras 75,133

Source: INS (1999a).

Note: These data report immigrants
from other countries “admitted” to
the United States, and do not show
immigrants who entered the U.S.
legally, but are awaiting final dispo-
sition. “Admission” is a legal defini-
tion, representing individuals whose
applications for permanent legal
residence have been finally ap-
proved. In mid-1999, the Immigra-
tion and Naturalization Service (INS)
was processing more than 800,000
pending applications, about 93% of
which were likely to be approved.

2Puerto Rican migrations to the
mainland are legally equivalent to
relocation among U.S. states, and
are not reported. In addition to the
10 countries listed, other legal immi-
grants were admitted from Argen-
tina, Panama, Venezuela, Chile, Bo-
livia, Costa Rica, Uruguay, and
Paraguay.

°egal immigration only; estimates
of undocumented immigration dur-
ing the same period vary widely, are
not reliable, and are not reported
here.

rary Latino
politics, focusing
on the nation’s
two largest
Latino communi-
ties. Marquez and
Jennings show
that the roots of
modern Mexican
American and
Puerto Rican
politics can be
found in those
communities’ long
histories of struggle
for human and
political rights.
The growing
importance of
Latino politics
can also be seen
in public policy
conflicts. In areas
of the United
States where the
Latino population
has grown
rapidly, sharp
debate over social
policy has been
the result; high-
profile referenda
in California,
widely under-
stood by Latinos
to be an attack on
their livelihoods,
family services,
and educational
and civil rights,
are just the most
visible examples.
Across the
country, Latino
publics are
involved in
conflicts over
education,
language policy,

health care, police, crime and justice, immigration,
election rules, labor rights, and the balance of power
between black and Latino, or Native American and
Latino, communities. In “Latino Interests in Education,
Health and Criminal Justice Policy,” Valerie Martinez-
Ebers, Luis Fraga. Linda Lopez and Arturo Vega
explore how the assertion of Latino interests might
reshape—indeed, is already reshaping—national social
policies. They review Latino status in educational, health
care, and criminal justice systems, and make policy
recommendations for each area, reflecting the interests

of Latinos and their communities.
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Latina/o Political Studies: The Challenges of
Culture and Complexity

While the U.S. is becoming more familiar with
Latinos, many deeper features of Latino cultures,
especially those arising from racial, economic, reli-
gious, and political diversity, are profoundly misunder-
stood by the broader Anglo dominated society. In
earlier times, public awareness of Latino cultures and
political interests was limited to the three areas of the
country where Latinos were most numerous: the Southwest
(Mexican Americans), the New York City area (Puerto
Ricans), and South Florida (Cuban Americans). Now,
however, steady in-migration from Latin America, and
population shifts within the U.S., mean that wider regions of
the country face the relatively new challenge of represent-
ing—or not—the political interests of Latinos.

Meeting the challenge is not simple, however, be-
cause there are many interests, and many subgroups,
within Latino populations. In particular, national
culture, gender, race, social class, citizenship status,
ideology, and language mark cleavages among Latinos.
Unfortunately, there is much we do not know about
these groups because, for many questions, an absence of
data makes it impossible to draw firm conclusions. The
politics of gender in Latino communities is one area
with wide gaps in political science knowledge. What is
the nature of Latina participation in politics? How can
we answer this question with so little evidence? Lisa
Montoya, Carol Hardy-Fanta, and Sonia Garcia write in
“Latina Politics: Gender, Participation and Leadership”
that “until recently, most books on Latino politics had
no articles on women'’s participation and leadership.”
Their essay draws on recent progress, reviewing what
has been learned about Latina participation, gender, and
political behavior, and about Latinas in both community
politics and elite leadership.

Other aspects of the Latino experience also compli-
cate Latino political studies. As one example, racial
mixture (mestizaje), and the social norms of 500-year
old, racially mixed and stratified cultures, very differ-
ent from Jim Crow apartheid in the U.S., have been
central features of Latin American societies (Sagrera
1998; Wade 1997). The Census Bureau is not exaggerat-
ing when it reminds users of official racial and ethnic
data that “Hispanics [may be] of any race.” Yet “His-
panic” itself is not a “race,” although the tendency in
U.S. political discourse, and in political science, has
been to racialize all Latinos, ignoring the multiple
diversities of Latino life and defining the group in
strictly racial terms. In “Latina/o Identities: Social
Diversity and U.S. Politics,” Ronald Schmidt Sr.,
Edwina Barvosa-Carter, and Rodolfo Torres look
closely at the racialization of Latino identity. They
argue against such monolithic social constructions,
instead advocating contextual perspectives that reflect
the complexity, and diverse identities, of the Latina/o
experience. How, their essay challenges scholars to
wonder, can models of political action represent Latino
interests and behaviors when underlying theories ignore
the lived experience of Latinas and Latinos?
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As readers will see, the articles in this symposium
offer an introduction to key themes in Latino political
studies. As broad and rich as they are, though, it is
impossible to cover the entire field in just six articles.

Notes

1. These articles were written between November 1999 and May
2000. Consequently, the authors have made no attempts to draw
specific conclusions about Latinos’ voting patterns or policy interests
in this year’s elections. They have tried, however, to provide contex-
tual data and historical background to facilitate analysis and interpreta-
tion of Latino participation in the 2000 elections.
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