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This book is dedicated to my mother, Rosalina Arguelles Madrid, whose most impactful gift to me as a teenager was a blue paperback Roget’s Thesaurus inscribed simply, “Write beautiful things.”






PROLOGUE It’s Not All Black and White


As a political data guy I often see the world in the black and white of data points, but there are other ways of seeing. Politics is a careful balance between science and art; you have to understand both to be successful. As hard as I’ve worked to gain a mastery of the data and science behind electoral patterns, I truly also believe that politics, since it’s all about understanding people, will always be more of an art form. I’m also a painter, and as a painter I pay close attention to story and character—to what I see in a face—and also to the power of color in all its distinctive shading and tone. In any one painting, I can use dozens of different shades of blue or green or red and each tells a story. I can also use dozens of shades of brown, each with its own identity. Because brown is made with so many other different colors it becomes the glue that holds a painting together. It flows seamlessly throughout every other color without the eye even noticing it. That is how I think of my fellow Mexican Americans, and of Latinos in general, dozens of shades of brown, dozens of different groupings and subgroupings. As essayist Richard Rodriguez once put it, “The essential beauty and mystery of the color brown is that it is a mixture of colors.” Brown is functional. Brown is beautiful.

My story as a third-generation American is not remarkable, but my experience as a Latino political consultant is. I am one of the few political consultants who has worked at the highest levels of campaigns on both sides of the aisle and I have seen firsthand how both parties work. As a Latino growing up in Southern California, I witnessed the changing demography of the Golden State and, from an early age, began to ask what that meant for the future of our country and the electorate as a whole. As a product of the public school system, I was one of the many Brown kids it failed, but also redeemed. After attending Moorpark College, I applied and was accepted into the School of Foreign Service at Georgetown University, the catalyst to a thirty-year career as a political consultant focused on data points and closely following Latino voting trends.

Upon graduation, I could have stayed in D.C. and gone to work on the Hill. However, I chose to return home to California, a state I love, and launch my political consulting career. California plays a special role as the largest state in the Union. It has become a microcosm of the country and a blueprint for the electorate and its mood. And living and working in the Golden State, I have had a front-row seat to the changing demographics and emergence of what is becoming the Latino Century.

For more than twenty-five years working as a top-level Republican operative, and ultimately a cofounder of the anti-Trump Lincoln Project, my strength is identifying electoral patterns. I know what it takes to move the needle in an election. Politics is about understanding people and what makes them vote. This book is not about predicting the outcome of a specific election. It’s certainly not tied to the 2024 presidential contest where Joe Biden could easily bring Latinos back into the traditional range for Democrats after a decade-long slide. Conversely, we could also see Trump break out into record territory for a Republican, surpassing George W. Bush’s numbers when he cracked 40 percent. This is a recounting of a unique demographic transition that is taking place over generations and is literally changing our democracy through cultural and political attributes that will define this century.

Here’s the blunt reality: we as a country are in a demographic footrace between an emerging generation—younger, browner, poorer, but more optimistic about the promise of America, despite having few reasons to believe in it—and an older generation, the wealthiest, most privileged generation of Americans who has ever lived, whose lives have been shaped by an era of relative peace and U.S. global hegemony, yet they still have the most negative view of this country and America’s future than any generation in modern polling history. Here is the math that is probably going to be our saving grace. Every day, 10,000 Americans turn eighteen, and every day, 7,500 people die in this country. Our spirit is slowly being replenished by the young. Our national sense of optimism—and ultimately our commitment to pluralism—are being rejuvenated by a younger generation and its increasingly Latino demographic makeup, and this regeneration from within is what’s going to save this country, if only we can last that long. Can the new breed of opportunistic right-wing extremists unleashed in the United States, typified by Steve Bannon and his Leninist, tear-it-all-down ideology, inflict so much lasting harm and pollute the political environment so much in the next twenty years that this country is beyond redemption after that? That’s the foot race. Here’s the bad news: It’s going to be close. Like photo-finish close.

We have to quit imagining we’re somehow going to convince bomb throwers not to throw bombs. We’re not going to fix anyone and—poof!—turn them back into Reagan- or Bush-style Republicans. This is a party we’ve watched double down—and triple down—on the crazy right. No politician is going to ride up on a white horse and save us—not even on a brown horse. Not happening. Meaningful change takes time, and only through the slow drip, drip, drip progress of demographic change will the culture change, and our politics change, and everything about us change. That’s the lever to watch exert itself, rather than sitting around and waiting for a lot of Republicans to evolve and see the light.

Latinos will be the key driver of this demographic transformation. Latinos will reinvigorate the American experiment with our uniquely blended cultural attributes; our inspiring confidence in democratic institutions, despite them sometimes being used against us; our unrelenting optimism about America that has always defined this country’s allure; and our comfort with pluralism as a people defined by our blended European and Indigenous DNA. Latinos have much more faith in our institutions, much more faith in police, academia, media, government, the military, voting. We have a far more optimistic view than any other group in America and we’re the fastest-growing. For most of what ails the American body politic: Latinos are the solution. We will put a face on a time of change and growing optimism I call the Latino Century.

Recent elections have shown what I have been saying for decades as a political consultant, researcher, writer, and activist working to focus the country on the largest ethnic demographic change occurring in our history: Latinos aren’t understood by either party, but the one that is able to define itself as the party of an aspirational multiethnic working-class party will dominate American politics for a generation. For the moment, Democrats are struggling to keep their working-class roots and Republicans are resistant to the multiethnic future that is America’s destiny. Both are struggling to be aspirational. The inscription at the base of the Statue of Liberty famously depicts Lady Liberty as “the Mother of Exiles” and adds, “From her beacon-hand glows worldwide welcome.” And what about this? “ ‘Keep, ancient lands, your storied pomp!’ cries she with silent lips.” A timely reminder. Only then: “Give me your tired, your poor / Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free / The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.”

I grew up with the Statue of Liberty as a sacred national symbol, and not only because my grandparents were part of the huddled masses yearning to breathe free who came to this country to pursue a better life for themselves and their children. For me, the Statue of Liberty is so personally important a reference point that when I did a series of paintings combining iconic imagery of American culture with iconic images of Mexican culture, I depicted the Statue of Liberty in a style that also evoked the Virgen de Guadalupe. Recent years have seen those values trashed and tarnished by a generation of Americans who have stood on the shoulders of the blood, sweat, and tears of the generations that came before.

Sometimes we need a little help from the rest of the world to remind us why our ideals still matter in a world too often grown cynical and calculating—a world in which we have come to expect those ideals to exist without any struggle. Vladimir Putin’s obscene power grab in sending troops into Ukraine, and embarking on a scorched-earth strategy of trying to kill as many Ukrainian civilians as possible, galvanized the West behind the Ukrainian cause. I saw for myself, firsthand, just how important Ukrainian resistance was for the world; as President Volodymyr Zelensky put it in a December 2022 speech to a joint session of the U.S. Congress, “This will be the basis to protect democracy in Europe and the world over.”

I was in Ukraine in May 2022 at the Ukrainians’ request to offer advice on political communications strategy. Just weeks after Russia’s incursion into the Donbas region, I felt compelled to head into the conflict to experience what it felt like to be among people truly fighting for freedom and basic rights and against tyranny. In America these words had become hollow and overused to describe the refusal to wear a mask during a pandemic or in organizing a trucker’s convoy to protest oppression. Another Lincoln Project cofounder and I met with Rustem Umerov, at the time Zelensky’s choice as chief Ukrainian negotiator with the Russians. The mere fact of Zelensky, a popularly elected Jewish leader of Ukraine, selecting as lead negotiator a man born in the Soviet Union to a Crimean Tatar Muslim family amounted to extending a middle finger to Putin, a move I liked a lot. Umerov also struck me as down-to-earth, passionate, and visionary.

“This is about seeing if a pluralistic democracy can work,” Umerov told me late one night in Ukraine, deep into a marathon conversation at the absurdly lavish dacha of some deposed oligarch.

Umerov’s words should not have been so striking to me, but they were. He was articulating a vision of this conflict as more than just a centuries-long battle between Slavic people and more than a struggle about East versus West or democracy versus authoritarianism. Umerov and his Ukrainian countrymen viewed this as a battle to prove that pluralism could work. They were fighting to prove that a multiethnic democracy could work. This was not a battle against something. It was a battle for something.

“That blows my mind,” I told Umerov. “That’s our mythology. That’s the American mythology. That’s what I’m fighting for, too.”

“How’s that working out for you?” Umerov asked sarcastically, smiling wryly as he leaned back in his chair.

It’s easy to let noble words shrivel and die on the vine. Words like “pluralism,” which to me evokes a political philosophy that emphasizes the value of diversity and difference fruitfully thriving side by side in a democratic society and blending together to make that society stronger and more able to adapt and regenerate itself. The blunt truth is that even in its finest moments, the United States has shown only a partial commitment to pluralism. That unfulfilled potential excites me, even as it inspires in me a deep feeling of dread. What if we as a still relatively young country can truly come into our own and bring a vibrant and sturdy pluralism front and center? What if we really made pluralism work? And thrive? What if we could move beyond endless iterations of the same old fights and blame games, one side using historical oppression and injustice as a weapon to club opponents, another embracing reactionary racism? What if race and cultural difference could be viewed merely as components of that which makes us who we are, along with questions like basic decency and character, commitment to treating other people with respect and openness, generosity and kindness, both personally and in the larger sense of how we see society? What if we could finally get past the academic and theoretical questions of what the Founders wrote compared to how they lived and find out if a multiracial society could become a nation based on ideals and values?

Democracy worldwide is under threat. American-style democracy faces its own specific set of challenges. The list is long and daunting: rising authoritarian tendencies, the destruction of social norms in public life, a growing toxic tribalism whose adherents espouse a pernicious religious populist nationalism, eroding confidence in social institutions that are simultaneously being viewed as partisan weapons, the atomization of information that has allowed social media to divide us algorithmically, the interference of foreign actors into our public square, and an electoral college system that gives advantage to the fastest-shrinking demographic in the country. But for all the gloom and doom that coagulates our social media and news feeds predicting the demise of democracy, there is a rapidly emerging portion of our population that, through its cultural characteristics, blended race, ethnic heritage, and recent migratory experience, is better prepared to see the world differently—and more optimistically.

Let’s move beyond black and white. Let’s talk more about brown in all its shades. America’s whole racial discourse over 250 years of history, its whole national story, has to date literally been defined by black and white. Whiteness in America was created in contrast to the Indigenous, the slave, and the Mexican on this continent. We can move beyond the argument that if you’re not white, then you’re some shade of oppressed. And we can move beyond the equally ridiculous attempt on the right to argue that race doesn’t matter, which really means: the more white you behave, the more we’ll accept you.

This is not an argument to forget our history of injustice and oppression—quite the opposite. It’s an attempt to more clearly define and understand it, while also moving forward out of the trap we’ve been stuck in for two and a half centuries. It’s also a declaration that working-class “people of color” are increasingly viewing their lives through the prism of economic class, and not race, and are voting that way.

I hate it when I hear people say Latinos are “apathetic.” My decades of experience working with Latino voters have taught me that as a group we are keenly aware of historical injustices, but often tune out day-to-day politics because so many of us don’t have the economic luxury of engaging in civic life. It’s difficult to focus on past oppression when you have mouths to feed tonight and rent to pay on Friday. Too often we chide those who don’t vote as “apathetic,” when the stark reality is the poor and working poor rarely see any change in their lives based on who is in control in Washington. Poor people don’t vote in large numbers and that’s the same whether you’re Black in the Deep South, white in Appalachia, or Latino in East Los Angeles.

I came of age as a conservative at a time when “family values” were often cited as an important touchstone, but if you’re looking for real family values, look to Latinos. We’re passionate about our families and also our friends, who we treat like family. My fellow Mexican Americans might be the ultimate exemplars of the adage that true wealth comes from a richness of connection to your family and your circle of friends, and that matters—for the moment anyway—way more than material possessions or bulging bank balances or the insatiable consumerism that has come to define modern American culture.

As more intermarriage between different ethnic groups helps power a trend toward greater racial blending, especially on the part of Latinos and Asian Americans, social science research indicates this demographic shift could actually ease tensions rather than the converse. As Richard Alba, Morris Levy, and Dowell Myers reported in a June 2021 Atlantic article,


Notably, the narrative of racial blending was especially reassuring to white Republicans, who felt most threatened by the conventional majority-minority account. In our most recent study, 67 percent of white Republican participants expressed anxiety or anger after reading a news story modeled on the majority-minority narrative, compared with 29 percent of white Democratic participants. Among those who instead read a story of rising multiracialism and blending, anxiety and anger were much lower, reported by 26 percent of white Republicans and 13 percent of white Democrats. Moreover, Latino, Black, and Asian participants in these studies expressed overwhelmingly positive reactions to the story of racial blending…. Eighty-five percent of Black, Asian, and Latino respondents expressed hopefulness or enthusiasm after reading this account—more than the approximately two-thirds of minority respondents who expressed these positive emotions in response to the majority-minority story. For all the talk about racial polarization in America, the broad consensus is that an expanding and more diverse mainstream portends a better future.



That’s good news. And it’s one of the main messages I want to underscore in the pages of this book: demographic trends are pointing us in a better direction. We’re entering a far more complex time in which we must learn to acknowledge the experience of different groups and subgroups and the individuals within them. The ebb and flow of racial groups in America’s future won’t be considered in the bilateral framework of Black and white we’ve historically used to discuss race, but going forward it will increasingly be both. Most Americans surveyed feel optimistic about the emerging multiracial world because there is a growing realization that race is becoming less static and more dynamic. Within that complexity are the seeds of a future where race is no longer a zero-sum consideration.

Latinos as a group embody a true, honest, family values–oriented conservatism, call it classic conservatism, for which I’ve worked for years. This is different from the “social conservative” narrative so easily drawn by the media and pundits. There is a blue-collar culture in America today and there always has been. It is a culture worlds apart from that of the college-educated, high-income earners in emerging industries. Latinos are the segment of the blue-collar workforce that is most rapidly expanding and those values are renewing America’s mythology and changing our politics.

The battle for the future of our country will hinge on the extent to which visionary leaders in the Democratic Party and Republican Party can overcome myriad past mistakes to do better at speaking to—and especially listening to—my people. Latinos are emerging to say: Wait a second. Yes, there are racial problems. There are problems of being alienated. But we don’t have a legacy of slavery or even the need for government assistance to break through the current system. Despite the history of very real oppression that continues in many nefarious, if often more subtle ways, we have not endured the pernicious legacy of slavery, nor much of the systemic suffering that falls harder on Black Americans and endures to this day. We are, by most measures, achieving middle-class status generationally like so many groups before us. We are increasingly college-educated, and increasingly homeowners. Interracial marriage rates are more than 50 percent, meaning it’s more likely you’ll marry a non-Latino than a Latino. These are all indicators of what we used to call assimilation, but that term no longer applies. The size and scope of the shift are so massive that it’s fair to project, as I do, that non-Latino Americans will be becoming as much or more like Latinos than Latinos are becoming like Americans. That makes it hard to sort out what’s happening using a racial vocabulary we’ve been relying on for 250 years. In one sense, Latinos are like other groups, many ethnic Catholics, whose assimilation shaped the development of the United States at the turn of the last century. However, the size and scope of the change represented by growing Latino numbers that began at the turn of this century is unprecedented—and it’s impossible to believe that we can be anything other than forever altered by becoming a non-white-majority nation. In this way, to compare the Latino experience with that of ethnic and racial groups of the past does not appreciate or respect the experiences that occurred at the turn of the last century and what is happening now.

Our racial imbalance was set from the day we enslaved people and forcibly brought them over to this country. It continued as we massacred our way through Indigenous populations and took lands from Mexicans as the spoils of war. Our racial narrative was further complicated by the Civil War, segregation, and Jim Crow. This historical infamy is cast as the entire narrative of how we talk about diversity or policing or systemic racism. When the country was founded, roughly 20 percent of our population was Black and enslaved. Fears of whites being “outnumbered” were more justified, especially in the Deep South, but more recently Blacks have constituted just 12 to 15 percent of the U.S. population, which has held steady since the end of the Civil War. That does not add up to any kind of “great replacement.” There has been no actual numeric threat. There has been no basis for the fear of Black Americans—let’s get real here—driving the Great Replacement Theory. The fear of being “replaced” by non-white people is driven by the explosive growth of Latinos during this century. The fear of “replacement” is driven by the acknowledgment of America’s original sin of slavery and its systemic treatment of most non-white people, specifically Blacks. Politically there is a lot undermining the powerful motivator of the Great Replacement Theory as a fear tactic, but most of it boils down to: Are they going to treat us like we treated them? Are they, with growing power, going to be as brutal, discriminatory, and even barbaric as we were? In short, white people are understandably taking on many of the characteristics of a minority group as they become one.

The term “melting pot” as a central idea of U.S. assimilation and culture was not always part of our national heritage, not by a long shot. Well over a century went by with a much different standard, that of diversity and pluralism. The “melting pot” gained currency in the Progressive Era at the start of the twentieth century during the presidency of Republican Theodore Roosevelt. In 1908, a stage play premiered in Washington, D.C., with Roosevelt in attendance, titled The Melting Pot, helping to promote the concept. The play earned rave reviews, which, whatever its artistic merits, tells you something about the mood of the times. The New York Times gushed that “ ‘The Melting Pot’ symbolizes America as a crucible wherein all nationalities are fused into an American type, a being with the dominant characteristics of all that is best the world over.” The Washington Evening Star reviewer called it a “remarkable play,” in which “the expression of intense feeling… has the shock and appeal of a human cry” in evoking its vision of a melting pot “in which racial hatreds must be fused and transformed.” The Evening Star added this description of the play’s central concept: “ ‘The Melting Pot’ is a term symbolical of America itself; the crucible in which the various nations of the earth are melted and fused together, to the end that the typical American results.” For the first time, America was “nation building” here at home. President Roosevelt gave a widely cited anti-hyphenated-American speech at Carnegie Hall in 1915, telling the gathered Knights of Columbus, “There is no room in this country for hyphenated Americanism…. [A] hyphenated American is not an American at all.”

What is “typical American” supposed to mean? It’s a question we have wrestled with since our founding and we stand on the precipice of great change in coming to a renewed understanding of it. Maybe it’s time to move beyond the patently absurd idea that any such thing exists. We are, all of us, typical Americans, all in our own way. Our distinctness is as important as our sameness. Generation by generation, we see more intermarriage and more breaking of old racial barriers and divisions. We see a growing generational comfort with natural diversity and pluralism; it’s changing the culture. It’s overwhelming the melting pot. We’ve moved beyond the old model of all blending into a bland nothingness where culture is left at the doorstep, as well as language, religion, and identity; just wrap yourself in the American flag, screaming eagles, and the Fourth of July, hot dogs as the national food, and consumerism as the national religion. The rise of Latinos—what I call the Latinization of America—offers another way.

As serious as I see the threats facing this country, and the spread of the cancer of populism, the truth is that I’m actually very optimistic about where we find ourselves as a country. People cite Thomas Jefferson’s quote about “[t]he tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time, with the blood of patriots and tyrants” and use it to mean whatever they want it to mean, but the fundamental idea is renewal and fresh growth. Character is forged through conflict. We’d like to believe that as a country we have achieved enough progress that everything will be automatically okay all on its own, but that will never be true. There will always be threats to our way of life. In the same way that an individual’s character is defined by the adversity through which you have to struggle, how you wage that fight and who you become in the cauldron of conflict, we as a country are dealing with our most protracted and challenging existential fight since the Civil War.

Together we are forging a new American character. In a controversial if memorable phrase, Art Torres, the chairman of the Democratic Party in California during the 1990s, described a racially charged political campaign about undocumented immigrants as “[t]he last gasp of white America.” In retrospect it’s much more likely we were witnessing an old way of thinking about race than we were watching the demographic end of white people in the state.

As much as it feels, correctly, as if a part of America is dying, we should not look at these as pangs of death, but pangs of birth. Something new and promising is being born. Maybe that’s the Mexican in me talking. Going back to our Mayan ancestors, there was always the belief that if the world ended in an apocalypse it would usher in a new life cycle. What we in the United States are going through now is difficult and for many it’s scary, but we’re giving birth to a potentially truer reflection of what the Founding Fathers envisioned. Look, they knew they were not being true to the high-minded ideals they were writing down on parchment. They were slave owners! They knew! But they were setting down an aspirational framework. The struggle of the American experiment is to continually push to get there, where they wanted us to get.

As a younger man, I bought into the bullshit that American ideals meant we as a people were fundamentally above nationalism and jingoism and narrow self-interest. I really believed it. Recent years have taught me how wrong I was about that. My Republican convictions have taken a deep hit. But I still believe in our founding documents, words penned by flawed human beings whose vision of what we could become was still empowering and ennobling. The American idea is not restricted to blood and soil, and geography. As a country of many colors, a country going back to its origins as a laboratory of the power of people with profound differences living side by side, working together toward some larger end, we have the potential to show that these are universal ideas available to all, a truly global transnational idea. Now, more than any other generation of Americans, we have the potential to live up to that challenge, a country of many shades of brown, a country that at long last is moving beyond black and white.

The continuation of the American experiment will not be a function of government reforms or updating processes. It isn’t about how we regulate social media platforms or place more or fewer guardrails on free speech in the internet age. (It’s not about regulating “dark money” or creating third parties.) It isn’t even about our military might and international influence as the world again stands on the precipice of another global war. No, the future of American democracy literally resides within us. Every day that we awake and find the country still here, functioning and operating, is a demographic step closer to an America truer to the professed mission statement outlined in our founding documents.






- 1 - The Latinization of America


Since the 1980s Latino voters have been telling pollsters who they are. And who they are contradicts the conventional wisdom that Latino voters are, as it is usually put, “not monolithic.” The truth is, we are and we aren’t. Latino voters are younger, poorer, less college-educated, and more optimistic than voters in non-Hispanic white communities. All four of those are important, especially, I would emphasize, optimism. All four characteristics show up broadly in voting trends, polling, and exit polling whether your family background is Cuban, Puerto Rican, Venezuelan, Mexican, or any other of the many distinct nationalities that make up “Latinos.”

“Latino” describes an ethnicity, which means it has a distinct culture. That culture is fluid and changing—sometimes blending, sometimes maintaining its distinct identity. Politically this presents an extraordinary challenge. Perhaps more than any voter group I have ever worked with, Latinos are both the hardest and easiest voters to define. The struggle to identify group versus individual identity is unique in our political system. Some have described it by saying that while there may not be a Latino vote, there are Latino voters. The most consistent steadfast rule is that there are exceptions.

The Latino voter is an economic populist who supports blue-collar industries, except when the environment is threatened. They are a culturally conservative voter who regularly polls to the right of many Americans on many social issues in the abstract, such as abortion or marriage equality, but tends to be more moderate on these issues as they move from the abstract to the real. They are a voting group that identifies far more with being “a typical American” than an aggrieved racial group, but that is also more politically responsive than non-Hispanics to attacks on immigrants and other people of color. The Latinization of America will also lead to a “feminization of America,” not in the sense of effeminate characteristics, but rather in Latino culture not being afraid of having strong women lead our communities on issues of culture, race, and politics.

The Latino is a swing voter, a base voter, and a voter showing natural assimilative tendencies. While most Latinos are Democrats, it is inaccurate to say that most Latinos feel at home in the Democratic Party. While there is a rightward shift toward Republicans, it is inaccurate to say most Latinos feel at home in the Grand Old Party. In fact, Hispanics have among the weakest partisan ties of any ethnic group in America.

For over thirty years, nearly every quality survey of Latino voters has identified jobs and the economy as the top issue on their minds. Over those same thirty years, almost no political campaign from either party has developed an economic working-class agenda for Latinos as its primary message. That is how strong the desire is to characterize Latinos as a niche-aggrieved racial minority motivated by immigration, farmworker, and border issues. This remains one of the most striking and obvious blind spots in American politics: the most rapidly emerging voter group in the country is quantifiably telling the political parties what it needs to hear and both parties summarily dismiss those concerns because they believe they understand these voters better than those voters understand themselves.

For more than a decade, the data has told us that Latinos differ in how they identify as Americans based on how far removed they are from the immigrant experience. Back in 2012, according to the Pew Research Center, Latinos were divided almost evenly over how much of a common identity they share with other Americans. Nearly half (47 percent) said they considered themselves to be very different from the typical American. And just one in five (21 percent) said they used the term “American” most often to describe their identity. But on these two measures, U.S.-born Latinos expressed a stronger sense of affinity with other Americans and America than do immigrant Latinos. It is the U.S.-born, non-immigrant Latino share of the population that is the fastest growing in the country. By 2021, according to Pew Research, Latino babies born in the United States had driven more growth in the overall Latino population than newly arrived immigrants. Pew found that the share of U.S. Latinos born in another country peaked in 2000 at 40 percent and has declined since then. Meanwhile, the share of U.S.-born Latinos has risen from 59.9 percent in 2000 to 67.3 percent in 2019. Among adults, the share of U.S.-born Latinos has increased from 45 percent in 2007 to 55.2 percent in 2019.

With the exceptions of Cubans and Venezuelans, all Latino immigrant groups who have migrated to this country for economic concerns have overwhelmingly voted for Democratic candidates. Cubans and Venezuelans, who are fundamentally political emigrees fleeing communist or dictatorial regimes, voted with Republicans. Mexicans, the largest bulk of Latino immigrants, are no exception, and the voting patterns of naturalized Mexican immigrants is routinely over 70 percent for Democrats.

The Latino population is assimilating, and today the dominant segments of the Latino vote are second- and third-generation voters. This is changing the country’s politics, and political professionals are wholly unprepared for what is coming. By 2019, English-language proficiency among Latinos had risen to an all-time high: 72 percent of all Latinos aged five and older indicated they spoke English proficiently, up from 59 percent in 1980, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. In perhaps the greatest indicator of pluralism and social blending, interracial marriage rates among Latinos, for example, are among the highest of any racial or ethnic group. Higher-education attendance and graduation rates are improving dramatically. According to the Census Bureau, the number of Hispanic people ages eighteen to twenty-four enrolled in college doubled in just fifteen years, increasing to 2.4 million in 2021, up from 1.2 million in 2005. The share of all college students ages eighteen to twenty-four who were Hispanic grew, too. The lowest share during the period (11.4 percent) was in 2006; by 2021 it had swelled to nearly 20 percent.

These young, overwhelmingly U.S.-born Latinos are a politically different generation than any previous Latino cohort in history. For many Hispanic people in the United States, educational milestones are recent events. In 2021, the majority of Hispanic adults were between ages twenty-five and thirty-four. This young segment of the Hispanic population had the highest rate of college completion (bachelor’s degree or higher) as well as the highest rate of high school completion. Contrast that to a generation earlier, when in 1996, 58.2 percent of the Hispanic population ages twenty-five to twenty-nine graduated from high school; by 2021, the share increased to 88.5 percent. The power of the changing Latino electorate is most pronounced in one data point: 22 percent of Latinos will be voting in their first presidential election in 2024, with a surprising 38 percent of the entire Latino electorate—nearly four in ten voters—being new since 2016.

By 2040, 70 percent of new homeowners will be Latino. There is a direct correlation between homeownership and voting. There is also a tendency to become more economically conservative on issues like taxation as well as support for law enforcement. Latinos are transforming the complexion of the working class, donning the hard hats, work gloves, and blue collars while increasing workforce participation rates.

In 1980, when I was nine years old, there were 14.8 million Latinos in the United States, just 7 percent of the total population; by 2021, according to Pew Research, that number had grown to 62.5 million and 19 percent. Lost in most national discussions of Latinos, which carries a strong flavor of East Coast provincialism, is the fact that Mexican Americans overwhelmingly shape the overall identity of Latinos in the United States with more than 60 percent of the total. More than 37.2 million Americans, mostly in the West, have family ties to Mexico, compared to 5.8 million from Puerto Rico, 2.5 million from the tiny Central American country of El Salvador, 2.4 million from the Dominican Republic, 2.4 million from Cuba, and 1.8 million from Guatemala. Mexican Americans as a group will continue to grow in size and impact not because of immigration from Mexico—which has been flat for years now—but because of population growth. Unlike other immigrants and even other Latinos, our country of origin, Mexico, isn’t an ocean or even an island away. For many of us it’s a day’s drive. Even without that proximity, the names of our states, cities, and towns reflect the Spanish names of our people who lived here long before the United States was a country.

The growing class divide in this country is increasingly evolving into a racial/ethnic divide and America’s inability to have a nuanced discussion on either topic has added to the alienation of this critical voter group. The failure of both parties to develop an aspirational working-class agenda is manifesting in lower voter turnout. When both parties focus primarily on stereotypical issues of immigration when Latino voters are saying clearly they are interested in economic concerns, it should come as no surprise that there’s no inspiration to show up and vote.

Most Latinos do lean toward Democrats, but as I have argued for decades, there is every reason to believe that as Latinos age, get college degrees, become homeowners, interracially marry, and work increasingly in high-tech, white-collar, college-educated jobs, they will become more Republican. Three of the last four national general elections have demonstrated that. In effect, as Latinos assimilate into all facets of American life and reflect the tapestry of this country, their politics are beginning to reflect that diversity as well.

As fewer and fewer Latino voters are immigrating and naturalizing, we can expect the fastest growth in the Latino electorate to be of second- and third-generation voters. This will have a considerable impact on key issues from immigration to abortion and will also change the research methodologies and manners in which we communicate with Latino voters. It will also present challenges to how both parties have historically approached them. Far less Spanish will be required and a growing emphasis will be on bicultural and bilingual messaging. Bicultural messaging can range from using dark-haired and brown-skinned people in your campaign ads to including regional accents to incorporating cultural imagery that is commonplace in Latino households. Many political campaigns have begun to incorporate these themes to great success; a cultural nod to the Latino voter by showing children playing loteria, a common Mexican game similar to bingo, the use of Spanglish terms in campaign scripts, or a picture of the Virgen de Guadalupe hanging on the wall, for example.

Bicultural messaging requires extreme nuance, and when this is lacking it can easily cross over into what I refer to as “sombrero politics,” which incorporates crass stereotypes like the ubiquitous use of mariachi bands, folklórico dancing, and eating tamales in everyday settings. There is a very fine line between skilled use of cultural messaging and going over the deep end into playing sombrero politics. Quantifying the difference is almost impossible to do, but it’s like former Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart’s statement on pornography—it’s difficult to describe, but you know it when you see it. This delicate balance requires a keen understanding of Latino culture and explains why both parties struggle with messaging to Latino voters. This includes cultural aspects within the Latino community; Cuban and South American cultures are very distinct from Mexican and Central American culture, and vice versa. There are very few Latinos in decision-making capacities on either side of the aisle, even though Latinos are voting in record numbers. Chuck Rocha, a prominent Democratic Latino political consultant, estimates from his own firm’s research that just eight companies controlled the messaging and strategy for over 90 percent of the top fifty congressional races for Democrats heading into the 2022 midterms. All were majority-owned by white women/men. My experience in Republican politics would suggest it’s the same or worse on that side of the aisle.

Because our overall numbers are growing, Latinos will set turnout records in every election for the rest of our lives, even though Latinos have the lowest turnout rates of any of the four major ethnic and racial groups: whites, Blacks, Asian/Pacific Islanders, and Latinos. So Latinos have the least reflection of our population by voter turnout. In fact, most spikes in voter turnout have come because of perceived attacks on our community. The post–Proposition 187 years in California in 1996 and 1998, the racist actions of former Maricopa County sheriff Joe Arpaio in Arizona in 2018, and of course the arrival of Donald Trump as a presidential candidate—all led to significant spikes in Latino voter turnout.

Demographers and political data experts like me focus on numbers and facts that feel important. My mother’s influence trained me to see the same story through a different prism: that of family, and community, and communities that feel like family, and of a broader shift away from American myths of rugged individualism and the white man’s lonely struggle to prevail and dominate. All that Max Weber stuff; you know, the “Protestant work ethic” and making a religion of hard work and self-sacrifice to the point that your value is your work. The Protestant notion of individualism through both salvation and economic success is about to run into a new cultural reality. The Latino work ethic has matched or eclipsed that of white Protestants in today’s economy, but it’s certainly not driven by the same notion of individualism.

Those notions may have served a purpose in helping build a young country in a previous era, and I would suggest a necessary cultural characteristic of creating the great gift of America. This country is in many ways the apex of Western Protestant thought, but to put it bluntly, for many other cultures in the world it is no way to live. We as Americans in the twenty-first century must do better and be better, for ourselves and each other, and my Latino friends and I are here to help. We are here to help America achieve the dream of a society truly committed to making pluralism work, to be inclusive and respectful, and get past the age-old musical chairs game of newer immigrant groups to the United States struggling for the power of established groups and everyone stepping on everyone’s toes.

For me it all goes back to the words of my mother about always showing one another respect, about respecting our various cultural traditions as an important part of life without ever having to get in the way of seeing ourselves as united in being part of the larger fabric of U.S. life. “I would like to see the Latino influence as being accepted for what we are: intelligent people, hardworking people, respectful people, not only respectful of our own families, our own parents, our own culture, but of others, too,” she once said. “I was raised in a very poor neighborhood, but I was raised to respect everybody, every religion, every ethnicity, every handicapped person, every economic aspect of our world.”

Mom’s words remind me of conversations I had as a young man with older people who had grown up during the Great Depression and never saw themselves as poor, or different, because in those years everyone was struggling. Maybe it’s childhood innocence. Or maybe affluence does compound human difference. I don’t know, but I tend to believe that a shared struggle creates a uniting bond that makes us see more of what we have in common than what divides us. Even in today’s polarized political climate. In fact, the blue-collar working-class perspective is one of the strongest unifying characteristics among Latino voters.

When I imagine this country moving forward, I see a world in which the role of Latino women—of Latinas—has been especially important in turning away from tribalism and factionalism with more of a focus on improving lives around us one by one by one by one. America will be a much more female-oriented culture—that is, a worldview shaped through the eyes of much more women in power. If you look at the college-education gap between men and women among Latinos, it’s big and growing bigger. Only 26 percent of Hispanic men have an associate’s degree or higher compared to 33 percent of Hispanic females.

This “diploma divide” is bigger than for any other racial or ethnic group, so over time Latinas are going to be in higher levels of private enterprise and corporate power structures. They’re going to be much more college-educated and much higher income earners. They’re going to be in more positions of political power and authority. We don’t talk about it nearly enough, but the Latinization of America will also lead to truly a feminization of America. Not just politically where we are electing a lot more women, but also the social perspective of women in leadership on the social safety net, economic concerns, and the use of both hard and soft power in foreign affairs.






- 2 - Lessons from My Nana


The modern American story is one of different groups living side by side, each new wave of immigrants starting out humble and poor, packed into loud, crowded, urban neighborhoods. Then, with time, over generations, the children of these families move away to bigger houses with bigger lots in quiet neighborhoods. I learned as a boy from my mother and from her mother, my abuelita—or nana—as we call our grandmothers, the disrupting effects of that progress on families and the essential need to overcome it wherever and however possible.

Betty Smith grew up poor in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, the daughter of German immigrants, and captured the bustling humanity of that tenement neighborhood in her 1943 novel A Tree Grows in Brooklyn. “A person who pulls himself up from a low environment via the bootstrap route has two choices,” she writes in the novel. “Having risen above his environment, he can forget it; or, he can rise above it and never forget it and keep compassion and understanding in his heart for those he has left behind him in the cruel upclimb.”

This American immigrant story is being retold in countless neighborhoods today. It was the challenge that my parents lived with, having moved away from a bustling, active, low-income Los Angeles neighborhood to buy a home in Ventura County. Both my parents were born in Los Angeles during the 1940s, a distant time and place from L.A. in the Vietnam era. My father’s people arrived from the New Mexico Territory, which means that, combined with my mom’s family coming from Sonora and Durango in Mexico, we were desert people on both sides of the family. Both of my grandfathers were mechanics who arrived to work in an industrializing post–World War II Los Angeles. Everyone they knew were hardworking, low-income Catholic families, like so many that came to this country at the turn of the previous century. Our communities in large cities like Los Angeles, where I was born, became enclaves of economically and politically dispossessed people often lacking basic amenities and often beset by violence and crime. The focus was on family and providing for family.

My father, Louis Madrid, was deeply suspicious of the growing “Chicano” movement that defined the 1960s and ’70s in Mexican American Los Angeles. Chicano activists defined themselves as culturally distinct from both the Mexican and European ancestry they descended from. Chicanos were often just friends from Latino neighborhoods, but Chicano activists gained notoriety on college campuses in Los Angeles during the Vietnam era. My dad saw them as agitators and elitists posing as revolutionaries. Chicanos were too defiantly opposed to a world he was working hard to attain for his family. He did not protest the Vietnam War; he joined the military before he could be drafted. No one in my family and no one my family knew had graduated from a university when I was a child, so my dad couldn’t relate to these so-called Chicanos pontificating from college campuses that were not yet accessible to families like mine. They may as well have been from Mars as far as my parents were concerned.

Dad expressly forbade us from identifying as Chicano ourselves because we were American, and an older generation of Mexican Americans resented the word “Chicano,” which served to draw our people as distinct after they had worked so hard to be viewed as the same. “Chicano” loosely refers to Americans of Mexican ancestry, which included me and my dad, but he hated the political overtones associated with the label. He also hated their association with Vietnam-era social excesses such as long hair, drug use, and social unrest. But mostly he resented their defiance of the dominant culture that he was struggling so hard to help his family become a part of. We were American, as American as anybody else, and Chicanos were trying to carve out a separate identity.

As a political professional years later, I would come to understand Mexican Americans who identified as Chicano and those, like my father, that did not. “Chicano” was countercultural and defiant. The negative stereotype my father associated with Chicanos was really a personal—and community—struggle to say, “I’m different.” I’m not fully Mexican and I’m not fully American. I’m neither and both at the same time. In many ways, Chicanos were my first introduction to the realities of pluralism and taught me that Latinos weren’t just diverse as a people living among others in their neighborhood—they were living with that tension among themselves, able to relate to and understand two distinct worlds, while never being fully accepted in either, and also refusing to make the choice at the same time.

My youth in the 1970s and ’80s was a time of few Latino role models, so having your dad frame members of our ethnic group in starkly negative terms completed my picture of alienation. Unlike the white friends of my youth, understanding who we were was always a fraught proposition. This is the way it had always been.

I remember once asking my parents—I might have been in junior high at the time—if they had ever protested the Vietnam War, like so many of their baby boomer generation. My mother rolled her eyes at me.

“Protest?” she asked me with a slight tinge of disgust. “We didn’t have the luxury of protesting. We had bills to pay.”

When Mom was in school, she was warned by her Mexican parents to stay away from “gangs” and “gang members,” or risk being dragged into trouble. Mom tried to keep her parents’ admonition in mind, but once at school, she found it hard to act on. The people she was supposed to fear would ask her if she thought she was better than them. Of course, she didn’t think she was better than anyone. Mom walked a fine line, feeling suspicious and frightened of many Mexican Americans like her, especially when she witnessed a gang fight that she found terrifying, but not wanting to put up walls. Instead, she tried to be friends with everyone.

Mom has light skin, spoke English well, and she loved Dick Tracy, John Wayne, Howdy Doody, and Hopalong Cassidy. She also loved the famous Mexican comedian Cantinflas and the Mexican corridos in Spanish she listened to on the radio. By the age of five, Mom was acting as the English-language translator for her parents. She slipped easily between English and Spanish and loved the Mexican songs her parents would enjoy on Spanish-language radio. She was in both worlds, always, which came with its own set of challenges.

Years later, she would tell me she didn’t want to sell out to the Mexican part of her. And she didn’t want to surrender to the Anglo part of her. Her recollection of the false choices she had to make in her own community made me love and respect her even more. It would have been easy for her to give in to bitterness or to reject her Mexican culture, but she didn’t. She was always optimistic, loving, and strong. She always had hope for herself, her family, and especially her children.

More than anyone in my life, my mom has been my North Star—the bravest and best person I know. She refused to allow us to believe we were victims. She also imbued in me a deep love of country, a patriotism that only Latinos can understand. She reminded us often that we were no less American than anyone else in our hometown—but I always wondered if white moms ever told their kids that. The belief in and love for a country where your experience was never quite having a full seat at the table, but loving your country because of those faults, not despite them. Hope and optimism in America hit differently for non-white Americans. In many ways they are more intense and committed because our country’s faults are so apparent. I’m convinced that’s why social and political criticism from many non-white people is often misconstrued as anti-American or unpatriotic. Because many white people don’t see many of the social challenges obvious to non-whites, legitimate criticism often feels overblown. As the number of whites shrink in the population, they’re beginning to see the world through the eyes of a minority and that’s uncomfortable, to say the least.

My older sister, Juliet, was born while my dad was away during the Vietnam War, serving on the USS Gridley, a guided-missile cruiser. Future presidential candidate John Kerry also served on the Gridley, which was not a big ship, so he and my dad talked often during the time they were both on board. My dad loved to tell us stories from his days on that ship, crossing the equator, visiting Hong Kong, patrolling the South China Sea in support of Seventh Fleet aircraft carriers. My father was proud of his service as we were growing up. It somehow legitimized our Americanness. I remember my abuela proudly framing the photos of her son and nephews who served in the military on the wall in between the only surviving photo of her father and a painting of the Sacred Heart of Jesus that overlooks so many Mexican homes. It was those memories of proving our Americanness that informed so many of my pioneering efforts to target Latino military vets in future campaigns. One of my father’s fondest memories was of going shopping in the Philippines, buying tailored clothes at a great price—and also a tobacco pipe. It’s the last thing I have from my dad, that pipe. On Election Night in 2020, when it was time to celebrate beating Donald Trump, I pulled it out and fired it up, thinking of him smoking that same pipe and fighting for our democracy in his own way.
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