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ABSTRACT 

 

At the national level, Texas is seen as a Republican powerhouse, a “solid red” state. Few 

recall that prior to the 1960s the Lone Star state was home to a Democratic majority. However, 

given changes to the Democrat platform triggered by the introduction of New Deal policies, the 

majority of Texans began to worry about the implications regulatory policies would have on the 

state’s booming post-war economy. With their opposition to government subsidized welfare 

programs and their strong stance against the inclusion of ethnic minorities in political and 

economic matters, the Republican Party was able to win over the majority of Texans. However, 

the establishment of the Republican Party as majority party has also happened alongside 

substantial changes to the ethnic composition of the Texas population. As the Latino community 

now makes up over a third of the state’s population, the political priorities of voters of this 

community are likely to influence the electoral outcomes in Texas. Furthermore, though the 

majority of Texans still identify with the Republican Party, youth voters have shown increasing 

support for Democrats over the last three presidential elections. For observers living outside of 

Texas, it may be difficult to think of the state as one with the potential to become a party 

battleground, where both Republican and Democratic candidates are viable condensers for 

elected offices. However, significant Democrat gains in the important cities of Houston and 

Dallas allow this possibility to persist. The following is a thesis evaluating the potential for 

Democrats to make electoral gains in Texas given that the rise in the Latino population and the 

strong support they enjoy among Latino and youth voters.    
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The Texas political arena is not foreign to changes and adjustments. In the 1960s, the 

state experienced a party realignment as the values held by the majority of the population were 

best represented by the political platform of the Grand Old Party (GOP).
1
 The state’s elected 

offices had been dominated by a Democrat majority. After World War II, however, much of the 

political culture that developed was “often couched in simple terms of being pro- or anti-New 

Deal” (Cunningham 24). The Democrat New Deal platform prioritized social welfare programs 

to benefit the poor and some ethnic minorities and promoted the implementation of regulatory 

policies for investors and businesses. The majority of Texans worried that the “New Deal” 

Democrat platform would hinder the state’s economic progress. Meanwhile, the rising 

Republican Party supported “laissez-faire” free-market economics and personal responsibility 

over welfare programs. 

The contrast between the new found Democratic ideology and the emerging Republican 

base was presented in the midst of post-war industrial growth that would alter the urbanization 

and suburbanization of Texas. For the first time Texas became dominantly urban, “between 1940 

and 1950, the population of Houston grew by 55 percent” (Cunningham 23). This trend was the 

recurring theme for other previously small centers. Irving, a Dallas suburb grew from a 

population of 2,621 to more than 45,000 between 1950 and 1960 (Cunningham 23). This growth 

would, in turn, create a need for a larger work force. Texas would establish a “Bracero” or 

migrant worker program, “a controversial agreement between the United States and Mexico in 

                                                 
1
 GOP is a popular alternative to the official title The Republican Party. However, it is slightly misleading as the 

Democrat Party is the older of the two. 
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which Mexican migrant workers were recruited for agricultural jobs” which would contribute to 

the demographic shift we presently observe (Cunningham 24). 

With the growing presence of migrant workers, Texans worried about racial issues. 

Previously, the resistance to include ethnic minorities and the poor in political and economic 

matters was consistent with the strains of the dominant political culture that opposed “activist” 

governments and publically funded social programs (“Political Parties in Texas” 6). The concern 

for the political and economic inclusion of other groups was a reflection of the southern cultural 

values that persisted in Texas during the 1960s, when only “12.6 percent of the Texas population 

was non-white” (“Census of Population: 1960 Texas”). As a result of an increase in the size of 

minority populations, the majority of Texans shifted their support to the party with the most 

conservative stance on racial issues, the Republican Party (Flanigan and Zingale 76).  

The party shift in Texas allows us to consider the idea that when there is an issue or a 

group of issues that are significant to the electorate, they may lead to party realignment. 

However, once these issues are addressed, party attachment may weaken (Flanigan and Zingale 

69). After the realignment of the 1960s, Texas has continued to develop economically, 

alleviating previous concerns for future progress.  Furthermore, despite the previous racial 

concerns of the 1960s, the state has also become significantly more ethnically diverse. Currently, 

only 45 percent of Texans identify as white-non Hispanic (“Texas QuickFacts from the US 

Census Bureau” 2). Meanwhile, Hispanics account for 38 percent of the population, blacks 

account for 12 percent, and persons of Asian heritage account for approximately 4 percent of the 

Texas population (2).  

Consequently, younger Texans are faced with unique cultural experiences that ultimately 

influence their political priorities and cause them to diverge from those priorities that were 
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significant in the past. According to political theorist Ronald Inglehart, who has conducted 

substantial research on cultural change, “as issues of material well-being decline in importance 

they are supplanted by lifestyle issues” (Mayer, Patterson and Thames 75). Inglehart’s theory 

appears to be true in Texas where, as we will examine in a later section, younger voters are also 

concerned with more than economic matters. Younger generations value issues such as 

education, women’s rights, and immigration.  

As Texans become increasingly more concerned with other issues, we must consider that 

a variation from previous political priorities “is not a change in the [political] orientation of 

individuals over the course of their lifetimes but rather a generational change in which these 

post-materialist values are derived in the absence of scarcity during the new generation’s 

formative years” (Mayer, Patterson and Thames 75-76). Now that the concerns and issues that 

resulted in the decline of the Democratic Party are no longer at the frontline of Texas politics, we 

can raise the question of whether it is possible for the Democratic Party to reemerge.  

As supported by Inglehart’s theory of post materialist orientation younger generations 

will be influenced by issues that did not concern previous generations. If the former concerns are 

resolved young voters can prioritize social issues such as immigration, education and women’s 

reproductive rights. To evaluate the potential for a rise in support for the Democratic Party in 

Texas, I will explore the state’s youth vote, the Latino community, and areas of the state where 

Democratic dominance has already reemerged.  

As a result of greater ethnic diversity in Texas, the rise in the number of eligible youth 

voters of different ethnic backgrounds must also be considered. The Latino vote as a whole also 

has great potential to trigger Democratic gains in Texas. Historically, the majority of the Latino 

electorate has favored the Democrats, and the size of their population now exceeds a third of the 
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total state population. Finally, the cities of Houston and Dallas are not only major centers that 

mirror the overall prosperity and diversity of the state but they also witnessed a new rise for the 

Democratic Party. Both Houston and Dallas, arguably the state’s most important cities, are 

presently led by Democratic mayors. I will observe the current sociopolitical conditions in 

Houston and Dallas to evaluate whether there is potential for Democrats to replicate the gains 

they have had in these cities in the rest of the state. As I will examine in subsequent sections, 

Democrats must overcome the challenges of low turnout by youth and Latino voters and a lack 

of understanding of the true complexity of both of these groups if they wish to reestablish their 

competiveness in Texas politics.  
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CHAPTER 1: TEXAS YOUTH VOTE IN PERSPECTIVE 

 

 

As a result of their more progressive stances on social issues and their increasing support 

of Democrat candidates, youth voters can contribute to the expansion of the Democrat base in 

Texas. The shift from a Democrat dominated political system to one where Republicans hold the 

majority of appointed and elected offices occurred because the Republican Party was best able to 

alleviate the concerns for racial and economic issues in the 1960s. However, in agreement with 

political theorist Ronald Inglehart, once concerns related to changing economics are addressed, 

younger generations can focus on social and cultural issues such as immigration, education, and 

healthcare (Mayer, Patterson and Thames 75). Because these issues are prioritized by the 

Democrat platform, young voters are likely to support candidates of this party.  

The political agenda of younger Texans is different from that of older generations.  

Although issues that relate to the economy are still of great interest to the majority of older 

Texans, younger generations are focusing on other issues such as education and immigration. 

Moreover, younger Texans have taken more moderate stances on social issues such as abortion 

and same-sex marriage, issues on which former generations held more conservative stances. In 

the past, conservative stances on social issues have reinforced Republican dominance in Texas. 

Now, however, changing views on social issues reveal a challenge to the once deeply rooted 

“Grand Old Party.”  As younger Texans begin to distance themselves from the stances and issues 

that in the past have yielded Republican votes, there is potential for Democrat gains among youth 

voters age 18 to 29.
2
 

Among the youth electorate there are voters who belong to minority communities that 

have historically favored Democrats due to the party’s policies promoting the inclusion of these 

                                                 
2
 Unless otherwise specified, assume ages 18 to 29 when this research makes reference to youth voters.  
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groups in economic and political matters. Latinos and African American voters currently 

comprise a much larger segment of the population. The overall youth vote is affected by the 

needs and priorities of young voters in both of these ethnic communities. Because of the past 

support given by African American and Latino voters to Democrats, a larger representation of 

eligible youth voters from these communities can yield electoral gains for Democrats in Texas. 

Changing political priorities and the evolving demography of youth voters can loosen 

Republican control in Texas. Nearly 23 percent of all individuals who reside in Texas are 

between the ages of 15 and 24, according to the U.S. Census (“American Community Survey: 

Texas”). Since 1990, Texas’ youth population has increased by almost a third (Bridges 1). Given 

the size of this segment of the population, it is likely that Texas will experience an increase in the 

number of eligible young voters. Therefore, the voting trends of young Texas voters are likely to 

be influential in determining the electoral outcomes in the state. If Republican identification 

among the younger segment of the electorate declines, Texas youth voters can contribute to 

transforming a presently Republican controlled “red state” to one with a more moderate, 

“swing,” political panorama.  

 

Top Issues for the Younger Generations of Texans 

According to a poll conducted by the Texas Tribune, the issues that most concerned 

young voters in 2012 were immigration and border security.
3
 Initially concern over these two 

issues may seem to reflect a strong support for the party with the toughest anti-illegal 

immigration policy, the Republican Party. However, when asked if they would support or oppose 

the passing of a comprehensive immigration overhaul at the federal level that would provide a 

                                                 
3
 Poll conducted by the University of Texas Texas Tribune. Results released February 2012, based on responses 

from registered voters from across the state. 



7 

 

pathway to citizenship for most illegal immigrants currently living in the United States, Texas 

voters split on this issue, as 46 percent respondents said they would somewhat to strongly 

support the passing of such reform and 45 percent said they would somewhat to strongly oppose 

it (Ramsey 12-13). Respondents showed that on the issue of immigration there is no electoral 

majority that identifies with either the Republican or Democratic Party platform.  Republicans 

traditionally have opposed a comprehensive immigration overhaul, while Democrats have 

traditionally supported its passing. Because the state is divided on such a critical issue, this split 

serves as further evidence that the Texas vote has no clear front-runner on this issue and that 

both Republicans and Democrats will have a fair chance at gaining the support of those who 

prioritize this issue over others. It is important to note, however, that even when Latinos take a 

strong stand on one political issue, that individual issue may not be the deciding factor for which 

party they decide to support in an election. Voters may decide to cast their ballot based on party 

loyalty rather than actual political issues.  A later section will examine the decline in party 

loyalty among youth voters in Texas. 

Outranked only by immigration and border security, Texans identified the economy and 

unemployment as issues of top concern. The concern expressed by Texans for the economy may 

lead us to believe that, similarly to the 1960s, Texans will side with Republicans on economic 

issues. Unlike economic concerns that resulted in Republican gains when Texans feared 

regulations of businesses in the 1960s, currently many Texans face economic challenges that 

indicate that those concerned with the economy and unemployment of the state are most 

concerned with not being able to provide for their families. Presently, almost one-fifth of all 

Texans live below the poverty line. In 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau reported that “18.4 percent 

of Texans were impoverished . . . up from 17.3% a year earlier” (Luhby 1). Though it can be 
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argued that some Texans would prefer less government involvement to allow businesses to grow 

and create jobs for the poor, a great majority of Texans responded that the government should 

have some participation in providing for the poor. When asked if the government has a 

responsibility to provide social services to the poor, 61 percent of respondents said the 

government should provide some to many social services to the poor (Ramsey 13). Only eight 

percent of Texas voters responded that the government should not provide any social services to 

the poor. As we previously discussed, since the introduction of the New Deal, the Democratic 

platform has traditionally favored the implementation of social services to benefit the poor. 

Republicans, on the other hand, have long striven to promote what the office of Republican 

Governor Rick Perry calls "a culture of independence rather than dependence” by focusing less 

on social services and more on individual achievement (Luhby 2). Therefore, the stance the 

majority of Texas voters currently have on government involvement does not support the stance 

of the state’s politically dominant party.  

In addition to supporting federally funded social services for the poor, the majority of 

Texans have also expressed that they do not believe the rich pay their fair amount of taxes. When 

asked, 53 percent of Texas voters said they do not believe the wealthy pay enough taxes 

(Ramsey 16). In an attempt to lessen the current economic crisis and to stay true to their party’s 

belief that the rich should pay more taxes, Democrats proposed imposing a surtax of about six 

percent on those earning more than one million dollars in 2011 (Raju 1). Republicans, on the 

other hand, in agreement with their belief that economic recovery is most effective if we promote 

the creation of new jobs, have reduced taxes for higher income earners. In a study reported by 

the non-partisan Congressional Budget Office, “Families earning more than $1 million a year 

saw their federal tax rates drop more sharply than any group in the country as a result of 
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President Bush’s tax cuts” (Andrews 1). Democrats have traditionally favored taxing the wealthy 

while Republicans have objected to this economic approach.  The belief that the rich should pay 

more taxes does not align with the traditionally conservative economic views held by 

Republicans and the majority of Texans who have supported them.  

 

More Moderate Texans? 

Traditionally a conservative stance on social issues has reassured Republican control of 

Texas politics. The Republican platform on abortion affirms that “the unborn child has a 

fundamental individual right to life which cannot be infringed” (“2008 Republican Platform” 1). 

Now, however, Texans have expressed holding more moderate stances on social issues such as 

abortion and same-sex marriage. When asked about their stance on the availability of abortions, 

all but 15 percent of Texas voters said abortions should be available under specific circumstances 

such as rape, incest, when the life of the mother is at risk, or for other health reasons (Ramsey 

13). Surprisingly, 38 percent of Texas voters said abortions should always be allowed as a matter 

of personal choice, a significant contrast to the 15 percent previously noted, who said abortions 

should never be allowed (13).  

When asked their opinion on same-sex marriage, Texas voters’ responses were also not 

consistent with the traditional conservative dogma. Republicans have previously called for a 

constitutional amendment that “fully protects marriage as a union of a man and a woman, so that 

judges cannot make other arrangements equivalent to it” (“2008 Republican Platform” 1). 

However, when polled, three in five Texas voters said gay and lesbian couples should be allowed 

“some legal form of legal partner status” (Ramsey 2). A total of 31 percent of those polled said 

gay and lesbian couples should be allowed to marry, and 29 percent said they should be allowed 
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to form civil unions (Ramsey 2). As abortion and same-sex marriage are among the most 

politically divisive issues, a more progressive stance on these issues by Texans represents a 

detachment from conservative views on these issues. In turn, it is possible that these more 

progressive voters will consider candidates who hold less conservative views on these issues.  

The responses of Texas voters on their stance on abortion and same-sex marriage clearly 

reflect a separation from the conservative views held by the Republican majority. The stances 

Republicans have upheld on these social issues in the past are very much imbedded in their party 

platform. As the majority of Texans take a more moderate stance on these issues, it is likely 

Democrats have an equal chance of appealing to voters who have now taken a moderate stance 

on the social issues. Voter’s positions on abortion and same sex marriage are likely to resemble 

their conservative or liberal inclinations on other social issues. As previously noted, the 

possibility that Democrats will make gains among these moderate voters will depend on whether 

or not the voters are willing to vote beyond party loyalty. Evaluating past and more recent trends 

in party loyalty can help us predict whether or not Democrats can make gains among moderate 

voters who previously supported Republican candidates.   

 

Changes in Party Loyalty and Identification by Texas Youth  

Though a great number of Texans now hold more moderate stances on the social and 

political issues we have discussed in the previous section, whether or not youth voters support 

the party whose stance on these issues is most like their own depends on whether or not they 

succumb to party loyalty. Evidence suggests that Republican Party identification among Texas 

youth voters has declined over the course of the last three presidential elections. According to 

The Center for Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement ("State Detail: 
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Texas”), in the year 2000, 45 percent of Texas youth identified with the Republican Party. This 

percentage of Republican identifiers would decrease to 41 percent in 2004 and to 32 percent in 

2008 ("State Detail: Texas”).         

 Further, as seen in Figure 1, a decrease in voters who identify with the Republican Party 

would result in an increase in voters who identify with the Democratic Party. In 2000, only 28 

percent of youth voters identified with the Democratic Party ("State Detail: Texas”). This 

percentage would surge in 2004 and in 2008 as 33 and 41 percent respectively of Texas youth 

voters reported to identify with Democrats ("State Detail: Texas”). This evidence suggests that 

younger Texans are leaving behind the party affiliation of their former generations — and 

adopting a new world vision that excludes or modifies some of the practices their parents held 

dear, this includes a shift in religious identity. In a state where 34 percent of the population 

identifies as Evangelical Christian, 8 percent above the national average, this shift in party 

identification serves as evidence that younger Texans have different priorities than older 

generations ("Portrait of Evangelical Churches” 1).  

Contrary to the moderate stances recorded by Texas voters in the Texas Tribune Poll, 48 

percent of Evangelical Christians support smaller government and fewer services, 61 percent 

believe abortion should be illegal in most to all cases, and 64 percent believe homosexuality 

should be discouraged (Ramsey 2). The more moderate responses of younger Texans on these 

issues reflect a detachment from the strict views of conservatives on social issues. Progressive 

stances on social issues and ongoing decline in Republican identification among Texas youth 

voters presents an optimistic panorama for Democrats who have traditionally struggled to secure 

the vote of young conservatives. 
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Figure 1: Changing Identities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From 2000 to 2008 there was a decline in Republican identifiers and an increase in 

 Democrat identifiers among Texas youth voters. 

 

A decline in Republican Party identification is not the only evidence that suggest youth 

voters and their changing priorities can result in loss of support for the Republican base. Over the 

course of the last three elections, the number of actual youth voters for the Democratic 

presidential nominee in Texas has been larger than the percentage of party identifiers (see Figure 

2). Though there were only 28 percent of Democratic Party youth identifiers in 2000, this party 

received 37 percent of the vote for this age group (“State Detail: Texas”). This trend would 

continue in 2004, when 33 percent of Texas youth identified with the Democrats, yet this party 

received 41 percent of their vote (“State Detail: Texas”).  In 2008, Democrats won a clear 
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majority of the youth vote as 52 percent of voters in this age group voted for the Democratic 

candidate despite a party identification of 41 percent. Similarly the CNN exit poll showed that 44 

percent of Texas youth voters voted for the Democratic candidate versus 45 percent who 

supported his Republican opponent (“Exit Polls: Texas"). The shift in party identification by 

youth voters in Texas proved that young Texans increasingly identify with Democrats. However, 

the evidence that shows that there are more youth casting a vote for Democrats than there are 

Democratic identifiers suggest that there are issues that take priority over party loyalty for 

younger Texans. Voting for the party whose stance on certain issues best resembles their own is 

more important than party loyalty for a number of Texas youth. A detachment from party loyalty 

and religious ideology by Texas youth voters echoes Inglehart’s theory that the issues that matter 

most will vary from one generation to the next. Democrats can continue to benefit from youth 

prioritizing issues on which they prefer the Democrat platform, if they too can prioritize the 

salience of these issues in their political agenda. 
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Figure 2: Misrepresented Democracy 

 
From 2000 to 2008 the percentage of youth voters who cast a vote for the Democrat presidential candidate 

has been greater than the percentage of Democrat identifiers 

 

Diversity Among Texas Youth Voters 

Nationwide, youth voters are more ethnically diverse than older voters. In 2008, 11 

percent of voters in this age group identified as Hispanic or Latino. Diversity among youth voters 

is even more prevalent in the state of Texas where over half of Texas’ youth — 1.86 million are 

African American or Latino (Bridges).
4
 As we will examine in this section, the percent of 

Hispanic and African American youth in Texas is on the rise. As a great majority of these young 

                                                 
4
 Calculations based on Advocate For Youth study of Census American Community Survey (ACS) for 2006. 
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people are future eligible voters, we can consider the potential of the Hispanic and African 

American youth vote to also influence the electoral outcomes in Texas.  

African-American Youth Vote in Texas 

Historically, the African American voter turnout has lagged behind white voter turnout. 

In more recent elections, however, African Americans have turned out in higher numbers.  A 

study conducted by Mark Hugo Lopez and Emily Kirby for CIRCLE reported that in 2004 

increases in youth turnout had been driven by an increase in African American turnout (2). 

Forty-seven percent of African Americans in the U.S. cast a ballot in the 2004 presidential 

election. This turnout rate totaled only 2.5 percent less than that of white voters and showed an 

increase of 11 percent from the previous election (Lopez and Kirby 2). African American turnout 

continued to rise in 2008 when this community’s turnout percentage reached 65.2 percent, just a 

few tenths of a percentage point less than non-Hispanic whites whom turned out at 66.1 percent 

(McDonald).  The increase in African American turnout seen in the last two presidential 

elections implies that there is potential for continued electoral participation by this community 

since members of the electorate casting a vote are more likely to continue to participate in the 

electoral process.  

Though the second half of the twentieth century would see an increase in the electoral 

opportunities of African Americans, the effects of suffrage regulating measures such as poll 

taxes and literacy tests would be seen for decades to come. These regulatory measures would 

create a sense of detachment from the electoral process by African American voters and low 

turnout would persist in this community. After decades of apathy towards a formerly 

discriminatory electoral process, the increase in African American turnout implies that this 

community is willing to affirm its presence as a significant segment of the American electorate.  
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If African Americans do continue to participate in the electoral process in increasing numbers, it 

will be necessary for candidates who wish to earn their vote to examine the voting trends of this 

community. Currently, it appears that Texas African American voters have established a trend 

for voting in presidential elections. In 2004, African American voters supported the Democratic 

presidential nominee by a margin of 88 percent to 11 percent (Lopez and Kirby 4). The trend in 

support of Democratic presidential candidates would continue in 2008 when, according to exit 

polls, 98 percent of all Texas African-Americans voted for the Democratic nominee.
5
 

Despite the fact that African Americans constitute a significantly lower percentage of 

Texas voters than do Hispanics, the increasing participation of this community makes their vote 

significant. This increase in electoral participation, along with continued support of Democratic 

presidential candidates by African Americans, strengthens the potential of Texas transitioning 

from a solid Republican state to one with a more moderate political agenda. 

 

Hispanic Youth Vote in Brief  

Hispanic youth are another group with potential to influence electoral outcomes in Texas. 

Almost twenty-five percent of eligible voters in Texas during the 2008 presidential election were 

Hispanic (“Latinos in the 2010 Elections: Texas” 1). Hispanic voters are younger than the rest of 

the Texas electorate as 31 percent of eligible Hispanic voters in Texas are age 18 to 29 versus 

only 24 percent of all Texas voters (“Latinos in the 2010 Elections: Texas” 3).  

The voting patterns among Latino youth suggest that an increase in their vote would yield 

gains for Democrats. In 2004, 58 percent of Latino youth nationwide supported the Democratic 

                                                 
5
 Based on a sample of 2,101 respondents; poll was conducted by the CNN Network. 
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nominee, John Kerry (Lopez and Kirby 4). Likewise, 2008 Election Day exit polls showed that 

67 percent of Texas Latino voters voted for the Democratic presidential nominee.
6
  

Given their large representation, Latino youth voters have the potential to become an 

even more influential segment of the Texas electorate. However, this potential continues to be 

challenged by low turnout.  During the 2000 presidential election, only 30 percent of eligible 

Latino youth turned out to vote in Texas (Michelson 1188). We will discuss the Texas Latino 

vote further in the “Latino X Factor” section. 

 

Limitations and Challenges for Youth Voters 

The Lone Star State lags behind the national average in youth turnout for presidential 

elections. In 2004, Texas ranked 46 out of all 50 states in youth voter turnout with only a 42 

percent showing (“2004 Youth Voter Turnout Rates Among Citizens” 1). Additionally, 

according to the Center for Civic Learning and Engagement, only 38.6 percent of eligible Texas 

youth voters turned out to vote during the 2008 presidential election ("State Detail: Texas"). This 

evidence should be of great concern in a state with 38
 
electoral votes and an estimated 3,716,000 

eligible young voters for the 2012 election. However, as voting trends show an increase in 

support for Democrats among Texas youth, the current Republican majority is unlikely to invest 

extensively in mobilizing youth voters. Limited mobilization is only one challenge facing youth 

voters. 

According to researcher Karlo B. Marcelo, “young people face unique barriers to voter 

registration” (2). Marcelo’s study showed that young voters were more likely than older voters to 

fail to meet registration deadlines and to be unsure of where or how to register. Therefore, the 

national youth vote and the Texas youth vote in presidential elections could benefit from further 

                                                 
6
 Based on a sample of 2,101 respondents; poll was conducted by the CNN Network. 
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voter registration awareness initiatives. However, as youth voting trends continue to favor 

Democrats, it will be up to this party to mobilize youth voters. Ultimately effective mobilization 

of this age group is likely to increase Democratic support in Texas. 

 

Not All Is Lost 

Texas young voters are turning out at numbers below the national average. Yet, despite a 

low showing of only 38.6 percent of youth voters in the state, a study conducted by Amanda 

Nover, a researcher for CIRCLE, shows that once youth voters in Texas register to vote, turnout 

percentage, seems, more favorable. For example in 2008, 70.5 percent of youth registered to vote 

actually cast a ballot on election day (10). Additionally, contrary to conventional wisdom, when 

polled, “young people were no more likely than adults to cite a lack of interest in the election as 

the main reason they did not register to vote in 2004” (Marcelo 2). Therefore, if Texas young 

voters are encouraged to register, the number of voters cast by this age group can increase.  

There is an assumption that an increase in voter eligibility among African American and 

Hispanic youth will not help increase overall youth turnout because of past poor showings by 

these groups on Election Day. However, both of these groups have seen significant gains in their 

levels of education attainment. As reported by the U.S. Census, “from 2001 to 2011, the number 

of Hispanics age 25 and over who hold at least a bachelor's degree rose by 80 percent” and 

“among blacks, the increase was [of] 47 percent.” (Roller). Because higher educational 

attainment has in the past yielded positive results for electoral turnout, African American and 

Hispanics voters are likely to turn out at higher percentages. Previously, the census reported “the 

voting rate of citizens who had a bachelor’s degree (78 percent) was about twice as high as that 

of citizens who had not completed high school (40 percent)” (Roller). Furthermore, if the voting 
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trends seen in past elections continue, where the majority of African American and Hispanic 

voters support Democrats, increases to the education levels of these communities will increase 

the electoral participation.  Consequently, greater turnout by members of these communities will 

also help increase the Democratic base in Texas. 

 

Educating Future Youth Voters 

As we have seen, voters who register are likely to turn out. Electoral awareness and 

participation increases the likelihood that voters will exercise their right to vote. Therefore, it is 

important to instill the importance of civic engagement in future voters. According to a study 

published by Rebecca Callahan, professor of education at the University of Texas at Austin, 

“social studies engagement appears to contribute to future electoral engagement not only through 

course taking but also through performance in these courses” (Callahan 522). As the youth vote 

continues to fall behind the rest of the voting population, it is significant for educators to realize 

that they can encourage future participation by promoting a positive social climate and good 

performance in social studies (Callahan 522). As a state and as a nation, we must foment a better 

understanding of the significance of civic engagement in a participatory environment at an early 

age. Long term, the inclusion of activities that raise awareness about the electoral process in the 

academic curriculum is likely to yield positive results for the youth vote.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE LATINO “X FACTOR” 

 

 

With the election of George W. Bush in 2004, Texas solidified its support for the modern 

Republican Party. As the majority of Texans favored Bush in 2004, it was difficult to think about 

Texas as a state with significant potential for Democratic Party gains. Less than a decade later, 

however, due to the changing demographics and political priorities of Texas voters, such gains 

are more probable. To evaluate the potential for Democrats to make significant gains in Texas, 

we must look to the community with the greatest potential to prompt such gains – the Latino 

community.
7
  

 The Latino community represents 16 percent of the United States’ population, according 

to the 2010 United States Census.
 8

 Currently, there are approximately 50 million Hispanics in 

the U.S., and this community continues to grow exponentially.
 
From 2000 to 2010, the Latino 

community increased by 43 percent, accounting for more than half of the 27.3 million person 

increase in the U.S. population during this period (Fry). In Texas, the impact of the Latino 

population’s growth is of particular importance because Latinos make up 37.6 percent of the 

state’s total population (“Texas QuickFacts”). As the Latino community continues to grow, it 

also contributes to the size of the Texas electorate.  

The potential of the Latino community to influence electoral decisions is often 

undermined by a history of low voter turnout. However, substantial increases in the size and 

level of educational attainment by this community reveals the potential for an increase in Latino  

                                                 
7
 Note that the terms “Latino” and “Hispanic” are used interchangeably in this research. 

 
8
 For the purpose of this research we will follow the U.S. Census Bureau’s definition of “Hispanic or Latino.” A 

Hispanic or Latino person is one of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish 

culture or origin regardless of race.  
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electoral participation in the future. As discussed in the previous chapter, the number of Latinos 

who have earned a bachelor’s degree increased by 80 percent in the last decade. With the 

increase in population and educational attainment, the Latino community is likely to produce 

more voters in the future elections. Further, the Latino voting record implies that Democratic 

candidates will expand their support base. During the 2000, 2004, and 2008 presidential 

elections, Latino voters favored Democrats as 62 percent, 53 percent, and 67 percent of Latinos 

voted for the Democratic candidate respectively.
9
 Because the Latino population is growing as an 

electorate body and tends to favor Democratic candidates, Latinos are the “X Factor” in 

determining whether the Republican stronghold in Texas will be weakened in future presidential 

elections. If Democrats are able to overcome past challenges and mobilize Latinos, the X Factor 

is likely to yield positive gains for their party. 

 

The U.S Latino Community: A “Swing” Constituency  

Though the majority of Hispanics have historically voted Democrat, some political and 

social issues have caused this community to split their support between Democrat and 

Republican candidates (Schwab). During the 2004 U.S. presidential election, U.S. News & World 

Report described Latinos as a “pivotal swing constituency,” as George W. Bush secured nearly 

40 percent of the Latino vote (Schwab). Bush’s Latino supporters proved instrumental to his 

wins in swing states such as New Mexico, where 46.3 percent of the population is of Latino 

origin (“New Mexico QuickFacts”).  

Despite past voting trends, the Latino vote will be influenced by the policy decisions 

candidates make on the issues Latinos believe matter most to their community. Though issues 

                                                 
9
 Percentages based on CNN Network’s exit polls. To reference each election’s results individually see Roper, 

“America Votes 2004,” and “ElectionCenter 2008” in Works Cited.   
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such as immigration and the economy appeal to the majority of Latinos, segments of this 

community also prioritize issues such as education, health care, and relations with Latin America 

when making electoral decisions.  Examined in the next section, candidates who wish to secure 

the Latino vote have to understand that Latinos are a diverse segment of the electorate and no 

one factor will determine their electoral decisions.  

 

The Latino Make-Up: A Diverse Community 

Latinos of different origins embody a set of varying beliefs and traditions that ultimately 

affect their electoral decisions. Hispanics of Mexican origin make up 65.5 percent of the 

Hispanic population in the U.S., nine percent are Puerto Rican, eight percent are Central 

American, six percent are South American and four percent are of Cuban decent (Ennis, Vargas 

and Albert). Though other Latino groups have a significantly smaller presence than Latinos of 

Mexican heritage, often their concentration in important regions of the U.S., or their status as 

issue voters, makes these smaller communities worthy of political consideration.  

Latinos of Puerto Rican origin make up only nine percent of the Latino population in the 

U.S. However, there is a greater concentration of eligible voters of Puerto Rican origin in large 

cities such as New York City and Orlando. Regardless of their location, the majority of Puerto 

Ricans seem to share a common political priority — a concern for the future of the island. This 

interest causes voters of Puerto Rican origin to participate in the American political system to be 

included in public and academic discourse regarding the future of Puerto Rico (Duany 430). The 

level of priority candidates give to issues involving the island is crucial to determining how 

voters of Puerto Rican origin vote. The majority of voters of Puerto Rican heritage identify with 
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Democrats. Two-thirds of Puerto Rican voters would vote to re-elect President Obama in 2012, 

according to a survey published by the Univision Network (“Univision News”).   

Like Puerto Ricans, the Cuban American community is of particular importance in states 

such as Florida, New York, and New Jersey. The Cuban American community is not only 

significant because it resides in important states; it is also one of the most politically active 

groups in the Latino community. In the important swing state of Florida, Cuban Americans are 

often elected to public service positions, such as the office of the mayor and positions in the state 

and national legislature. In 2000, Cuban Americans held one-third of the top elected posts in 

Miami-Dade County (Eckstein and Barberia 809). The success of this community in attaining 

elected and appointed posts is a testament to Cuban American participation in American politics. 

The Cuban American electoral participation is driven by a distinct motive, the desire to 

influence U.S. policy on Cuba. Because of their more aggressive policies regarding the Cuban 

government, Cuban Americans have long favored Republican candidates. In the survey 

conducted by the Univision Network, only one-third of Cubans said they would support 

President Obama in 2012 (“Univision News”). That the majority of Cubans align with 

Republicans demonstrates that Latinos are not a homogeneous community — though overall 

Latino voters favor Democrats. Successful presidential candidates must be mindful of how 

different issues influence the electoral decisions of individual Latino groups. Further, though 

Cuban Americans are only a small segment of the Latino electorate, their strong levels of 

participation make their vote crucial to electoral success in decisive states such as Florida. The 

Cuban American turnout has historically surpassed the rest of the Latino electorate. Recent 

estimates show Cuban American turnout averages 63 percent, just two percent below turnout 
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among non-Hispanic whites; while the rest of Latino groups still fall below 50 percent (Hightin 

and Burris 10). 

Central American immigrants are heavily concentrated in California, Texas and Florida, 

and account for a large share of the foreign-born population in regions such as New Orleans, the 

Washington, DC metropolitan area, Maryland, and Rhode Island (Terrazas). The Central 

American vote is particularly influenced by policy decisions candidates make on immigration. 

One in ten Central Americans resides in the U.S. for temporary humanitarian protection 

(Terrazas). Though Central Americans living in the U.S. under a temporary protection 

immigration status are not eligible to vote, they are often grouped in the same ethnic community 

with Americans of Central American descent. These Americans, who are able to vote, are 

influenced by the community's ideologies and vote according to the needs of the Central 

American community as a whole.  

Thus, eligible voters of Central American descent are most likely to favor candidates who 

support immigrant rights and an immigration reform that will benefit members of their 

community. The Democratic platform on immigration supports the need to “bring the 11 million 

undocumented immigrants out of the shadows and create a legal, fair, and economically viable 

system … [allowing] undocumented workers who are in good standing … to earn their 

citizenship” ("What We Stand For: Immigration Reform").  On the other hand, the Republican 

platform on immigration states “We oppose amnesty. The rule of law suffers if government 

policies encourage or reward illegal activity” (“2008 Republican Platform: National Security”). 

Based on current political platforms major parties maintain on this issue, eligible voters of 

Central American descent are very likely to favor Democratic presidential candidates.  
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Though in recent years the political issues affecting the Latino community have been 

frontlined by the issue of immigration, immigrants and Americans of Mexican heritage have 

fought for economic and educational equality for decades. Since the 1960s, “Mexican Americans 

faced widespread economic discrimination” (Bouie). Presently, 24 percent of Americans of 

Mexican heritage and 26 percent of foreign born Mexicans live in poverty in the United States 

(Saenz). Economic challenges continue to affect those of Mexican heritage. Consequently, voters 

in this community are likely to be influenced by economic policies when making electoral 

decisions.  

Education is a crucial issue for voters of Mexican heritage. The Mexican American 

struggle for access to equal education dates back to 1946, when Mexican Americans in Orange 

County, California, won a class action lawsuit to dismantle the segregated school system that 

existed there in Mendez v. Westminster (“Mendez v. Westminster: Desegregating California's 

Schools.”). Though the intentional segregation of Mexican Americans in public schools has been 

ruled unconstitutional, this community continues to face challenges such as deficient schools and 

the exclusion of Mexican American history and culture from the academic curriculum 

throughout the country. For example, in the state of Arizona, the Tucson Unified School District 

Governing Board voted to dismantle its district’s Mexican American Studies program this past 

January (Huicochea). The Tucson school district took this discriminatory measure a step further 

by instituting a ban on Mexican America history books such as Chicano! The History of the 

Mexican Civil Rights Movement. Individuals of Mexican heritage must also often defend the 

option of bilingual education programs for their children. Critics oppose the preservation of 

bilingual programs because, as they argue, the programs prevent Hispanic children from 

promptly integrating into American society. Proponents see this idea as an attack on the 
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preservation of Hispanic culture and the Spanish language. The exclusion of Mexican American 

history and culture from public education heightens the importance of education issues for 

Mexican American voters. Today, Latinos of Mexican heritage make up nearly two-thirds of the 

Latino population in the United States. Therefore, the issues that face this community such as 

education and economic inequality are crucial to securing the Latino vote. 

All groups within the Latino community do not always lean in the same political 

direction. There are issues that concern segments of Latinos that affect the electoral decisions 

made by eligible voters of these communities. As the U.S. Latino population continues to grow, 

the presence of all Latino groups is also bound to increase. Candidates must understand the 

diversity of the Latino population and the issues that face smaller segments of this community.  

 

Catholicism and the Latino Vote 

A generalization that is often made about the Latino community is that this group’s 

strong identification with the Catholic Church has remained stagnant, therefore dictating its 

stance on social issues. A study conducted by Nathan Kelly and Jana Morgan, associate 

professors at the University of Tennessee, affirmed that while in earlier decades more that 80 

percent of the Hispanic population identified as Catholic, in the 1990s, 44 percent of Latinos 

identified as non-Catholic. As the number of Latino voters who identify with the Catholic faith 

declines, so does the likelihood that Latinos will be most concerned with issues on which the 

church has traditionally taken a conservative stance, such as abortion, contraception and same-

sex marriage. The effects of the Latino community’s separation from the church on these issues 

were seen during the 2008 presidential election, when Barack Obama won the majority of the 

Latino vote by “appealing to issues such as immigrant rights and economic security” (Jackson 
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691). Republicans, on the other hand, “emphasized social issues such as abortion and same-sex 

marriage,” suggesting that they were out of touch with a community that is now less likely to let 

religion be the only factor influencing their electoral decisions (691).     

The political priorities of the Latino community will ultimately help determine whether 

they support Democrats or Republicans. Results found in the Kelly and Morgan study revealed 

that 65 percent of Latino Catholic voters support the Democratic Party. These results contradict 

the pro-life stance of the Church, which favors the Republican stance on this issue.  

Additionally, even when a more progressive stance on social issues may indicate a 

detachment from Catholic teachings by Latino Democrats, there are also important Latino issues 

on which Democrats and Catholics share a similar stance. These issues include poverty, social 

justice and civil rights issues. As of 2011, six million Hispanic children live in poverty, setting a 

new record as the single largest group of poor children in America (Cox). Leaders of the 

Catholic Church established the importance of compassion for the poor among its followers. 

Presently, the Catholic Campaign for Human Development (CCHD), made possible by an annual 

parish collection, “works to break the cycle of poverty by helping low-income people participate 

in decisions that affect their lives, families and communities” (Cox).  As we will discuss in a 

later section, Democrats have a record of promoting welfare programs benefiting the poor. As 

the issue of poverty continues to affect Latinos in the U.S., Democrats are likely to continue 

receiving the support of the majority of Catholic Latinos. 

The Catholic Church’s stance on immigration also resembles that of the majority of 

Latinos and Democrats. In 2006, the church actively voiced its opposition to H.R. 4437, which 

would have made it a crime to assist unauthorized immigrants (Kerwin). In doing so, the 

Catholic Church established that the status of the “brothers and sisters” they seek to promote 
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should not depend on a person’s immigration status. The majority of Democrats have also 

opposed anti-immigrant laws. Therefore, Catholic Latino voters have reasons to support 

Democrats beyond their more progressive stance on the social issues in which the church still 

holds a conservative stance. 

 

Issues Facing the Texas Latino Community and their Electoral Impact 

Latinos identified education, the cost of living, jobs and healthcare as the most important 

issues to their community, according to a study conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2008 

(Lopez and Minushkin 3). In Texas, concerns about issues related to the cost of living and 

employment are a reflection of disparity between the median annual personal earnings by 

Latinos and persons of other racial groups. The median salary for Latinos in Texas is $20,000 

compared to $25,000 by non-Hispanic blacks and $35,000 by non-Hispanic whites 

(“Demographic Profile of Hispanics in Texas, 2010”).  

Lower income levels among Latinos presents the challenge of lower availability of access 

to health services. The Latino community’s concern for healthcare issues can be observed by 

examining the percentage of Hispanics without healthcare coverage. In Texas, 37 percent of 

Latinos lack healthcare coverage compared to 23 percent of non-Hispanic blacks and 14 percent 

of non-Hispanic whites. Lower levels of insurance coverage are of particular concern as the 

Latino community has been identified as more prone to suffer from chronic illnesses than the rest 

of the population. In a study by the U.S Department of Health and Human Services, Hispanic 

adults were 1.9 times more likely than non-Hispanic white adults to be diagnosed with diabetes 

by a physician. Further, Mexican American children were 1.4 times more likely to be overweight 

than non-Hispanic white children ("Obesity and Hispanic Americans"). Given the burdensome 
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health statistics associated with the Latino community, the concern for healthcare issue is well 

justified. In the past, Republicans have favored private healthcare while Democrats have pushed 

forth public initiatives. For example in 1997, President Bill Clinton passed the State Children’s 

Health Insurance Program (SCHIP) to help provide coverage for children of low-income 

families. Considering the economic and health challenges faced by Latinos, voters of this 

community are likely to favor Democratic policies on this issue.  

In Texas, education is an important issue for Hispanic voters. This concern resonates with 

the strong presence of Hispanic children in Texas schools, where there are “2,480,000 Hispanic 

[students] . . . representing 50.2 percent of the total enrollment” (“Hispanics Are Majority in 

Public Schools”). However, the new ethnic majority in Texas schools is receiving the worst 

education as it also accounts for the majority of children attending underserved schools. Nearly 

37 percent of Hispanics are educated at public high schools with a student/teacher ratio greater 

than 22 to one, in comparison with 14 percent of blacks and 13 percent of whites. Therefore, 

resulting in less educational support and resources available to Hispanics (Fry). Hispanic 

children are not receiving an equal opportunity to excel academically. 

The positive correlation between levels of educational attainment and political 

participation heighten the importance that Latino children receive opportunities that will 

encourage them to pursue a post-secondary education. In a study conducted by the Pew Research 

Center, nearly nine-in-ten Hispanics agree that a college degree is important for getting ahead in 

life. However, when asked, just under half of all Latinos ages 18 to 25 say they plan to obtain a 

bachelor's degree or more (Lopez). Latinos recognize the importance of higher education. 

However, there is a dire need to provide children in this community with the support and 

resources that allow them to see a college education as an attainable goal for themselves. Higher 
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levels of educational attainment will encourage Latinos to become a more politically involved 

citizenry capable of influencing the governmental decisions that affect their community. Political 

candidates who wish to secure Latino support on the issue of education should promote 

educational opportunities that encourage this community’s advancement. 

 The Latino electorate in Texas has significant reasons for prioritizing the economy, 

healthcare, and education as these issues are most relevant to the challenges faced by their 

community. As these issues continue to affect their community, the majority of Latinos will be 

most inclined to support candidates who favor economic stability, availability of employment, 

affordable health coverage, and advancement in education. 

 

Latinos and Democrats 

The study that identified the economy, healthcare, and education as the issues of most 

importance to Latinos also noted that this community strongly favored the Democratic candidate 

over the Republican candidate on these issues. The significance of these issues to Latinos was 

seen during the 2008 presidential election when 67 percent of Latinos voted for the Democratic 

nominee, Barack Obama (“ElectionCenter 2008”).        

 The support of the majority of Latinos for Democrats is consistent with a party platform 

that dates back to the 1930s, when Democrats introduced the New Deal, a series of economic 

programs that aided communities of lower socioeconomic status and some ethnic minorities. The 

measures taken by President Franklin D. Roosevelt under the New Deal to benefit underserved 

commuFnities helped establish the Democratic Party as the civil rights party. In turn, Latino 

support for Democratic candidates is not only the result of this party’s tendency to value the 

needs of their community, but their identification of this party as a pro-civil rights party. In a 
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time when the Latino population must face the hardships of illegal immigration, “one of our 

generation’s greatest civil rights struggles,”
 
Latino identification with this party speaks to their 

desires to promote the Latino community’s advancement (Sharry). 

 

Immigration and the U.S. Latino Vote 

As previously observed with Latinos of Central American origin, immigration is an issue 

that resonates with Latino voters because it affects members of their extended community both at 

home and abroad. In 2008, 75 percent of registered Hispanic voters said immigration is an 

“extremely” or “very” important issue to them personally (Lopez and Minushkin 5). Presently, 

Latinos see the Democratic platform on immigration more favorably than that of their 

Republican counterparts. When asked whether Democrats or Republicans are doing a better job 

at dealing with illegal immigration, 41 percent of registered Latino voters responded that 

Democrats were doing a better job to only 14 percent who said Republicans were doing better 

(Taylor and Fry 5). Immigration is a salient issue for Latinos; therefore, their more favorable 

view of Democrats on this issue can result in significant gains for this party. To maximize these 

gains, Democrats must overcome a test that challenges the tremendous potential of the Latino 

voters in influencing electoral outcomes — poor turnout. 

 

The X Factor’s Handicap         

 During the 2000 presidential race, only 45 percent of Latinos cast a vote compared to 62 

percent of non-Latino whites and 57 percent of non-Latino blacks (DeFrancesco, Soto and 

Merolla). The inability to mobilize these voters has continuously challenged the electoral 
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potential of the Latino community. Low turnout represents an even greater challenge in states 

where, contrary to popular belief, Latinos make up a larger segment of the electorate. 

Though other voters often incorrectly assume that low turnout among Latinos is directly 

correlated to voter ineligibility, Figure 3 shows that in 2008 almost 25 percent of all eligible 

voters in Texas were Latinos (“Hispanics in the 2008 Election: Texas”).  The reality about the 

number of Texas eligible Latino voters exposes the need to mobilize this community if 

presidential candidates wish to benefit from their support.   

 

Figure 3: The X Factor 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Latino voters in Texas make up a quarter of the electorate and a fifth of the U.S. Latino electorate. 
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Mobilization 

Modern communication technology has made it easier for candidates to assume that 

voters are able to access the information needed to cast an informed vote. Mobilization efforts 

that target individuals — such as canvassing efforts and media outreach — counteract existing 

inequalities surrounding access to information. Because Latinos have comparably lower resource 

levels than Anglos, mobilization has a positive effect on the likelihood of turnout for Latino 

voters (Soto and Merolla 2). Unless candidates adopt campaign policies that appeal to this 

community, Latino voter turnout is likely to remain low, and this community will miss out on 

having the full electoral impact it has the potential to achieve.  

According to a research published by the American Academy of Political Science, in 

order to successfully reach out to Latino voters, more canvassers should be Latino (Michelson 

99). This research concluded that because camaraderie is an important aspect of Latino culture, 

potential Latino voters would benefit from face-to-face contact with canvassers of their own 

ethnicity. Consequently, a greater number of Latino canvassers are needed to prompt an increase 

in Latino voter turnout. 

When mobilizing Latino voters, candidates should be mindful that the dominant language 

of members of the Latino community plays a role in how they respond to campaign ads. During 

the 2000 presidential election, as candidates attempted to “court” the Latino vote, the 

effectiveness of campaign ads in influencing the likelihood of turnout was determined by 

whether the ads were in the voter’s native language (Soto and Merolla 285). Latinos whose 

dominant language was Spanish were more likely to turn out if they had seen Spanish ads, 

whereas Latinos whose dominant language was English responded best to English ads. The more 

favorable response to Spanish campaign ads demonstrates the importance of the Spanish 
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language to Latino voters whose dominant language is Spanish.  In Texas, where “29 percent of 

the population speaks Spanish,” campaign ads in a voter’s primary language can help rally 

Latino support for presidential candidates (“Selected Social Characteristics in the United 

States”). 

Latino turnout lags behind that of other groups. Yet to assume that this community is 

completely apathetic to what is occurring on the national stage would be misleading. If Latinos 

recognize that their vote can influence the American political panorama, they can be mobilized. 

Recently, Hispanic and Latino activist organizations were able to convince Latino voters to voice 

their opposition for Arizona’s SB 1070. Researcher Kristina M. Campbell of the Harvard Latino 

Law Review called this bill “an attempt to regulate persons based on alienage using skin color, 

accent and other supposed indicators of ‘foreignness’ as barometers” (Campbell). As a result of 

the mobilization efforts of pro-immigrant rights organizations such as Promise Arizona, the 

Latino vote proved influential in a recall election against the author of SB 1070, State Senator 

Russell Pearce. Latino voters were influential in ousting Pearce as they supported his opponent, 

Jerry Lewis, by a three-to-one margin (Llorente). This favorable outcome for the Hispanic 

community serves as evidence that Hispanic voters can be mobilized. To encourage Hispanics to 

vote, this community should be reminded how truly significant their vote can be if they turn out. 

Candidates and activist groups should also evaluate the strategies that are most efficient when 

attempting to mobilize Hispanics. 

 

 

Latinos and the 2012 Presidential Election  

Looking to the 2012 presidential election and given the increase in Latino voters, the 

Latino community will play a significant role in the election’s outcome. Latinos will turn out in 
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record numbers in the next presidential election, according to predictions by the National 

Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials (NALEO).  NALEO predicts that, in 

2012, at least 12.2 million Latinos will cast ballots (“NALEO Educational Fund – The Latino 

Vote”). Arturo Vargas, NALEO’s executive director, stated that the NALEO Educational Fund 

projects that the Latino vote will increase 25 percent from 2008 and that Latinos will account for 

at least 8.7 percent of the country’s voters (See Figure 4). If this prediction stands and Democrats 

build on their 2008 Latino gains, there is strong potential for states like Texas, where Latinos 

make up a significant segment of the electorate, to have more competitive elections.  

Democrats and Republicans alike recognize the importance of the Latino community and 

have already began to appeal to Latino voters for this election. The Democratic Party has named 

Latino Los Angeles mayor, Antonio Villaraigosa, to serve as Chairman of the Democratic 

National Convention. Democrats have selected Villaraigosa in hopes that his work on key Latino 

issues, such as job creation and immigration, will appease undecided Latino voters. In 2011, in 

his role as president of the U.S. conference of mayors, Villaraigosa led a delegation of 50 mayors 

to voice the need for more job creation to Washington law makers (Terkel). Villaraigosa’s 

support of President Obama is also key to winning over Latino voters who have expressed their 

discontent for the president’s broken immigration promises. He previously called Arizona’s 

Republican-motivated S.B. 1070 “unpatriotic and unconstitutional,” as he urged Latinos around 

the country to boycott the state until a more humane resolution was passed (“Villaraigosa Backs 

L.A. Boycott”). Additionally, President Obama hopes to rally Villaraigosa’s supporters in Los 

Angeles — home to 28 percent of the total Hispanic population in the U.S. (Ennis, Vargas and 

Albert 4). 
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On the other hand, Republican voters have voiced their approval of Florida Senator 

Marco Rubio for the Republican vice-presidential nomination. A poll conducted by Fairleigh 

Dickenson University showed Rubio as an overwhelming favorite for this slot among Republican 

and Independent voters (Woolley). Republicans recognize the role Rubio can play in winning 

over Latino voters who do not see the party’s immigration platform favorably. Rubio has 

announced that he is drafting a middle of the road immigration policy because he believes “the 

Republican Party should not be labeled as the anti-illegal immigration party” (Leary). With 

Rubio’s support, Republicans hope to secure the vote of moderate and conservative Latino 

voters. Rubio’s support is particularly important in his home state of Florida, a swing state, 

where nearly a quarter of the population identifies as Latino or Hispanic (“Florida QuickFacts”). 
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Figure 4: Changing Demographics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on NALEO’s projection, the number of Latinos who cast a vote in 2012 will be greater than the 2008 number. 
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CHAPTER 3: TEXAS DEMOCRATS 

 

Though the economic and political desires of Texans in the 1960s resulted in the rise of 

the Republican Party, presently there are cities and counties in the state where Democrat political 

leaders have begun to reemerge. Similar to the smaller segments of the Latino community, 

whose political influence persist due to their location in key swing states, Democratic leaders in 

Texas are significant because they lead the state’s most culturally and economically affluent 

cities. These cities include Houston, the fourth largest city in the country, and Dallas, the ninth 

largest city in the country. 

The desire of the majority of Texans to advance the conservative principles of free 

market economics and to limit government-funded programs to support the poor would benefit 

the Republican Party in prior decades. Currently, however, for some of the most economically 

thriving cities, ethnic diversity has become a key characteristic.  Dallas, home to the third largest 

segment of Fortune 500 companies, enjoys an ethnically diverse population as non-Hispanic 

whites make up 29 percent of the population, Hispanics make up 42 percent of the population 

and African Americans make up 25 percent of the population (“ Dallas City Quick Facts”). 

Similarly, Houston had a gross metropolitan product of $384.6 billion; in 2011, it was ranked the 

fifth largest metro area economy in the nation (“Houston Metro Economy Fifth Largest in 

U.S.”). In Houston, 26 percent of the population is non-Hispanic white, 44 percent of the 

population is Hispanic, and 24 percent is African American (“ Houston City Quick Facts”). 
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Changes in Dallas and Houston 

Before experiencing the reemergence of Democrat leaders, Dallas and Houston 

experienced economic and demographic transformations. In the 1960s, Dallas was a highly 

segregated region, and until 1961 the largest city in the South with a segregated school system 

(“Background Information”). Even though segregation would eventually be banned legally from 

schools, the city’s ineffective methods to integrate black and white students would require that 

federal judges monitor the integration initiatives in the Dallas Independent School District until 

2003. Segregation in schools and public places in the first half of the twentieth century made it 

very difficult to foresee a dramatic change in demographics by the start of the twenty-first 

century. In the 1960s, in the midst of the establishment of the Republican Party as a noteworthy 

political power, Dallas county was not an ethnically diverse region. During this time, non-

Hispanic whites accounted for 85 percent of the population. The rise of the Republican Party in 

Texas would demonstrate that the majority of Texans shared the same ideological inclinations 

and strong belief in conservative values.  

The city of Houston also experienced racial segregation; in the late 1950s, the city 

“strictly enforced Jim Crow laws which mandated racial segregation of all public facilities” 

(Chapman). However, in Houston the gradual integration of ethnic minorities occurred  as a 

result of  the need for a larger work force. A decade before being selected as NASA’s new 

research and exploration base in 1962, Houston showed a decline in agricultural economic 

dependence (“Years of Consolidation”). The growth of the oil industry would give rise to the 

development of the infrastructure and progress in other sectors such as in the development of a 

world class medical center. The arrival of the astronauts and government employees and their 

families would consolidate the state’s path to prosperity. In the 1960s, the state enjoyed a sixth 
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place population ranking among other cities in the nation, a significant jump from fourteenth 

place in 1950 (“Years of Consolidation”). The rise in population and the growth of various 

economic sectors would result in the creation of jobs in construction and development. This 

would result in the need for foreign labor. In the 1960s, 80 percent of all Harris county residents 

were non-Hispanic whites (“Census of Population: 1960 Texas.”). Presently, that percentage is 

only 33 percent, as persons of Hispanic or Latino origin make up 41 percent of the population 

and blacks make up 19 percent of the population in Harris county (“Harris County QuickFacts”). 

The labor shortage in the 1960s gave rise to the ethnic diversification of the region as jobs were 

filled by immigrant labor and by African Americans who now have a greater concentration in the 

Houston area. 

 

Minority Contributions 

Presently, not only do African American and Hispanics make up a large segment of the 

Houston and Dallas populations, but they also have contributed to the growth of these economies 

as a significant number of businesses are owned by African Americans and Latinos.  For 

example, in Houston, nearly 15 percent of all business are owned by African Americans, and 23 

percent are owned by Hispanics, these percentages are higher than the 7 percent and 21 percent 

state average for each of these groups respectively (“Houston City QuickFacts”).  The 

contributions of these minority groups to a large economy such as Houston contradict the fear of 

earlier decades that providing economic opportunities to previously excluded groups would 

restrict the growth of the state’s economy. In turn, former Republican identifiers who stood 

behind the party because they feared the inclusion of minorities have fewer reasons to support 

the Republican platform.   
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While the dramatic increase in ethnic diversity of these two regions is noteworthy, the 

election of Democratic public officials to prominent cities is not consistent with what observers 

would expect in what is still considered a “solid red” state. As we observe these electoral 

outcomes more carefully, it appears that Democrat candidates for city and state offices are 

benefiting from the changes to the ethnic distribution of the state’s population. National voting 

trends for Hispanic and African American voters are playing a role in Dallas and Harris County. 

Increases in the size of the African American and Hispanic communities since the first half of the 

twentieth century have resulted in Democratic gains as voters of these communities favor the 

Democratic platform. Presently, both Houston and Dallas are led by Democratic mayors, as 

reported by Cal Jillson, a political scientist at Southern Methodist University, “it’s all largely 

because of the state’s growing Hispanic population” (Farrell). 

The influence of Latino voters in boosting the Democrat base can be seen in areas such as 

the 29th congressional district, held by Democrat U.S. House member Gene Green. Green’s 

district is over 70 percent Latino and his popularity with this community has kept him in office 

since 1993 (“Texas 29th District Profile”). In another Houston area congressional district, 

Democrat Al Green, U.S. Representative for the ninth district of Texas, enjoys ample support in 

a region where 40 percent of the population identifies as Hispanic and 36 percent identifies as 

Black or African American ("Texas 9th District Profile"). The stronghold of Democrats in 

districts where the majority of the population is Hispanic of African American can also be seen 

in Dallas. Presently, U.S. district 30, located in the Dallas area, is held by Democrat House 

member Eddie Bernice Johnson. This district’s population is 41 percent Hispanic and 39 percent 

African American (“Texas 30th District Profile”). These districts reflect the support of the Latino 

and African American communities for candidates in the Democrat Party.      
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Houston, despite being the largest city and largest economy in a Republican dominated 

state, is not foreign to Democratic leadership. The city has not had a mayor who identified as 

Republican since 1982. This Democratic tenure, demonstrates that the majority of Houston 

voters do not believe their economic prosperity is challenged by Democrat principles of welfare 

and minority inclusion in political and economic activity. In 1997, Houston elected Lee P. 

Brown as the city’s first African American mayor. Brown’s election was a testament to the 

leadership potential of the African American community and affirmed that Texans in this region 

were willing to uphold the Democrat’s progressive principles that encourage the inclusion of 

underrepresented groups. Brown’s election reinforced Democratic ideals, which would 

eventually earn the fourth largest city in a “red state” the distinction of being the largest U.S. city 

to ever elect an openly gay mayor, with the election of Anneise Parker in 2010. Parker’s election 

resonates with the changing priorities and more progressive stance on social issues by Texas 

voters. As previously discussed, the poll conducted by the Texas Tribune in 2012 revealed that 

the majority of Texans would be in favor of allowing some form of legal partnership to gay and 

lesbian couples. The issue of same-sex unions is only one social issue where Texans have 

expressed a more progressive approach. However, Houstonians have gone a step further in 

showing their more progressive views by electing a member of the gay community as the leader 

of their city. 

An increase in the Democrat base in the cities of Houston and Dallas shows the 

willingness of the majority of Texans living in these cities to distance themselves from a more 

conservative Republican platform. Democrat gains are a result of both more progressive views 

on social issues and the support of minority communities for Democrat candidates. As the Texas 

population continues to become more diverse as a result of immigration and the projected 
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continued growth of the Hispanic community, more voters are likely to support Democrats. 

During the 2008 presidential election, the majority of Republican Texas supporters were whites, 

seniors, and Christians. Republican nominee, John McCain, took two-thirds of the state’s white 

vote (Farrell). However, demographic trends show that Republican candidates will need the 

support of minority voters in the future if they wish to continue their dominance in Texas 

politics. In regions such as Harris county, 75 percent of people younger than 30 are non-Anglo 

and 70 percent of those over 65 are white (Farrell). Future generations of voters are well on their 

way to being more ethnically diverse. As the size of the Latino community continues to increase 

in other regions, Republicans will need to appeal to Latino voters. As stated by sociologist 

Stephen Klineberg, a sociologist at Rice University, “we are in the process of watching a 

remarkable shift [in the demographics of America] and with more voters projected to be Latino, 

“you can be absolutely certain that every election [to come] in Texas will have a larger percent 

of Latino voters” (Farrell).  

 The identification of minority groups with the Democratic Party dates back to the New 

Deal initiatives that intended to provide more opportunities for these groups. Latino voters in 

particular have identified Democrats as the party that is most likely to support their own civil 

rights or immigrant rights movement. As we have discussed, “Hispanics are not a monolithic 

bloc,” however, as the issues of immigration and immigrant rights seems to concern the majority 

of voters of this community, “many [have] began turning away from Republicans in Texas” 

(Farrel). The continued growth of the Latino community is likely to present a challenge to 

Republican dominance in Texas. Dallas and Houston are only two examples of the impact of 

Latino voters. Though Republicans still control less diverse regions in the state, the Latino 

community is growing at a much faster rate than any other group. From 2000 to 2010, the Latino 
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community grew by 57 percent in the south (“Hispanic Population, Rising Faster Than 

Anticipated”). As the Latino population continues to grow, there is great potential for other cities 

to see not only an increase in Latino residents but also changes in the political identification of 

their leadership. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 

Beyond the Traditional 

The dominance of the modern Republican Party in Texas over the last decade has been so 

convincing it is easy to forget that this party rose to satisfy the economic demands and 

conservative beliefs of the previous generation. However, younger generations of Texans are 

concerned with different issues. These issues are influenced by the diverse cultural experiences 

available to younger Texans and due to a detachment from strong evangelical ideals.  

Diminishing levels of religiosity have influenced the changes in political priorities of 

youth voters. The Pew Research Center recently found that “younger evangelicals are less 

devoutly committed to the Republican Party and its Tea Party-inspired agenda than older 

evangelicals” (Sirota). The effects of this detachment are seen in the more progressive stances on 

the social issues of abortion and same-sex marriage. Whereas previously, strong levels of 

religiosity among Texans benefited the traditionally socially conservative Republicans, for 

younger Texans, religion is playing a smaller role in political decision-making. In turn, this 

detachment raises the prospects for Democratic youth gains even among evangelical voters. 

Whether Democrats benefit from religious detachment of younger voters will depend on 

voters’ willingness to vote outside of party lines. The steady increase in Democrat identification 

among youth voters in Texas presents positive prospects for Democrats. Further, the evidence 

gathered by CIRCLE on Democrat identification versus actual votes cast for Democrat 

candidates by youth voters suggests that not only is Democrat identification rising among 

younger Texans, but that this group is also more willing to vote outside of party lines. The 

percentage of votes cast for Democratic candidates by youth voters has been at least eight 

percentage points higher than party identification among this group. This voting history indicates 
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that younger Texans are willing to vote outside of party lines in order to support the platform that 

best represents their political priorities. Democrats can, in turn, benefit from these voters if the 

Party emphasizes the stances they have in common on important issues. Based on CIRCLE’s 

findings, if Democrats reach out to younger voters and focus on the issues this group prioritizes, 

they may be able to win over moderate and conservative young voters. 

Though the increase in the African American community in Texas is overshadowed by 

the dramatic increase in the size of the Latino population, young African American voters are 

important to increasing the Democrat base in Texas. Turnout levels among African American 

youth have increased substantially in the last two presidential elections. Greater electoral 

participation by African Americans shows this community understands the significance of 

making their voice heard despite former discriminatory measures. African American voters are 

important to the Democrat base in Texas because they strongly favor this political party.  

Although, young Latino voters face the challenge of a history of low turnout, 

mobilization efforts for Latino youth are likely to have high returns for Democrats. The Latino 

electorate is substantially younger than the Texas Electorate at large; if Democrats are able to get 

these young people to the polls, they are likely to establish a support base for years to come. The 

majority of Latinos has historically favored Democrats. Gaining the support of young Latino 

voters is also likely to secure a lasting support base for Democrats as past trends indicate that 

there is an aspect of Latino culture that is also relevant to their electoral behavior, loyalty and 

attachment. During the 2008 Democrat presidential primaries, Latino voters who had supported 

President Bill Clinton showed their support for Senator Hillary Clinton, a two-to-one advantage 

over Obama among Latinos (Goldstein). Therefore, securing the vote of Latino voters in their 

earlier years can result in long-term support by this segment of the electorate. 
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The challenge for Democrats in Texas when securing the youth vote is overcoming the 

low turnout by this segment of the electorate. Further, as youth voters increasingly favor 

Democrats, the Republican majority has little incentive to encourage youth registration drives. If 

Democrats want to benefit from the growing ideological pairing with Texas youth, they will have 

to mobilize young voters. In order to be to be most effective, Democrats will need to resort to the 

most effective means of communication with youth, such as enlisting Latino canvassers, and 

most importantly, by appealing to the issues they have in common. 

 

Rallying the X Factor 

The Latino community is highly diverse, and their cultural diversity is accompanied by 

different political priorities. When making electoral decisions, Latino voters identify 

international policies proposed by a candidate as important. This motivation is true for Cuban 

Americans and Puerto Rican Americans whose vote is heavily influenced by policies towards 

Cuba and Puerto Rico. For other groups, such as the Mexican American community, the 

availability of programs that allow for children to learn about their heritage is also significant. In 

addition, voters of Central American heritage are heavily influenced by the immigration policies 

that affect their communities. Historically, with the exception of Cuban Americans, the majority 

of Latinos have supported the Democratic Party. 

  In order to increase the political participation of Latino groups likely to support their 

candidates, Democrats must provide Americans of Puerto Rican heritage the opportunity to voice 

their concerns over the issues that relate to the island. To win over voters of Central American 

heritage, Democrats must stay true to the principles that led to Latinos identifying their party as a 

civil rights party. Democrats must distance themselves from the anti-immigrant rhetoric 



48 

 

expressed by their Republican counterparts. Immigration is a crucial issue not only for voters of 

Central American heritage, but for all Latinos. With the increasing number of Latino immigrants 

in Texas, immigration is bound to remain a relevant issue for Latino voters as they are greatly 

influenced by the ideology and political needs of their communities.   

 In addition to heritage, religion is an important aspect of Latino culture, and Catholic 

Latinos are significant to the Democratic support base. Similar to white evangelicals, Latino 

Catholics have separated their political views from the conservative stances of the Church on 

issues such as contraception and abortion. Therefore, more progressive Catholic voters are likely 

to continue the history of Catholic support for the Democratic Party. Additionally, Democrats 

can also appeal to Catholics who choose to obey the teachings of the Church on social issues. 

The Catholic principles of compassion for the poor and acceptance of all immigrants are similar 

to the stances traditionally taken by Democrats on these issues. For Latinos, the similar stance 

shared by both the Church and Democrats on poverty and immigration encourages their support 

of this political party. Latinos currently experience higher poverty levels than the rest of the 

population and members of their communities are often affected by anti-immigrant policies. As 

both progressive and traditional Catholics share certain views with Democrats, this party is likely 

to hold on to the support of Latino Catholics. 

 Democrats enjoy the support of Latinos on numerous issues, and historically, this support 

has resulted in the majority of Latinos voting for Democratic candidates. However, the Latino 

community has not been as influential as they can be because their voter turnout continues to lag 

behind other groups. If Democrats wish to reemerge as a competitive party in Texas, the Party 

must not only maintain the support of the Latino community but  it must also get this community 

to the polls on election day. To maximize the potential of the Latino X Factor, Democrats must 
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enlist a greater number of Latino canvassers as they will be most effective in mobilizing 

members of their community. Furthermore, the diversity of the Latino community is such that for 

some voters of this community, Spanish is their dominant language and for others, English is 

their dominant language. Latinos respond best to campaign ads in their dominant language. 

Therefore, candidates must know their audience if they wish to be most effective. Finally, the 

most important instrument in mobilizing Latinos is raising awareness about how truly influential 

their vote and political activism can be. In Texas, Latinos comprise a quarter of the electorate. 

Based on past electoral trends, Democrats can benefit greatly if Latinos understand the 

significance of their vote in the electoral outcomes of their state. 

 

Models to Follow 

As seen in Houston and Dallas, a city’s development will lead not only to economic 

prosperity, but also to the development of the infrastructure of the region. For economic and 

infrastructure development to go into full effect, a region must often increase its work force. As a 

result of previous and present immigration, the Latino community makes up over a third of the 

Texas population. Latinos are likely to aid the labor shortage in regions hoping to grow. As 

Latinos relocate to developing regions in the state, the electorates of these regions are likely to 

become more diverse. Similar to Dallas and Houston, cities with larger Latino and African 

American populations are likely to yield positive results for Democrats. For further research, it 

would be beneficial to observe cities near Houston and Dallas such as Austin and San Antonio. 

This observation would allow us to further examine this projection. 
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2012 and Beyond   

As younger generations define their political priorities and detach themselves from the 

factors such as religiosity, concern for post-war prosperity and racial intolerance, youth support 

for Democrats is likely to increase. The Democratic political agenda is most relevant to the 

increasingly progressive stances of youth voters. For Latinos, concerns regarding poverty, 

unemployment, education opportunities, and the availability of health services are likely to 

reinforce their alignment with Democrats. Hispanics have more favorable views of Democrats on 

the issues that matter most to their community, and they have also identified the party as the civil 

rights party. The Democratic Party’s pro-civil rights reputation is particularly significant for 

Latinos who want favorable immigration reform. Further, not only do Democrats need to 

reassure Latinos that they are the party most concerned with the issues relevant to their 

community, but they must also mobilize these voters on election day to benefit from their 

support. As a result of increasing Democratic identification among youth voters, and the rise of a 

Latino community with an electoral record that benefits Democrats, Texas is likely to experience 

more politically competitive elections in the future. In turn, there is significant potential for 

Democratic gains and a shift from “solid red” status to a Texas with a blue tinge. 
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