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Latino political participation is attracting growing attention due to the size of
the population of Hispanic origin. Once portrayed as a sleeping giant, today
they dispute such and other mistaken narratives. The article argues the pop-
ular belief that Hispanics are unlikely to support Republicans and seeks for
determinants that shape Latino political support. The analysis offers an in-
depth query into Donald Trump’s anti-immigration policy that affected the
Hispanic population living in the US, and explores the issue of Latino support
for a Republican candidate in the 2020 and 2024 presidential elections. It also
argues that Trump’s hard stance on immigrants was not significant enough to
convert Hispanic Republican voters to Democrats.
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INTRODUCTION

More than twenty years ago the 2000 Census confirmed Hispanics as the largest mi-
nority group in American society. Although their share in the overall population has
been constantly increasing for the last half a century (mainly due to births, not immi-
gration), it noticeably slowed down in the second decade of the 21 century.? In many
public debates the opinion prevailed that President Trump’s anti-immigration policy
was the main reason for this decline. Under his administration, the face of American
immigration law did change, and new rules made life in America harder than ever be-
fore for most of its foreign-born residents. Moreover, changes introduced by Trump’s
numerous executive orders impacted both temporary immigrants and legal residents
of immigrant origin. Studies conducted among legal permanent residents reflect-
ed how deeply these changes influenced Latino attitudes on most of the important
immigration issues.” As a consequence of growing fears of deportation, the Hispanic
population prioritized finding a path to lawful residency for unauthorized immigrants
already present in the US. According to a study published by the Pew Research Center
in 2014, Hispanics ranked education (57%), jobs and economy (54%), and health care
(50%) higher than immigration, which was thought the most significant issue by 34%
of the respondents.” Their priorities changed noticeably during the last presidential
campaign when 59% of Latino voters believed that immigration was a ‘very important’
issue in the 2020 election.’ Furthermore, additional research also confirmed that 83%
of respondents of Hispanic origin thought that finding a way to let unauthorized im-
migrants stay in the country should be a ‘very or somewhat important’ goal of Ameri-
can immigration policy.® Contrary to Latino expectations, immigration was not even
mentioned during the first presidential debate on 22 October 2020. At that time, the
presidential race signaled two different scenarios that could be expected after the elec-
tion. If Trump won reelection, he would keep introducing restrictive rules targeting

E. Kamarck, Ch. Stenglein, “How Many Undocumented Immigrants Are in the United States and
Who Are They?, Brookings, 12 November 2019, at https://brook.gs/2GuST1k, 2 October 2022.

3 D.S. Meyer, S. Tarrow (eds), The Resistance: The Dawn of the Anti-Trump Opposition Movement, Ox-
ford 2018, pp. 100-103; A.H. Callister, Q. Galbraith, S. Galbraith, “Immigration, Deportation, and
Discrimination: Hispanic Political Opinion Since the Election of Donald Trump,” Hispanic Journal
of Behavioral Sciences, vol. 41, no. 2 (2019), pp. 166-184; H.L. Walker, K.T. McCabe, Y. Matos, “Prox-
imal Contact with Latino Immigrants and Immigration Attitudes’, Politics, Groups, and Identities,
vol. 10, no. 4 (2022), pp. 653-673.

J-M. Krogstad, “Top Issue for Hispanics? Hint: It's Not Immigration,” Pew Research Center, 2 June
2014, at hteps://pewrst.ch/3lfqawX, 2 October 2022.

> J.M. Krogstad, M.H. Lopez, “Hispanic Voters Say Economy, Health Care and COVID-19 Are Top
Issues in 2020 Presidential Election,” Pew Research Center, 11 September 2020, at https://pewrsr.
ch/2M5kfla, 2 October 2022.

A. Gonzalez-Barrera, ].M. Krogstad, L. Noe-Bustamante, “Path to Legal Status for the Unauthorized

Is Top Immigration Policy Goal for Hispanics in US.)” Pew Research Center, 11 February 2021, at
https://pewrsr.ch/3cKFnD3, 2 October 2022.
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immigrants and aggravating enforcement. If Joe Biden won, he would be challenged by
Hispanic’s expectations to withdraw his predecessor’s decisions. This assumption was
based on Biden’s declaration during an NBC News interview that he (...) will send an
immigration bill to Congress on day one of his presidency to provide a roadmap to citizen-
ship for 11 million undocumented immigrants (...). Today, we already know he has not
succeeded in keeping his promise.

Even leaving aside polls and numbers, it is impossible to deny the Latino impact on
American culture and lifestyle. However, every four years when the presidential cam-
paign comes closer to election day, special attention is paid predominantly to Hispan-
ics’ voting power. For years, activists in public debates have tended to emphasize the
group’s hidden political potential.* On the one hand, the US Census data shows that
the Latino population residing in the USA is steadily increasing. On the other hand,
despite the growth in the number of Latinos eligible to cast their ballots, the group’s
voting power is not as significant as it potentially could be.”

The article discusses the role of Hispanics in the presidential election of 2020 and
whether Hispanic voters should be considered a significant voting power, if decreasing
support for Trump’s re-election should be obvious, especially after a series of presiden-
tial insults toward Latin Americans, and finally, if Trump’s stance on immigration be-
came an important determinant shaping political support among Hispanics, and to
what extent can Republicans be sure of Hispanic political support. The study is ex-
pected to contribute to the understanding of partisan support and the level of political
engagement among Hispanic voters in the 2020 presidential election. For this reason,
the article provides an analysis of data with special attention paid to factors that are
believed to significantly influence Latino electoral power. US Census data was cross-
-compared with the findings of the Pew Research Center or Brookings Institution and
contrasted with Hispanic/Latino activists’ opinions. The argument that the findings
presented in many reports may undercount the Latino population due to respondents’
language barrier, poverty, or immigration status which could stop them from cooper-
ating with the Census Bureau, has also been taken into account. Understanding Latino
voting behavior may be a key issue before the 2024 presidential election as some advo-
cacy groups predict that the Latino vote could prove more crucial than in 2020."° They
also signal that Latino voters represent swing votes and both parties need to engage
strongly to win their votes.

7 “Joe Biden Outlines Immigration Plan for First 100 Days in Office,” You Tube, 27 June 2020, at hteps://
bit.ly/3iFOWEG, 2 October 2022.

8 M. Rodriguez-Muiiz, Figures of the Future: Latino Civil Rights and the Politics of Demographic Change,
Princeton 2021, p. 308; B. Francis-Fallon, The Rise of the Latino Vote: A History, Cambridge 2019,
p.505.

> L.J. Walker, EE. Brooks, R.B. Goings, How the Obama Presidency Changed the Political Landscape,

London 2017, p. 317.

The article was sent to the editor in summer of 2024 and therefore does not refer fully to presidential

clection 0f 2024. However, it was updated in the first week after Donald Trump’s election despite very
limited available data at that time.
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What particularly stands out in public discourse is a prevalent assumption connect-
ing the Hispanic population living in the USA with a liberal wing of the American po-
litical system."" As a result, Latino support for Trump in presidential elections, which
was more widespread than expected (28% in 2016 and 32% in 2020), surprised pub-
lic opinion." The article challenges this popular but misleading narrative. For years,
studies on the political preferences of Spanish-speaking people have assumed that Latin
Americans are a monolithic group — large, united, and difficult to change. The long-
-debated metaphor of a ‘sleeping giant” portraying the group as politically disengaged
and not paying attention to politics collapsed. Hispanics do not vote ez block as be-
lieved but still do not feel that their voice matters. The group is diverse and represents
various interests that significantly influence its members’ political choices.

In addition, the analysis of the group’s voting behavior shows that there has been sta-
ble support for Republicans since the late 1970s. It is argued that Latinos’ positive atti-
tudes toward Republicans are based more on the political agenda and election promises
than identity or religion.13 Despite Latino activists’ expectations, Hispanic constituents
still do not represent a significant electoral power for politicians, they did not become
Trump’s ‘Holy Grail, but they should not be categorized in the rigid frames of partisan-
ship. Many determinants shape Latino political support. Simply labeling the group as
Democrats neglects one-third of that population. Geraldo L. Cadava noticed the two
strains of conservatism that have been present in American politics — represented by
Trump and Rubio, with Cruz somewhere in the middle and predicted it may threaten to
tear the Republican Party apart."* Increasing support for Trump was a sign of the grow-
ing influence of the xenophobic and radical wing of the Republican Party and the mar-
ginalization of a conservative one. The narrative of the article goes beyond the strict
analysis of data on the level of conservatism among Hispanic Republicans. It focuses
on answering the question (paraphrasing the Democratic Senate majority leader Harry
Reid): How could anyone of Hispanic heritage be a Republican, especially in the time
of Trump?®

S.J. Zentner, M.C. LeMay, Party and Nation: Immigration and Regime Politics in American History,
Lanham 2019, p. 331; J. Sides, M. Tesler, L. Vavreck, Identity Crisis: The 2016 Presidential Campaign
and the Battle for the Meaning of America, Princeton 2019, p. 360.

12 M.P. Fiorina, Unstable Majorities: Polarization, Party Sorting, and Political Stalemate, Stanford 2017,
p. 190; G.S. Mahler, Foreign Perceptions of the United States under Donald Trump, Lanham 2021,
p. 321; G. Cadava, The Hispanic Republican: The Shaping of an American Political Identity, from
Nixon to Trump, London 2020, p. 466.

3 D. Garza, “Policies, Not Personality: The Defining Characteristic of the 2020 Latino Vote,” Harvard
Journal of Hispanic Policy, vol. 33 (2021), pp. 16-26; A.C. dAppollonia, Migrant Mobilization and Se-
curitization in the US and Europe: How Does It Feel to Be a Threar?, New York 2015, p. 205.

" G. Cadava, “Hispanic Conservatism: Its Rise—and Fall?: Latinxs Have Played a Central Role in Mod-
ern U.S. Conservative Politics: But Does Donald Trump’s Racist Vitriol Spell an End to Hispanic
Conservatism?,” NACLA Report on the Americas, vol. 48, no. 4 (2016), pp. 385-393.

5 S. D’Aprile, “Reid: I Don’t Know How Any Hispanic Voter Could Be a Republican,” The Hill, 11 Au-
gust 2010, at hteps://thehill.com/blogs/ballot-box/senate-races/168716-reid-i-dont-know-how-any-
hispanic-voter-could-be-a-republican/, 11 January 2024.



POLITEJA 7(94)/2024 Donald Trump, the Role... 191

Given these points, the article analyzes whether Latino voters are more likely to
support Democrats and what the role of Hispanic Republicans in the electoral process
is. It is worth noting that during the 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns, special at-
tention has been paid to Latinos supporting Trump. Despite popular beliefs, Hispanic
Republicans have been a part of the Hispanic community for a long time. The history
of Latino political choices shows that support for the Republican party diminished af-
ter 1930 but increased in the early 1970s. Although their number was neither impres-
sive nor significant at that time, Geraldo Cadava argues that ever since Nixon’s reelec-
tion in 1972, Hispanic Republicans have helped Republican presidential candidates win
about a third of the Hispanic vote." From this point of view, the Hispanic support for
Trump should not be surprising. The paradox was that Trump’s presidential campaign
was full of disdain and false accusations against Latino (predominantly Mexican) im-
migrants. His outspoken character challenged public opinion and made it seem that it
is unlikely that any Latino voter would ever support him. The article seeks an expla-
nation for Trump’s Latino support. Through an analysis of Hispanic attitudes toward
immigration, economy, education, or religion, it is possible to distinguish priority is-
sues that shape their political choices. Since many dual-identity Latinos who are eli-
gible to vote are more interested in their well-being (having a good job, education for
their children or safe neighborhoods) than immigration, it is argued that Trump’s hard
stance on immigrants is not significant enough to convert Hispanic Republican voters
to Democrats.

Lastly, the work argues that Latinos’ political support for Trump was not based on
his immigration policy, but mostly on economic or security issues. The constituencies
of Hispanic origin did not forget about their immigrant heritage but favored financial
stabilization, education, and security. Although many Latino Trump supporters did
not like Trump as a candidate, they supported him as the representative of the party
they identify with. Their fear that Biden would raise taxes and favor the so-called elite
played a significant role in making the final decision on the ballot. An analysis of His-
panics’ voting behavior presented in the article concludes that Latino political choices
are based on multiple factors, and not only is the hospitability of the party significant,
but also a notion of belonging or the lack of trust in government built on experiences
in the country of origin. These assumptions led to the final thesis that Hispanics would
not become Trump’s ‘Holy Grail but also would not leave the Republican Party in large
numbers. As Geraldo Cadava notes We are talking about a partisan identity that has
been developed over a long period of time."

Interestingly, Trump seems to try his best to win even more Latino voters’ support
in the elections of 2024 than he received in his re-election bid. In July 2023, he decided
to give some interviews and visited a local restaurant in Miami. Although he has not
won the Republican party nomination yet, choosing Florida was not an accidental de-
cision but rather a planned strategy. In this state he won half the Hispanic vote in 2020.

6 G. Cadava, The Hispanic Republican...
17 Ibid.
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Additionally, the 2022 midterm election showed that Democrats did not win back the
Latino support they had lost before. The most recent polls show that Hispanics share
similar views to Republicans in many areas. However, despite the lack of enthusiasm for
the left-wing values of the Democratic Party they continue to more likely identify with
Democrats rather than Republicans.'® The article discusses current changes in Latino
voters’ attitudes and analyzes if it is plausible that a Republican candidate could win the
Latino vote in 2024.

The introductory comments require also an explanation of the method of use of
ethnic labels. Finding politically correct names for the people of Latin American origin
living in the USA today is an issue again, due to the emergence of the word ‘Latinx’".
Because the issue of Hispanic identity has already been debated both in public and aca-
demic discourses it is not widely commented on in the article.” The media, academics,
or think tanks favor accepting both terms (‘Hispanics’ and ‘Latinos’) and using them
interchangeably. The Pew Research Center, a nonpartisan think tank known world-
wide for its polling, social science research, and investigating attitudes on many issues,
uses the most common approach, defining Hispanics as Anyone who says they are. And
nobody who says they aren’t?' However, even among Pew researchers who use ‘Hispanic’
and ‘Latino’ as synonyms, there are voices that criticize the approach that equates these
two words.”” They argue that neither of these terms fully describes the people we are at-
tempting to define. Although the Census Bureau introduced and popularized the com-
bined form ‘Hispanic / Latino; it has not solved the problem of pan-ethnic labels, espe-
cially when the self-identification of particular groups tends to lean toward using labels
that recall their ethnic origin. According to Pew Research Center data, even Hispanics/
Latinos themselves do not share the same opinion on these terms. 61% said they pre-
ferred ‘Hispanic), followed by 29% who chose the term ‘Latino’” Additionally, a critical
analysis of the literature shows that among the different names used to describe Latin
Americans, ‘Hispanics’ and ‘Latinos’ are the most common terms. Furthermore, both
in public debates and among researchers, there have been no strict rules to follow on

8 R. Teixeira, “The Evidence Mounts: Hispanic Voters Are Drifting Toward the GOP; Washing-
ton Post, 5 July 2023, at https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2023/07/05/hispanic-vot-
ers-gop-biden/, 17 July 2023.

“Latinx” has emerged as a potential pan-ethnic, non-stigmatizing and non—discriminating, generic la-
bel encompassing this diverse population living in the USA.

2 D. Arreola, Hispanic Spaces, Latino Places: Community and Cultural Diversity in Contemporary Amer-

ica, Austin 2004; L. Garcia Bedolla, Latino Politics, Hoboken 2015; S. Oboler, Ethnic Labels, Latino
Lives: Identity and the Politics of (Re)Presentation in the United States, Minneapolis—London 1995;
R.A. Gutiérrez, T. Almaguer, The New Latino Studies Reader: A Twenty-First-Century Perspective,
Oakland 2016; 1. Stavans (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Latino Studies, Oxford 2020.

2 M.H. Lopez, ].M. Krogstad, J.S. Passel, “Who Is Hispanic?,” Pew Research Center, 15 September 2020,
at hteps://pewrsr.ch/2GGkY6B, 12 June 2023.

#  D. Cohn, “Hispanic? Latino? Or...2,” Pew Research Center, 4 April 2012, at https://pewrsr.ch/2Fciegy,
12 June 2023.

# L. Noe-Bustamante, L. Mora, M.H. Lopez, “Views on Latinx as a Pan-Ethnic Term for U.S. Hispan-
ics, Pew Research Center, 11 August 2020, at https://pewrsr.ch/2SSLZ9e, 12 June 2023.
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whether to use ‘Hispanics’ or ‘Latinos. Considering these facts, the author of the article
decided to follow the US Census, which lists them both and uses them interchangeably.

HISPANICS’ VOTE BACKGROUND

Data on public opinion on Hispanics living in the USA reveal a stereotypical image of
the group. Popular beliefs, most often misleadingly, describe them as favoring Demo-
crats (Cuban Americans are very often perceived as a group with a strong commitment
to the Republican Party. However, according to Luis DeSipio, on domestic issues, they
tend to be moderate and ready to cooperate with Democrats to ensure, for example,
funding for social service programs) and consider immigration issues the most impor-
tant in public policy.?* Even though Hispanics continue to choose the Democratic Par-
ty most often, their voting preferences show a wide margin of support for Republican
candidates. Cornell University’s Roper Center for Public Opinion Research compared
and summarized data from 2000 to the 2016 presidential elections. According to its
findings, in the 2000 presidential election, 35% of Latinos voted for a Republican can-
didate. In 2004, almost half the voters (44%) who declared themselves Hispanic sup-
ported Republicans, while in each subsequent presidential election until 2016, the level
of their support froze to what was believed typical for Latinos: 31% in 2008, 27% in
2012, and 28% in 2016.” Because for more than 30 years their support for Demo-
cratic candidates had never dropped below 60%, the 2004 increase in favor of Bush
was widely commented on.?* Many theories attributed this fact to the issues raised by
the candidates during the campaign. Concerns such as same-sex marriages or abortion
became pivotal in the support of Hispanics, who were traditionally religious. Similarly,
the national security issue played an important role, mainly because the 9/11 tragedy
was still a vivid memory in American minds. In these areas, Bush was able to attract
Hispanic voters by drawing more attention and emphasizing issues important for La-
tinos at that time. However, it should be noted that matters like abortion alone would
probably not convert a Hispanic Democrat into a Republican. Especially since 61% of
Hispanics today say that abortion should be legal, and this is up from about 55% 10
years ago.”” An accurate evaluation of Hispanic voting power can only be made if their
attitudes toward basic social and political issues are considered during actual elections.
In between elections, analysts tend to focus their efforts on predicting voter turnout
or partisan preferences, and, as Abrajano et al. have pointed out, rather surprisingly,

# L. DeSipio, “Latino Civic and Political Participation”, in M. Tienda, M. Faith (eds), Hispanics and the
Future of America, Washington, D.C. 2006, p. 447.

»  A.Khalid, “Latinos Will Never Vote for a Republican, and Other Myths about Hispanics from 2016,
NPR, 22 December 2016, at https://n.pr/2F6YAST, 12 June 2023.

26 J.P.Schmal, “Electing the President: The Latino Electorate (1960-2000),” La Prensa, 30 April 2004, at
hteps://bit.ly/3mp0azG, 12 June 2023.

¥ “U.S. 2022 Midterm Elections: Latino Voters,” U.S. Department of State, 15 July 2022, at hteps://
www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/midterm-elections-latino-voters/, 24 July 2023.


https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/midterm-elections-latino-voters/
https://www.state.gov/briefings-foreign-press-centers/midterm-elections-latino-voters/
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little research has examined another critical factor: what influences the way Hispanics cast
their ballots in Presidential elections?® Barreto et al. argue that Latino political influence
should be measured as a function of three factors: group size, electoral patterns, and
mobilization.” The 2008 presidential election results showed that despite media spec-
ulation predicting the ‘awakening of the sleeping giant’, the general turnout of Hispanic
voters was not as significant as predicted, although it did influence the outcome of the
election in key states.’® Obama’s biggest breakthrough came in Florida, where he won
57% of the Latino vote in a state where Latinos have historically supported Republican
presidential candidates.’ Barack Obama did not make immigration a core issue of his
campaign, but he stressed it strongly enough to be criticized after leaving the office for
not keeping his promise of comprehensive immigration reform and deportinga record
number of immigrants. It is believed that, despite Obama’s deportation policy, his solid
political support among Hispanic voters (67% in 2008 and 71% in 2012) enabled his
reelection.” The Latino attitude toward the Democratic president was partially based
on his immigration policy. Although he was unable to achieve a comprehensive immi-
gration reform, Obama announced Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA)
in 2012 and established legal grounds for temporary conditional residency for about
800,000 young foreigners, commonly called Dreamers®. They are immigrants who
were brought illegally to the USA as minors, were raised and educated in mainstream
American society but cannot fully participate in it due to their unauthorized stay.
Analyzing Hispanic political and social attitudes revealed by polls leads one to a ba-
sic question: if immigration in general did not play a pivotal role in shaping political
support among Hispanic voters, what did? According to polls, among the issues that
mattered most and made Latinos favor Barack Obama in the presidential race of 2008,
57% reported the economy/jobs as their top priority, 8.9% chose the Iraq War and
abortion was important for 6.9%. Only 1.6% of the respondents declared immigration
as their most significant choice.** Hispanics’ priorities were comparable to those of the
mainstream American society and reflected fears related to the growing nationwide

% M.A. Abrajanom, R.M. Alvarez, J. Nagler, “The Hispanic Vote in the 2004 Presidential Election: In-

security and Moral Concerns,” The Journal of Politics, vol. 70, no. 2 (2008), pp. 368-382.

M.A. Barreto, L. Collingwood, S. Manzano, “A New Measure of Group Influence in Presidential

Elections: Assessing Latino Influence in 2008, Political Research Quarterly, vol. 63, no. 4 (2010),

pp- 908-921.

3 M. Rodriguez-Muiiz, Figures of the Future..., p. 308; B. Francis-Fallon, The Rise of the Latino Vote...,
p- 505; J. Sides, M. Tesler, L. Vavreck, Identity Crisis..., p. 360.

31 “The Hispanic Vote in the 2008 Election,” Pew Research Center, 5 November 2008, at https://pewrsr.
ch/31P0Vdc, 16 June 2023.

2 LJ. Walker, EE. Brooks, R.B. Goings, How the Obama..., p. 371.

33

29

The name ,dreamers” comes from the DREAM act = The Development, Relief, and Education for
Alien Minors Act, a legislative proposal that was first (unsuccessfully) introduced in Congress in 2001.

3 A. Gonzalez, S. Ochoa, “The Latino Vote in 2008: Trends and Characteristics,” William C. Velasquez
Institute, October 2008, at https://bit.ly/3jvzGdO, 16 June 2023; Ch. Garcia, G. Sanchez, Hispanics
and the U.S. Political System: Moving into the Mainstream, New York 2015, p. 372.
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economic crisis, as well as the deteriorating financial status of Latinos in the USA. Such
polls are sensitive barometers of social attitudes and show the impact of everyday events
on groups’ political choices. Furthermore, they reflect the changes that accompany its
development and transformation. Today, the profile of the Hispanic minority group
differs significantly from that in the second half of the 20* century. For a growing share
of the second and third immigrant generation in the overall Hispanic-American popu-
lation, immigration is no longer a top priority issue, despite the fact that immigration
has traditionally heated emotions in campaign debates. Therefore, an analysis of His-
panic influence on elections and candidate performance in presidential races should dis-
tinguish attitudes presented by the overall population of Hispanics living in the United
States and those eligible to vote. Becoming a permanent legal resident of the USA ap-
peared to be a watershed in changing immigrants’ priorities. Gallup and Pew Research
Center polls have confirmed that the main issues for registered Latino voters were simi-
lar to those of other American citizens.” Despite a widely-held belief that Democrats
tend to be more attentive to immigration issues, in the 2016 presidential election, im-
migration played a significant role mostly among Republican voters. 68% of those who
believed that immigration was the most important issue for the country chose Trump.
His hardline policy toward foreigners attracted voters mainly in Connecticut, Massa-
chusetts, Maryland, and Pennsylvania.*® In contrast, data shows that Hispanic voters’
evaluation of Trump’s immigration policy agenda made them more likely to support
Hilary Clinton. Only 22% of them believed that the Republican candidate would do
a better job of dealing with immigration. Trump gained Hispanic votes mainly by pro-
posing to improve economic conditions, defend the country from future terrorist at-
tacks, and reduce the influence of interest groups.?”

According to most surveys, even during the turbulent period in immigration pol-
icy introduced by Trump after 2017, the economy, health care, Supreme Court ap-
pointments, coronavirus outbreak and crime issues still ranked higher in importance
for American voters than immigration.*® However, in the midterm elections of 2018,
78% of eligible voters considered the immigration problem a significant factor in shap-
ing their decisions.*” President Trump’s decision to rescind DACA and separate mi-
grant children from their relatives at the border triggered political (e.g., government

% L. Saad, “Hispanic Voters Put Other Issues before Immigration,” Gallup, 25 June 2012, at https://bit.
ly/35G0gvP, 20 June 2023; ].M., Krogstad, M.H. Lopez, “Latino Voters Have Growing Confidence
in Biden on Key Issues, While Confidence in Trump Remains Low;” Pew Research Center, 16 October
2020, at https://pewrsr.ch/2N8Sjd2, 20 June 2023.

36 “2016 Election Results: Exit Polls) CNN Politics, 23 November 2016, at https://cnn.it/3mp4gY],
20 June 2023.

% “Hispanic Voters and the 2016 Election,” Pew Research Center, 7 July 2016, at https://www.pewre-
search.org/politics/2016/07/07/6-hispanic-voters-and-the-2016-¢lection/, 20 June 2023.

“Important Issues in the 2020 Election,” Pew Research Center, 13 August 2020, at https://pewrst.
ch/34vwxGE, 20 June 2023.

E. Newport, “Top Issues for Voters: Healthcare, Economy, Immigration,” Gal/up, 2 November 2018,
at hteps://bitly/2TqzZTEA, 20 June 2023.

38

39
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shutdown) and social consequences. Therefore, among other immigration-related is-
sues, the protection of Dreamers and keeping families together mobilized Americans
at the ballot box. Analysts noted that voter turnout in the 2018 midterm elections was
more similar to a typical presidential election than the standard midterm, accounting
for 49% of the overall population and 27% of Hispanics.* In addition, approximately
a quarter of Hispanics who cast their ballots in 2018 reported that it was their first
time voting in midterm elections, with a majority of them under 30 years of age. By ob-
serving the political engagement of many DACA recipients during the campaign, such
as organizing marches, knocking on doors to agitate against Trump’s decision and mak-
ing hundreds of phone calls convincing American constituents to support the Demo-
cratic candidate, one concludes that they were partly responsible for this particular suc-
cess. However, analysis of data of political engagement among young American voters
shows that despite their growing share of the voting age population, young citizens usu-
ally don’t vote. In the 2016 presidential election, 45% of eligible voters aged 18-24 did
not even register as voters.*!

HISPANIC VOTERS’ PARTICIPATION

When Donald Trump entered the 2016 presidential race, it seemed impossible to many
that he could ever win. Furthermore, as a result of his anti-immigration rhetoric and
publicly shared negative opinions on Latinos, it was assumed that Hispanics would
not vote for him. The president of the Puerto Rican Bar Association, Anthony Sua-
rez, commented after Trump’s victory: I thought that the rhetoric coming out of Donald
Trump was so toxic, that it would eventually turn off the Hispanic community as Barry
Goldwater turned off the African-American community.**

Historical data for the American presidential elections of the 21* century showed
that both the number of Hispanics registered to vote nationally and the turnout of
Latino voters has steadily increased, although this growth was less than expected by
Hispanic activists. Between 2000 and 2004, the Hispanic share in the overall popu-
lation changed from 12.8% to 14.3%, with the number of Latino eligible voters in-
creasing from 13.2 million to 16.1 million. However, at the beginning of the new cen-
tury only 5.9 million voted, accounting for 44.1%, while four years later the number
had increased to 7.6 million, equal to 47.2%. Data collected during the next two presi-
dential campaigns showed that there were 19.5 million Hispanic eligible voters in 2008

4 W.A. Galston, C. Hendrickson, “The Democrats’ Choice: The Midterm Elections and the Road
to 2020, Brookings, 30 January 2019, at https://brook.gs/370LvOR, 20 June 2023; J.M. Krogstad,
A. Flores, M.H. Lopez, “Key Takeaways about Latino Voters in the 2018 Midterm Elections,” Pew Re-
search Center, 9 November 2018, at https://pewrsr.ch/33x7thG, 20 June 2023.
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Tampa Bay Times, 19 March 2019, at hteps://www.tampabay.com/news/hillsborough/2020/03/19/
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and 23.3 million in 2012, though only about half of them decided to cast their ballots,
9.7 million (49.9%) and 11.2 million (48%) respectively.” The share in the American
population reached 16.7% in 2012 and was still growing while voting rates decreased
to 47.6% in 2016.* Latino USA reported that despite the decrease, the voter share of La-
tinos increased to 9.2% in 2016, compared to 8.4% in 2012. In other words, of the 137.5
million people who voted in the 2016 election, about 12.65 million who went to the polls
were Latinos (compared to 11.2 million Latinos who voted in 2012). According to Pew Re-
search, the total number of Latinos who voted in 2016 was still a record number.”> These
numbers corresponded to the opinions of Hispanic activists about the growing power
of the Latino electorate. Though numbers suggesting millions of eligible Latino voters
may seem impressive (almost 10% of all eligible American voters were of Hispanic ori-
gin), their (relatively) low electoral turnout was a significant problem that diminished
their potential political influence. Hispanics as a group traditionally did not appear on
the ballots in heavy numbers. What is more, their voting rates were even higher in the
1980s and 1990s than today. In presidential elections of the 21* century, only once, in
2008, did the Hispanic voting rate almost reach 50%.%

In 2016, when Donald Trump intensified his negative rhetoric about immigrants
and made offensive comments about Mexicans, calling them criminals and rapists”,
there were 57 million Hispanics living in the U.S., representing 17.6% of American so-
ciety.® About 27 million of them were eligible to vote. However, analyses provided by
the US Census Bureau and Pew Research Center show that the power of Latino vote
has not yet been fully exploited. In 2016, the number of Latino absentee votes in the
electorate was larger than those who decided to vote — 14 million and 12.7 million re-
spectively. It should be noted that this trend has existed in Hispanic voting behavior in
presidential elections since 1996.”

Though a long-anticipated historic surge in Latino voter turnout has yet to come,
its voting awareness has increased among the younger generation. The turnout rate of
millennials (those aged 18 to 35 years) in 2016 was almost 3 percentage points higher

% JM.Krogstad, M.-H. Lopez, G. Lépez, J.S. Passel, E. Patten, “Looking Forward to 2016: The Changing
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than four years earlier.>® But, however optimistic this growth appears, it is misleading
to believe that the ‘sleeping giant’ has just woken up. Both Democrats and Republi-
cans have not yet found a way to attract the untapped power of Hispanic millennials.
Demographers claim that every 30 seconds a young Latino turns 18 and becomes eli-
gible to vote — a huge number that amounts to about 800,000 a year.”’ However, de-
spite this constant growth, an analysis by the Center for Information and Research on
Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) states that the young Hispanic population
is more likely to be civically alienated than civically engaged > The increased number of
those who decided to cast their vote in the 2016 election showed dissatisfaction with
the vision of America presented by Trump. Eric Walker from the Democratic National
Committee commented: Donald Trump is the best recruiter we have in terms of getting
Latino voters registered and out to the polls.>* However, it should be pointed out that
any fear of a future xenophobic and antiimmigrant administration if Trump won the
election did not mobilize young voters enough to cast their ballots in numbers that ex-
ceeded their support for Obama in 2012.

LATINOS OF THE DONALD TRUMP’S RE-ELECTION CAMPAIGN

The presidential election of 2020 became a battle between two competing visions of
America: Joe Biden’s, who was expected to bring back immigration policy from the
Obama administration, and Donald Trump, continuing the policy of his first term. On
entering the re-election race, Trump had to face a severe assessment of his administra-
tion’s actions, inevitably appearing in public disputes as a president headed towards his
final days. An in-depth analysis of the changes he introduced in American immigration
policy showed what was to be done concerning his 2016 campaign promises. The main
item on his immigration agenda — to bring down the number of immigrants in the
USA - was only partially successful. Despite presidential executive orders introducing
restrictions on travel, family unity, immigrant workers, and refugee admissions, the
number of foreigners living in the U.S. has continued to rise. The process was slowed,
but not stopped. Among the trends in immigration of the Hispanic population, inter-
estingly, only Mexican immigration decreased, while the number of immigrants from
the rest of the Latin American region increased. The US Census Bureau has highlighted
one factor that exemplified changes in immigration patterns in the United States and
showed a partial success of Trump’s immigration policy. During his administration, net
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migration fell to its lowest level in a decade.” Trump’s politics, built on prejudice and
rising threats of deportation, worsened foreigners™ quality of life and forced many of
those already living in the USA to leave. The smaller number of immigrants trying to
enter the US, together with a greater number leaving the country than before, resulted
in total net gains and represented Trump’s policy success in that area. It was also repre-
sented by changes in visa and refugee admission policies.

The Hispanic population has been affected by most of Trump’s anti-immigrant
regulations.® Latino culture places the family as one of their main values and em-
phasizes the importance of family unity. The reduction in the number of permanent
residency visas available to them limited the possibility to join relatives already living
in the USA and left many families separated. An even more significant impact on La-
tinos and their families was observed when a new refugee and asylum policy was in-
troduced. The effect of Trump’s refugee policy became evident and was illustrated by
the record low numbers of refugees and asylum seekers in 2018.¢ At first, it aimed to
curtail Muslim immigration, but later greatly impacted Latin American immigrants
fleeing insecurity, crime, violence, and poverty. The new rules of the asylum process
moved the procedure to so-called safe third countries, and then immigrants arriving
at the Mexican-American border to claim asylum could be deported to Guatemala
to await the American government’s decision. The paradox of the situation was that
Guatemala is known as extremely dangerous — the murder rate is five times higher
than in the US — which puts immigrants’ lives at high risk. The lack of sufficient in-
frastructure to process asylum cases did not improve their situation.”” In addition, the
life of Latin Americans temporarily admitted to the USA to wait for their asylum
claims to be processed by immigration courts was also complicated. Regulations at the
border imposed by the Trump administration led to the widely condemned practice
of family separations. Detention centers soon became overloaded with detainees and
the media reported on child and sexual abuse, missing children, and the tragedy of
separated families.*®

At the beginning of his reelection campaign, Trump had to face accusations of

failing to keep his pledge to remove 11 million unauthorized immigrants. Under his
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2020, at https://bbc.in/3oY8l7i, 23 June 2023.

> A. Huerta, Defending Latina/o Immigrant Communities: The Xenophobic Era of Trump and Beyond,
Lanham 2019, p. 223.

¢ “Trump Administration Sets Record Low Limit for New U.S. Refugees,” Reuters, 28 October 2020,
at hteps://reut.rs/3auG04p, 25 June 2023.

57 “US Immigration: Mexican Asylum Seekers Could Be Deported to Guatemala,” BBC, 7 January 2020,
at hteps://bbc.in/3pbNCwL, 25 June 2023.

8 M. Haag, “Thousands of Immigrant Children Said They Were Sexually Abused in U.S. Detention
Centers, Report Says,” The New York Times, 27 February 2019, at https://nyti.ms/3pcORxI, 25 June
2023; L. Bassett, H. Yoshikawa, “Our Immigration Policy Has Done Terrible Damage to Kids,” Sci-
entific American, 1 December 2020, at https://bit.ly/37AuLWe, 25 June 2023; “In the Freezer: Abu-
sive Conditions for Women and Children in US Immigration Holding Cells,” Human Rights Watch,
28 February 2018, at https://bit.ly/2WFv6kS, 25 June 2023.



200 Anna Bartnik POLITEJA 7(94)/2024

administration, deportations became more visible, with people being arrested in res-
idential neighborhoods, courthouses, and during worksite enforcement operations.
However, their numbers lagged far behind Obama’s removals. A Migration Policy Insti-
tute analysis stated that the Trump administration deported less than bhalf as many unau-
thorized immigrants during its first three fiscal years than did the Obama administration
during the same timeframe.> Despite this, Latinos believed that their lives had become
harder since Trump’s election, and although the total number of removals was not as
high as predicted, the rhetoric of the president’s speeches and tweets significantly influ-
enced their attitudes.*

Despite the hardships brought to Hispanic immigrants by Trump’s policies, both
on and within the United States’ borders, many Latinos still supported him. Even more
unexpectedly, perhaps, many of them engaged in different campaigns to convince other
Latinos to vote for a Republican candidate. A critical analysis of the reasons why His-
panics voted for Trump has revealed several major grounds for their decisions. First, he
was believed to be the embodiment of the American dream: a successful businessman
with immigrant roots. Second, his promises of low taxes, free enterprise, and bringing
manufacturing jobs back to America attracted many. And third, as a conservative candi-
date, he guaranteed the preservation of Latinos’ most important values. Commentators
believed that the decrease in Hispanic support for Obama’s re-election was caused by
what was pcrccivcd as the Democrats’ too progressive position on same-sex marriages,
gender and race. Latinos/Hispanics are conservative in nature. The majority of us believe
in the family unit, fear God [and are] pro-life, pro-2nd Amendment, freedom, and less
government control over the people.®* Finally, many Latinos living legally in the USA felt
unfairly lumped together with their fellow countrymen residing illegally, who had been
stereotyped as common criminals. They also condemned illegal immigration for appar-
ently tarnishing the image of the Hispanic-American community.

The 2020 presidential election and its aftermath will be remembered for a long
time. Trump’s accusations of vote fraud led to a widely condemned attack on the Capi-
tol Building in Washington on 6 January 2021, organized by his supporters. The Cov-
id-19 pandemic significantly influenced not only the presidential campaign but also
remodeled voters top priority issues. In addition to the economy and health care, the
coronavirus outbreak became the single most important concern during the election
for about three-quarters of Hispanic registered voters, according to a poll conducted by
the Pew Research Center. The Trump administration’s attempts to deal with Covid-19
were widely criticized and only one-third of Latinos believed that the president did
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a good job.? Hispanics paid special attention to the issue because they were dispro-
portionately affected. The Kaiser Family Foundation reported that Hispanics suf-
fered higher rates of infection compared to other racial groups, mostly due to the
types of jobs that the group typically performs, where it was impossible to avoid exposure
to the virus on the workplace and take safety precautions such as social distancing. His-
panics were also more likely than others to be uninsured.®® These circumstances threat-
ened to change traditional political support amongst voters in the all-important swing
states of Arizona, Nevada, Florida, and Texas, where Latinos made up over 20% of po-
tential voters. Significantly, all nine battleground states (Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Iowa,
Michigan, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin) together had over 6.3
million eligible Hispanic voters. Among them, Florida and Arizona accounted for more
than half of the total, 4.3 million. The number of potential votes who did not believe that
Trump was properly handling the Covid-19 problem increased. From June to October
2020, the percentage of Hispanic registered voters who believed that Biden would do
better on the issue increased by 8% while Trump’s percentage fell by 4%. A higher share
(44%) were confident that Trump could make good decisions on economic policy.*

A study released at the beginning of January 2021 by the UCLA Latino Policy and
Politics Initiative (UCLA LPPI) revealed that, according to estimates, a record num-
ber of US Latinos voted in the 2020 elections — 16.6 million, meaning a 30.9% in-
crease from 2016.% This fact contradicts the common perception of Hispanic voters as
astagnant electorate whose number of voters never changes. Sonja Francine Marie Diaz
(UCLA LPPTI’s founding director) explained that Latinos are youthful and diverse, and
projected to make up 27.5% of the American population by 2060. This translates into im-
mense political power as more of that population grows into the electorate. The point is,
however, that despite the growing share of Hispanic Americans in the American elec-
torate, their voting preferences have not changed in decades. They constitute a stable
division — about 70% voting for the Democrats and 30% for the Republicans — despite
the remarkable result achieved by George W. Bush in 2004 when he managed to garner
40% of the Latino vote.®

The 2020 presidential race did not bring any breakthrough results — it was more
a case of repeating well-known patterns. Nationwide, Democrats gained about 66%
of Latino support according to exit polls.”” Though Joe Biden won Hispanic votes,
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he did not surpass Hillary Clinton’s results, a fact often mentioned in post-clection
comments. Undoubtedly, Latino support played a significant role in Biden winning
Arizona, where one-quarter of registered voters were Hispanics.®® They helped Biden
become the first Democratic Party presidential candidate to win the state since Bill
Clinton’s victory in 1996. Much attention was also paid to Nevada, Texas, and Flori-
da - states with large Hispanic populations. In Nevada and Florida 19.7% and 20.5% of
eligible voters, respectively, were of Hispanic origin. In Texas, every third eligible voter
was Latino.®” In these states, Trump made a greater effort to attract Hispanic votes, but
eventually only succeeded in Florida, gaining the support of almost half the state’s His-
panic voters (according to a CNN exit poll, Biden received 52% of the vote among La-
tinos, compared to 47% for Trump).”® Surprisingly, it was not Texas or Florida that be-
came the significant battleground states of the 2020 presidential elections but Georgia,
Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin.”" Although the Hispanic population residing
in those states was not as large as in Arizona or Texas, ethnic votes and voters of color
played a pivotal role in shifting political support to the Democrats.”

Interestingly, Latino political choices in 2020 varied between subgroups. An analy-
sis of data released by Latino Decisions shows that while Mexican Americans supported
Biden (74%) over Trump (23%), Cuban Americans chose Trump. Other Hispanic
groups tended to prefer Democratic candidates, although this varied in degree. The
level of support was also different according to the gender and age groups. 73% of Lati-
nas voted for Biden, compared to 67% of male Hispanic voters. Older voters were more
likely than younger to support Democrats, except for Florida’s Hispanic residents. 54%
of those aged 40 and over preferred Biden as opposed to 64% of those aged 18-39.7

At the time of writing the article, it is impossible to predict who will win the nomi-
nation of the Republican Party for the 2024 presidential election. The decision will
be made at the 2024 Republican National Convention, which will take place in Mil-
waukee, Wisconsin, July 15-18, 2024.7% According to a poll conducted by RealClear-
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Candidates secking Republican Party nomination are: Doug Burgum, the governor of North Dakota,
announced his candidacy on June 7, 2023; Chris Christie, former governor of New Jersey, announced
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Politics, Trump leads the race and Ron DeSantis is in second place but the difference
between the level of support they received is significant; 53 to 14 respectively.” Today,
the most important question is whether the Hispanic support for Republicans in 2020
was a one-off fluctuation or if it was the beginning of the process that will change the
way Latinos perceive political parties. The analysis of the last midterm elections (2022)
shows that Democrats do not have to worry but cannot celebrate as well. Hispanic
support for Democratic candidates was rather stable and did not change much in bat-
tleground states, except Florida. The incumbent governor of Florida, Ron DeSantis,
won his re-election in 2022 in a landslide. He was the first Republican in 20 years that
had won democratic leaning, and largely Hispanic Miami-Dade County. Over 60% of
Latinos decided to support him despite his hardline policy toward immigrants in the
state.”® Interestingly, even though Florida does not share the border with Mexico and
does not have a large Mexican population living there, President Andrés Manuel Lépez
Obrador commented against DeSantis’ decision to run for the Republican presiden-
tial nomination. He addressed all voters but particularly Hispanics living in Florida
and asked them not to support Florida’s governor in the 2024 presidential race. Hope-
fully Hispanics in Florida will wake up and not give him one single vote, to not vote for
those who persecute migrants, those who don’t respect migrants.”” This request may be
unsuccessful as polls show that many Hispanics in Florida favor their governor’s poli-
tics. Despite all the controversy over the so-called ‘Martha’s Vineyard migrant airlift””?,
Latinos sided with DeSantis (with 53% in favor of his decision and 43% opposed the
relocation). What is worth noting is that Hispanic support for migrant relocation was
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strongest among Latino immigrants (52% favored, 41% opposed) than among those
already born in the U.S. (49% to 45%).” First-generation immigrants appreciate the
change that happened in their life after moving to the USA. They don’t want to risk
the social or economic stability they achieved, by welcoming new immigrants in cities
or counties where the immigrant population has already been numerous. Giancarlo
Sopo, a Republican strategist of Cuban descent from Miami explained: Those of us who
remember Miami in the ‘80s and ‘90s remember the aftermath of Mariel* when 120,000
people showed up in the community over a span of six months. What were now seeing at the
border is two Mariels per month.®' Ron DeSantis’ policy towards new immigrants is also
supported by a significant number of those of the second and third generations. Many
of them have been here for a long time, are ‘whiter’ and wealthier and don’t identify
with the poor darker-skinned migrants.

CONCLUSIONS

The analysis of the role of Hispanics in presidential elections, particularly the 2020
election, enables several observations to be made. First and foremost, Latinos residing
in the USA are still perceived as a monolithic minority group. Although this assump-
tion has been challenged by Latino activists, past election campaigns have shown that
politicians still tend to treat Hispanics ez bloc. Even though Latinos speak the same
language (most of them) and share culture, they differ significantly. Determinants such
as the country of origin, the nature of the problem forcing them to flee, or domestic po-
litical systems have shaped their attitudes toward social and political issues in the U.S.
Attempting to draw parallels between Cubans, Puerto Ricans or Haitians®* to predict
their political attitudes and voting preferences becomes complicated and, ultimately,
fruitless. Despite being granted US citizenship a century ago, Puerto Ricans (born on
the island) cannot vote in American presidential elections. However, both Trump and
Biden directed a significant amount of their attention toward the islanders. Although
their votes could not be counted, those of their families and friends living on the main-
land could.

When considering the case of Cubans, it is important to recognize that the group
itself does not represent parallel views. The division is seen for example between age
groups. The older generation constitutes a solid base of support for any candidate pro-
posing a hardline policy toward Cuba, while younger Cuban-Americans do not share
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their grandparents’ resentment and have their own priorities. And in the last case, Hai-
tians, whose temporary protected status was ended by President Trump, would be un-
likely to give him, or the Republicans, their support.

Donald Trump built some of his Hispanic support on the threat that the Democrats
leaned too much toward the political left. During the 2020 campaign, he told Hispan-
ics that Biden represented a form of government synonymous with socialist regimes.
His spin doctors released campaign ads in Spanish where Biden was portrayed as a so-
cialist and was compared to Hugo Chavez and Fidel Castro. Such messages could not
have left Venezuelan and Cuban Americans unaffected.

In 2020, Latinos constituted 13% of the American voting population, and their
share in the overall voting population had been increasing for years. Data reports that
every 30 seconds one young Latino reaches voting age and every year there are at least
800,000 new Latino voters. An increasing number are young people who have turned
18 and become eligible to vote. Given this fact, both parties will have to pay more at-
tention to Hispanics in the future to attract their votes. In the first place because their
turnout rates are low, and secondly because they are swing voters — even if the majority
routinely vote Democrat, there is still a significant minority that consistently chooses
Republicans. Even though the turnout of Latino voters has increased, both main politi-
cal parties have not paid much attention to it. A significant number of Hispanic voters
reside in states that are not swing states like California or Texas. However, both Florida
and Arizona cases show that mobilizing Hispanic voters can play an important role in
the political game. Significantly, Trump’s defeat in Arizona revealed that long-term lo-
cal activism can be powerful enough to shift political support. Thanks to the hardline
immigration enforcement of Republican Sheriff Joe Arpaio and state immigration leg-
islation like the 2010 act known as the Arizona SB 1070 law, the state became home to
grassroots organizations mobilizing voters against anti-immigration policy.

Advocates and researchers have pointed out that among the most important reasons
that motivated some Latinos to support Trump were economic and immigration poli-
cies.® Under the Trump administration, Hispanics experienced an economic boom and
believed in the president’s plan to bring jobs back to America. Paradoxically, Trump’s
harsh immigration policy also appealed to Hispanics’ minds, particularly those who had
problems obtaining US citizenship. Trump’s vision of ‘bad illegal immigrants’ who are
coming in to take American citizens jobs resonated particularly with those from the
southern states, where the problem of illegal immigration has been rife for years.

Are Latino votes a Holy Grail for American parties?** Although the broad Latino
support for Trump’s reelection remained more a desire for him than actual achieve-
ment, he undoubtedly scored better than Biden, whose gains among Hispanic voters

8 H.K. Sonneland, “Chart: How U.S. Latinos Voted in the 2020 Presidential Election,” AS/COA, 5 No-
vember 2020, at https://www.as-coa.org/articles/chart-how-us-latinos-voted-2020-presidential-elec-
tion, 14 November 2024.

According to the Cambridge English Dictionary, the Holy Grail is ‘something a person or a particular
group of people want very much to have or achieve’; “Holy Grail,” Cambridge Dictionary, at hteps://
bit.ly/2YgSyoC, 19 July 2023.
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did not equal Hillary Clinton’s. Support for Trump increased amongst Latinos, though
the Republicans have always had a sizeable group of loyal Hispanic-Republicans. James
McCann and Michael Jones-Correa concluded that the fact that Latino immigrants are
disenchanted and angry, apprebensive and yet engaged, offers both Democrats and Re-
publicans promise and peril. The promise resides in the fact that Latino immigrants and
their children now make up a key part of the American electorate. However, if these new
political actors are spurned (as they have been by many Republicans) or taken for granted
(as they have sometimes been by Democrats), the peril for both parties is that this part of
the electorate could either rebel or sit stubbornly on the sidelines.® Uncertainty belongs to
the Democrats. Even though a significant number of Hispanics believe that the Demo-
cratic party better represents the interests of Latinos and immigrants, still a noteworthy
part of the group sees no difference between the parties. It is not sure which is more
representative. The assumption that Hispanics are Democrats by default is erroneous.
Whether and how the parties respond to the challenging situation will influence Latino
political choices. Advocates in public debates have often argued that ‘a sleeping giant’
has been awakened, reflected in a growing number of eligible voters. The giant is truly
impressive, composed of about 32 million people eligible to cast their ballots, but its
turnout rates demonstrate that it is still slumbering, no matter what the hopes and ex-
pectations are. The analysis of Latino choices during midterms and presidential elections
shows that as long as Democrats will assume that the Hispanic population like open im-
migration policy and favor mass migration, they cannot be sure of winning their support,
especially in swing areas. What is more, Republicans should also understand that their
assumption that addressing inflation and the cost of living is crucial to winning Latinos’
votes is wrong and Hispanics prioritize the economics at the same rates as the general US
public. Both parties erroneously believe that Latino voters differ significantly from the
US voting population. What is worth noting is that data collected through the years by
Pew Research Center and other research and polling institutions say that Latinos mir-
ror the US public when it comes to the list of priorities or the list of issues that matter
most. Their affiliation with parties hasn’t changed much over the last decade and about
three-quarters of Hispanics will probably continue to identify with and lean towards
the Democratic Party, while about a quarter will choose the Republican party. Surpris-
ingly, it seems that what should be particularly observed when predicting and analyz-
ing Latino voters’ choices, are values. Hispanics are in general conservative or moderate,
only 28% describe their views as liberal. It is believed that more Latinos decided to cast
their votes in the 2022 midterm election due to the abortion debate started by the US
Supreme Court’s decision to overturn Roe v. Wade.* Furthermore, many Hispanic vot-
ers prioritized gun violence as the main reason for their vote.*” On 1 July 2023, the US

% J.A. McCann, M. Jones-Correa, Holding Fast..., p. 179.

% G.R. Sanchez, “Will Latino Voters Help Lead the GOP to Victory in 20242, Brookings, 18 July 2023,
at hteps://tiny.pl/cwilj, 1 July 2023.

A.X. Ocampo, S.I. Garcia-Rios, A.E. Gutierrez, “Héblame de ti: Latino Mobilization, Group Dynam-

ics and Issue Prioritization in the 2020 Election,” The Forum: A Journal of Applied Research in Contem-
porary Politics, vol. 18, no. 4 (2021), pp. 531-558.
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Supreme Court ruled in favor of Lorie Smith a web designer in Colorado who said she
had a First Amendment right to refuse to design wedding websites for same-sex cou-
ples despite a state law that forbids discrimination against gay people.® Such cases raise
concerns that federal laws that protected people from discrimination can be changed
by the Supreme Court. Fears that the SCOTUS conservative majority may result in
a restrictive ruling that will limit or reduce the rights of people of race, religion, gender,
and/or national identity can become the main driver mobilizing Latino voters to turn
out at the ballots in larger than usual numbers in the forthcoming presidential election.

Nowadays, the existence of a so-called ‘Latino vote’ so often debated in the media is
still more a wish than a reality. Thus, to predict Latino voting behavior it is necessary to
quit the stereotype of a monolithic group and focus on sub-groups. In public discourse,
Latino activists optimistically predict the significance of the Hispanic electorate for fu-
ture elections based on its growing youth population. The numbers may be impressive.
According to a report by Brookings Institution the Latino electorate has the highest ra-
tio of first-time voters. 11% of Latinos first voted in the 2022 midterm elections com-
pared to 9% of Native Americans, 7% of Asians, 7% of Black, and 6% of White voters.”
What is more important in this analysis is where these voters live as their regional distri-
bution tells more about their possible impact. According to the Center for Information
and Research on Civil Learning and Engagement, the impressive growth in the youth
Latino voting population was observed in most critical battleground states in the West
like Arizona or Nevada.”” However, young voters do not have strong party affiliations.
The biggest challenge for both Republicans and Democrats would be not only to at-
tract these voters in the 2024 presidential elections but also to make them long-term
voters. Young voters who are believed to be the future of the Latino electorate tend to
have more progressive views. Their electoral choices are based on the evaluation of par-
ties’ attitudes towards ecology, abortion, gun safety, health care, permanent legal status
for DACA recipients and Dreamers, etc. Young Latinos’ overwhelming support for the
policies” that are likely to remain in the Democratic presidential campaign agenda in
2024 suggests that they will favor Democrats. The Republican Party does not have pro-
posals that appeal to more than 30% of Hispanic voters. Donald Trump gained more
Latino votes in 2020 due to the uncertain economic situation caused by the Covid-19
pandemic. Today, the situation has changed and it cannot be assumed that the fear

88

“Gay Rights vs. Free Speech: Supreme Court Backs Web Designer Opposed to Same-Sex Marriage,”
The New York Times, 30 June 2023, at https://tiny.pl/cwfn9, 5 July 2023.
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In the 2022 midterm elections 81% of Latinos under the age of 30 support providing permanent legal
status to DACA recipients and Dreamers, 76% of Latinos under the age of 30 support passing a fed-
eral law to guarantee access to abortion nationwide, 87% of Latinos under the age of 30 support the
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and uncertainty will still trigger Hispanic support for Republicans. What can influence
young Latino voters’ decisions are the SCOTUS’ rulings in cases where student loans
and affirmative action are at issue. President Biden’s proposal to cancel $10,000 for bor-
rowers making less than $125,000 and $20,000 for those who also received federal Pell
Grants draw heavy criticism from Republicans. They also do not approve (74%) ad-
mission procedures implemented at some universities considering race and ethnicity in
admission decisions.”” The Supreme Court ruled in June 2023 on the end of this policy
and was immediately applauded by Donald Trump and other GOP representatives. In
apoll conducted by Pew Research Center 39% of Latinos agreed that affirmative action
was fair.”> As a result of the Supreme Court’s decision Black and Hispanic enrolment
could drop 10%.”* The message for many young, ambitious Latinos for the future says
it can be better only if they support candidates of the Democratic Party.

It should be noted that Republicans can gain some votes from Latinos when it
comes to the issue of transgender Americans, especially transgender athletes partici-
pating in team sports. American society has been deeply polarized on the issue, but
Hispanics have a very stable opinion. 66% of Latinos believe that transgender athletes
should be allowed to play on sports teams that match their birth gender. For Hispanic
men, who tend more often to support Republicans than women voters, 74% share that
opinion.”

Although there are many areas where Latino voters tend to be swing constituents
it is unlikely to await a significant change in their voting behavior at least in the 2024
presidential election.

AN UPDATE - THE ELECTION OF 2024

Data available at the time of updating the article show that Latino voters were not ful-
ly satisfied with Joe Biden’s policy. In 2020 and 2024 alike, they named economy as
their top priority issue in presidential elections. In a poll conducted before the election
in September 2024 by NBC News/Telemundo/CNBC, 34% of Latinos ranked the
cost of living as the most important issue, followed by jobs and the economy at 20%.
They accused Biden’s administration of increasing inflation and decreasing daily living

%2 ]. Gramlich, “Americans and Affirmative Action: How the Public Sees the Consideration of Race

in College Admissions, Hiring,” Pew Research Center, 16 June 2023, at https://tiny.pl/cwfkz, 1 July
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conditions (e.g. higher grocery prices and rents). 35% of Hispanic voters also believed
that immigration hurts more than it helps, the highest share noted in the last 20 years
of surveys. It resulted in a lower support for Kamala Harris and a shift in her votes to
Trump. Surprisingly to predictions made on the basis of the 2020 presidential elec-
tions the Republican Party beat the previous record, set by George W. Bush in 2004
(44%). According to the poll cited above, Trump got 40% support among registered
Latino voters. It is also worth noting that the Republican candidate change some his-
toric trends like in Starr County in Texas that had voted Democratic for 100 years or in
Miami Dade county in Florida that had not been a red county for more than 30 years.”
Speaking about historic trends, although Kamala received 14 percentage points more
than the ex-president, her advantage over a Republican candidate was lower than past
Democratic candidates in 2012, 2016 and 2020.

It should be clearly underlined that the data released just days after the election
vary in numbers. For example, a poll conducted by Unidos US*® shows that Lati-
nos voted for Kamala Harris (62%) over Donald Trump (37%) by a +25 margin.”
The NBC NEWS exit poll reported that Harris captured 52% compared to 46% for
Trump.'” Despite these differences, the shift of Hispanic voters to the Republican
candidate is clear. Although Trump is uneasy, outspoken, and has insulted Latinos
many times during his campaign in 2020, they believe that first of all he is a business-
man not a politician and the economy will be the most important to him. They also
remember that four years ago financially they had a better time. The decreasing sup-
port for Democratic Party is also connected with the Hispanic breakup with a demo-
cratic identity that goes too left for them. Whether they are Catholic or Evangelical,
conservative values are important to them. Trump’s strategy to accuse the Democratic
Party of heading toward socialism/communism appealed to many Hispanic groups
who do not want to remember what led them to left their home countries. The results
of the 2024 presidential election also denied the opinion that young Latinos would
rather support a Democratic candidate. This year, more than four years ago, they de-
cided to support Trump. Concluding these remarks based on the preliminary data of
the 2024 presidential election, the thesis of the article saying that Latino constituents
are not a monolith group, are swing voters, and still underestimated participants of the
electoral process has been proven.

7 Ibid.

Previously known as NCLR (National Council of La Raza) is the nation’s largest Hispanic civil rights

and advocacy organization.
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