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Book Review by Peter Skerry

MiINORITY REPORT

The Latino Century: How America’s Largest Minority Is Tmnsforming Democracy,
by Mike Madrid. Simon and Schuster, 272 pages, $28.99 (cloth), $18.99 (paper)
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HE LATINO CENTURY NOT ONLY HAS

a lot to say, as its subtitle indicates,

about How America’s Largest Minor-
ity Is Transforming Democracy but also about
how our democracy is shaping the differing
political orientations and identity of Lati-
nos—Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, Cubans,
Venezuelans, and so forth. Its author, Mike
Madrid, is an intriguing fellow. As a very
young man, he began working in Republican
politics in California and eventually became
political director of the California Republi-
can Party. He was then hired by Lionel Sosa,
a Texas-based Mexican-American market-
ing executive, to help with George W. Bush’s
presidential campaigns. But with Donald
Trump’s election in 2016, Madrid drifted
away from the Republican Party. In 2018 he
was campaign consultant to the unsuccessful
gubernatorial campaign of former Los An-
geles mayor, Democrat Antonio Villaraigosa.
And in 2019 he joined the Lincoln Project,
launched by a handful of Republican political
consultants dedicated to defeating Trump’s
2020 bid for reelection.

Critical of both progressives and Trump
supporters, Madrid could conceivably play
a key role in whatever efforts Democrats
muster to overcome their humiliating loss
to Trump last November. His book is an ac-
count of the recent past and future direction
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of Latino politics. But it also a political mem-
oir, recounting his path into Republican poli-
tics as the son of Democratic-voting Mexican-
American parents, both of whom were born
and raised in the 1940s near downtown Los
Angeles, where they were “hardened to the
daily life of gangs and street crime.” Madrid
himself was born there in 1971 but raised 50
miles away in unincorporated Moorpark in
Ventura County, not far from what became
the site of the Reagan Presidential Library in
nearby Simi Valley.

It was in Moorpark that his parents bought
their first home, with three bedrooms and two
bathrooms, for less than $30,000, financed
with a V.A. loan and 3% down. Madrid’s ma-
ternal grandmother, an illiterate immigrant
descendant of Yaqui Indians, hated it. As Ma-
drid quotes her saying,

You don't see anybody. You don't hear
the children crying or laughing, You
don't see the dogs barking. You don't
see the old people walking. You just see
people wave at each other and walk on.
The houses are all the same. The roof-
tops are all the same. There’s no color
here. There’s no life.

But to Madrid, his childhood neighbor-
hood was “a tranquil setting dotted by or-
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chards, open fields, and endless possibili-
ties.” His first campaign experience was as a
sophomore at Moorpark Community College,
when he volunteered in the 1992 reelection
campaign of the local congressman, Repub-
lican Elton Gallegly. He quickly realized he
wanted to be a political consultant, because
as he writes, “The real power was not with
the politician, it was with the guy telling him
what to do, what to think, what to wear, and
what to say.”

EGRETTABLY, AT A TIME WHEN MANY
analysts point to the pervasive in-
uence of such consultants as both

symptom and cause of our dysfunctional
politics, Madrid has little more to say on
this topic, apart from opining about his work
with the Lincoln Project that “[i]t’s a pretty
scary state of affairs when a group of political
consultants becomes the moral conscience of
the Republican Party.” And so it is, particu-
larly given his later observation that political
consultants, who used to regard their craft
as persuasion, now “believe that it’s okay to
just blatantly lie.”

The Latino Century was published several
months before the 2024 election, and the
book warns Democrats and the media that
Latinos are not “strangers in a strange land”
and “are not all lying awake at night worry-



ing about deportation.” On this last point, he
might well see things differently today, though
he would still maintain that both parties have
misjudged the political orientation and direc-
tion of Latinos.

O DEMOCRATS, MADRID WARNS THAT

the party that his working-class par-

ents supported has “become a party
of white, progressive, college-educated voters
who prioritize cultural issues over blue-collar
economic concerns.” Noting that “Latinos
are aspirational voters, largely working poor,
working-class and middle-class,” he adds that,
“for the last decade Democrats have become
more the party of economic extremes,” with
majorities of the wealthy, and of the very poor,
voting for them.

Democrats “have been losing Latino vote
share,” he continues, because “[IJocked into
a pattern of seeing everything in terms of
‘minority’ politics, Democrats have too of-
ten conflated a politics of victimization onto
all non-whites—a strategy whose shelf life
looks finally to be expiring as the number of
American-born Latinos continues to grow
faster than any other segment of our com-
munity.” Driving home this last point, he re-
minds Democrats that as of 2019 over 67% of
Latinos were U.S.-born. So, it makes no sense
for the party to remain “stuck in addressing
Latino issues as those of the immigrant (par-
ticularly the undocumented), while the vast
majority of Latino voters are not immigrants,
nor prioritize that experience as a primary
concern when voting,”

On the other side of the aisle, Madrid
acknowledges that “Republicans are increas-
ingly becoming the party of the working
class and middle class,” and that “Latinos
in blue-collar industries are naturally gravi-
tating toward the GOP’s protectionist and
anti-regulatory message.” At the same time,
he also insists that, in spite of these trends,
Republicans under Trump “are addicted to
white identity and race denialism.” He ad-
vises his former colleagues in the GOP to
move past their nativism and acknowledge
the legitimacy of Latino claims as an ethnic
group much like previous immigrant groups.
He further argues that Republicans must
embrace a serious pro-worker agenda broad
enough to include marginalized whites as
well as the burgeoning Latino working class.
As far as Madrid is concerned, Trump’s
steadily increasing vote totals among La-
tinos—28% in 2016, 37% in 2020, 46% in
2024 —reflect not so much their attraction
to his style or his agenda as their drift away
from Democrats, who have failed to address
their concerns and interests.

In sum, Madrid is fed up with both his
former Republican colleagues and his current
Democratic ones. As he puts it: “White col-
lege-educated people are pulling the Demo-
cratic Party to the left and white non-college-
educated people are pulling the Republican
Party to the right, and Latinos are coming up
in the middle saying, Tm not really comfort-
able with either of you guys.”

NEORTUNATELY, MADRID DOES NOT

quite manage to articulate a clear

path between the two alternatives. At
the core of his perspective—Dboth rhetorically
and analytically—is his insistence that Lati-
nos are assimilating “into the broader political
and social culture of the United States,” and
specifically, “the blue-collar culture of Amer-
ica.” Recognizing that among Democrats the
word “assimilation” is considered offensive, he
doubles down: “In one sense, Latinos are like
other groups, many ethnic Catholics, whose
assimilation shaped the development of the
United States at the turn of the last century.”
Within three generations of their arrival here,
Latinos are speaking English exclusively and
intermarrying with non-Hispanic whites.
And by the third or fourth generation, the
children of such unions tend not to identify
as Hispanic.

An important aspect of such assimilation
is that Latinos have long tended to identify
racially as white—Madrid reports that his
mother identifies as both Hispanic and white.
“Because Latinos comprise one of the fastest-
growing segments of the non-college educated
workforce,” he explains, “we should not be
surprised that they are mirroring the attri-
butes of their non-Hispanic white colleagues.
This is especially true, as U.S.-born Hispanics
don't view themselves all that differently from
aracial and ethnic perspective.”
Yet mindful of his grandmother’s Yaqui

ancestry, Madrid also insists that Latinos
“are living representatives of the Indigenous
people who make up half of our bloodline.”
As such, Latinos have endured a “history of
very real oppression that continues in many
nefarious if often more subtle ways.” Even so,
as “a mixed heritage people—neither fully
Indigenous nor fully white, representing ev-
ery race...Latinos are redefining the mythol-
ogy of the American melting pot. They are
not, and don’t want to be, treated as victims,
or even as minorities.” Consequently, His-
panics “are a voting group that identifies far
more with being ‘a typical American’ than an
aggrieved racial group, but that is also more
politically responsive than non-Hispanics to
attacks on immigrants and other people of
color.”
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For Madrid, a key point of comparison
here is the experience of African Americans.
Latinos, he emphasizes, are not a racial mi-
nority in the same sense:

We don't have a legacy of slavery or even
the need for government assistance to
break through the current system. De-
spite the history of very real oppression
that continues in many nefarious, if of-
ten more subtle ways, we have not en-
dured the pernicious legacy of slavery,
nor much of the systemic suffering that
falls harder on Black Americans and
endures to this day. We are, by most
measures, achieving middle-class status
generationally like so many groups be-
fore us.

ET, ON THE VEXED SUBJECT OF RACE,

Madrid seems unable to maintain a con-

sistent perspective. Despite his cogent
criticism of his Democratic compadres, he is
more critical of the California Republicans
he spent many years working with, because of
their “racial and ethnic biases that I used to
fight against until I didn't want to fight any-
more.” As he recounts, “Whenever I proposed
recruiting more Latinos to the GOP, I would
get one of three responses: I would get asked,
‘Why can't we all just be Americans?” Or I
would get accused of ‘playing the race card’
Or I would get ignored.”

During the period that Madrid recounts
in the 1990s, I conducted field interviews
for research on the political mobilization of
Mexican Americans in Southern Califor-
nia, and subsequently lived and taught there.
I, too, recall many frustrating conversations
with Republicans who objected strenuously
to any assertion of group claims, interests, or
identities that violated their understanding
of the individualist foundations of Ameri-
can politics. Any departure from such norms
smacked to them of the corruption of big-city
ethnic machine politics back east—or per-
haps closer at hand, the abuses and excesses
they associated with affirmative action and
African-American politics. Yet however ob-
tuse I may at times have found those I talked
with, I would not have characterized them or
their views as racist.

Not so Mike Madrid. As he elaborates, up-

dating his observations to the present moment:

These GOP biases go all the way to
the top of the party structure. They
speak to an insular, sometimes bigoted
GOP core that fears non-white voters
precisely because they are different. At
the core of the present-day Republican



voter is a base fear: a fear of a chang-
ing America, a fear of loss of status, of
income, of history.

HE CLEAREST EXAMPLE OF MADRIDS

inconsistency is his account of Califor-

nias ‘rabidly anti-immigrant Proposi-
tion 187, which in 1994 passed overwhelm-
ingly with almost 59% of the vote. Had it not
been quickly struck down by a federal court,
the measure would have denied undocument-
ed immigrants in the state access to non-emer-
gency public services, including education and
health care. A positive outcome, according to
Madrid, was that this “polarizing California
ballot measure...catalyzed a generation of La-
tino politicians and activists to become more
civically engaged.” Yet the critical point for
him is that Prop 187 was motivated by “the
fear of a changing America...that was becom-
ing less white.”

Madrid reports in his book that “more
than 30 percent of Latinos actually sup-
ported Proposition 187 And he recalls
that when he began working for Republican
Congressman Gallegly, he found “a lot of
Latino voters who had naturalized and be-
come citizens who said they were angry at
those who came here ‘illegally,” who should
wait their turn as they had.” He concludes
that “[b]y the third generation, the Latinos
I talked to mirrored almost precisely their
white neighbors expressing concerns about
taxpayer funding for services, growing crime,
and overcrowded schools.”

Continuing in the same vein, Madrid adds,
“From both a policy and a political perspective,
it is not racist to prioritize services to the citi-
zens of the state and country where you reside.
It's simply not. To argue that we should be
paying for government services for the undoc-
umented while also increasing the cost of ser-
vices to taxpayers is not going to get you very
far politically.” And he attributes California’s
budget deficit during the early to mid-1990s
to the burdens imposed by undocumented

immigrants,

At one point, Madrid appears to acknowl-
edge his contradictory views. While recalling
his work with Gallegly, he writes:

I felt disgusted at agreeing with a lot of
conservative whites. Even though we
agreed on the policy solutions to the
problem, it was shockingly clear what
was motivating their beliefs—and it was
straight racism. While I didn’t agree at
all with the sentiment behind their be-
liefs, it was troubling to arrive at the

same conclusions. Opposing illegal im-
migration isn't racist.

Perhaps this unresolved contradiction ex-
plains why Madrid has virtually nothing to say
about the inclusion of Latinos in controversial
initiatives such as afirmative action programs,
as well as voting rights legislation, that were
originally intended for African Americans.
And more to the point, why he has nothing
to say about how such efforts have shaped La-
tinos’ self-understanding as well as how they
are perceived by their fellow Americans. After
all, however disputed and debated, such initia-
tives were intended to address long-standing,
unaddressed historical grievances on the part
of the descendants of slaves who have claims
on all Americans—including immigrants and
certainly their progeny.

EGITIMATE QUESTIONS MIGHT THERE-

fore be raised as to whether such pro-

grams should include Hispanics, a group
with indigenous origins in this country but
overwhelmingly of immigrant stock. Alterna-
tively, one might inquire about the prudence
of admitting immigrants whose presence here
leads to such historically unprecedented and
contemporaneously divisive claims. After all,
we have no choice about the burdens of our
slave heritage. We do have choices about the
immigrants we admit to our nation today.

Madrid’s failure to address such questions
carries over into his predictions of the future.
To his credit, he does address the looming
challenge of whether Hispanic population
growth means that non-Hispanic whites will
eventually become a minority in their own
country, transforming America into a “major-
ity-minority” nation. He rightly questions the
validity of such predictions, particulatly their
failure to take full account of increasing levels
of intermarriage between Hispanics and non-
Hispanic whites, which as noted earlier result
over the course of generations in diminished
identification as “Hispanic.” But apparently
this could change, for as Madrid also suggests,
“non-Latino Americans will be becoming as
much or more like Latinos than Latinos are
becoming like Americans.”

So once again, he is inconsistent. On the
one hand, he envisions America as “a country
of many shades of brown,...that at long last
is moving beyond black and white.” On the
other, he predicts a similar binary when he
writes that on account of the “growing Latino
numbers,...it's impossible to believe that we
can be anything other than forever altered by
becoming a non-white-majority nation.” Fur-
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ther, he fails to address the possibility that
this browning of America will increase, as
opposed to obviate, the demand for divisive
racial quotas. Most importantly, he does not
consider where these demographic changes
will leave African Americans, whose inter-
marriage rates may be on the rise but are gen-
erally quite low—particularly with Hispanics.
And how uniform will this browning be? Will
it further isolate non-Hispanic whites who do
not regard themselves as part of it?

INALLY, THERE IS THE ROLE OF COLLEGE-

and university-educated Hispanic lead-

ers in the creation and maintenance of
the racial-minority regime of which Madrid
is so critical. Although higher education at-
tendance rates of Hispanics are increasing,
he notes that among America’s major racial-
ethnic groups, they have the lowest rate of
college completion. According to 2021 data,
among Hispanic adults age 25 or older only
21% have a bachelor’s degree or higher, com-
pared to 61% of Asians, 42% of whites, and
28% of blacks.

To be sure, this cohort of educated Hispan-
ics will likely grow relatively larger and more
influential. So, it is possible, as Madrid pre-
dicts, that “as Latinos age, get college degrees,
become homeowners, interracially marry, and
work increasingly in high-tech, white-collar,
college-educated jobs, they will become more
Republican.” But it also seems likely that
many of these university-educated Hispanics
will adopt the same progressive views of the
foundations, media, and advocacy groups that
sustain the racial-minority regime that, in Ma-
drid’s own forceful and accurate analysis, does
not serve the emergent needs and demands of
the growing cohort of blue-collar Hispanics.

Mike Madrid’s life and career are an ex-
ample of what is still possible in America. He
is part of a story far more complicated than
the platitudes Americans often rely on to un-
derstand and interpret our history as a nation
of immigrants. Madrid is grappling with such
matters at a time when immigration is one of
several issues threatening to tear us apart. So,
while his book has various flaws and inconsis-
tencies, it also contains striking and illumi-
nating insights that are essential to the task of

holding us together.

Peter Skerry is professor of political science at
Boston College; chair of the Immigration Policy
Roundtable of the Citizens Commission on Im-
migration, a Braver Angels initiative; and the
author of Mexican Americans: The Ambiva-
lent Minority (The Free Press).
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