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Abstract
The United States is a democracy that every 
four years elects a President. During the presi-
dential campaigns, the issue of immigration 
has grown to become one of the most debated 
in recent times. It has been used to attract 
voters and to develop the political platform of 
every candidate. By an empirical analysis of 
the last four presidential campaigns and the 
current one of 2016, regarding immigration 
positions of the candidates and politicians, 
this article looks to find the connection —if 
any— with this issue and the Hispanic vote. 
Thus, candidates focus on these issues in order 
to gain new constituencies. The declarations 
and policies about immigration of the 2000, 
2004, 2008, 2012 and 2016 candidates will be 
analyzed in order to validate this premise.
  Keywords: Immigration Reform; Demo-
crats, Republicans, Hispanics, Presidential 
campaigns.

Resumen
Estados Unidos es una democracia que cada 
cuatro años elige a su presidente. Durante las 
campañas presidenciales, el tema de la migra-
ción ha crecido hasta convertirse en uno de los 
más debatidos en los últimos tiempos. Se ha 
utilizado para atraer a los votantes y para de-
sarrollar las plataformas políticas de todos los 
candidatos. Mediante un análisis empírico de 
las cuatro últimas campañas presidenciales y 
la actual de 2016, respecto a las posiciones so-
bre migración de los candidatos y los políticos, 
este artículo busca encontrar la conexión —de 
existir— con este tema y los votos de la comu-
nidad hispana. Por lo tanto, los candidatos se 
centran en estas cuestiones con el fin de ganar 
nuevos apoyos. Se analizarán las declaraciones 
y las políticas sobre migración de los candida-
tos en 2000, 2004, 2008, 2012 y 2016, a fin de 
validar esta premisa.
  Palabras clave: Reforma migratoria; Demó-
cratas; Republicanos; Hispanos; Campañas 
presidenciales.

Introduction

Ever since President Richard Nixon called to the White House Henry Ramirez and other 
notable Mexican-Americans, charging them with helping him fill the void of partici-
pation of Mexican-Americans (Hispanics today) in being considered for important ap-
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pointments and for greater participation in elections, this segment of the American popu-
lation has grown in involvement as well as getting the attention from political candidates.

This action was followed by the creation of the Republican National Hispanic As-
sembly, and a similar group by the democrats. Since, Hispanic participation spans from 
voters, to elected officials in local, state and national offices. This group has been grow-
ing in involvement in the political system of the U.S., being with appointed officials or 
through elections, by casting their votes.

The United States Presidential election takes place every four years. With a rather 
complicated electoral process, American voters stay attentive to the different proposals 
on the issues that are significant to them, as well as to the candidates’ rhetoric.

In 2016 the country is at the end of the two term administration of President Barack 
Obama, the first black Commander in Chief, who ran his 2008 campaign advocating 
—among other issues— the need of an immigration reform. The lack of achievement 
of a migratory solution is still heavily criticized.

In each campaign now, politicians tackle the immigration issue. Democrats in gen-
eral lean towards an immigration bill that leads to a path to citizenship for illegal 
immigrants. Republicans in general favor a bill that combines border security, with 
provisions for legalization and work permits.

The focus of this paper is to find a connection —if any— in the preferences on can-
didates for the Hispanic community regarding the issue of immigration.

An empirical analysis will be developed first, by understanding the issue about poli-
tics and immigration. Then, the last four presidential campaigns, as well as the one of 
2016 until the beginning of May, are analyzed in order to define if there is a connection 
of immigration and politics in the U.S. with the Hispanic vote. The rhetoric of candi-
dates and politicians will provide for most of the analysis, but just as useful will be the 
data on the economy and demographics for each period.

It is believed that in every presidential election, a segment of the population will al-
ways vote democrat, and similarly, there are those who will always vote republican; but 
the balance on Election Day are centrists from both parties plus the large block of “inde-
pendents”, who mostly will vote with their wallets. This is why it is important to under-
stand the state of the economy and in the expectations set by each presidential candidate.

The relevance of demographics and proportional representation relies in the fact that 
the U.S. is a representative democracy, structured on the basis of the fifty states with 
equal rights as to their representation in Washington. As such, based on the Constitution 
were the states granted the central government certain functions and kept the rest for 
themselves, each state has the obligation, under their own system, to send two senators 
and a number of representatives to the lower house. These representatives are in propor-
tion to the population of each state, ensuring that no state has a minimum, one represen-
tative. The proportional representation to the House of Representatives is set every ten 
years on the basis of the census. The same proportionality goes to the number of electoral 
votes that each state has in the presidential election. Since the census is conducted at the 
end of every decade and the information is released after the following year, a census af-
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fects distribution of electoral votes for three periods of elections. For the case of the 2000 
election, the distribution was set with the census of 1990; for the case of the 2004 and 
2008 elections, the census of 2000 defined the distribution, the same way the census of 
2010 drew the landscape for the 2012 and the 2016 elections. Thus, the information will 
be presented for each census. This information will shed light into the Hispanic vote, 
however it has to be noted that it may not be directly connected to the vote and immigra-
tion issues, but gives an idea of Hispanic participation in the electoral process.

Politics and immigration

Immigration has been present in the politics of the United States (U.S.) ever since its 
colonial origins and its birth as a Democratic nation. Minds like those of the Found-
ing Fathers, such as Thomas Jefferson and George Washington —first president of the 
U.S.—, had faith in the exceptionality of those who came from foreign lands to change 
their fortunes and settle down in a nation built on immigrants.

In today’s political discourse on immigration, old thoughts such as “[b]orn in other 
countries, yet believing you could be happy in this, our laws acknowledge, as they 
should do, your right to join us in society, conforming, as I doubt not you will do, to 
our established rules. That these rules shall be as equal as prudential considerations will 
admit will certainly be the aim of our legislatures, general and particular” (Jefferson, 
1801), would be met with approval for being inclusive; if it weren’t because now, those 
thoughts have insignificant impact, and in extreme cases, may be reason enough to 
generate popular discontent.

It is the politicians’ task to discuss the concerns of their citizens; immigration has 
long been one of them. No U.S. politician can deny that immigration has been one of 
the most important topics to ever be discussed in Capitol Hill; yet, this phenomenon is 
not exclusive to the country of the Stars and Stripes. On the contrary, every country in 
the world has experienced immigration in one of its varying forms. So why is immigra-
tion so crucial and important to the people of the U.S.? The answer is quite simple and 
has everything to do with the ideal of the “American Dream”, the ability to arrive from 
other parts of the world and settle down in a country with political stability, full of op-
portunities and an inclusive economy that welcomes almost everyone, as long as they 
are willing to work hard and earn their pay while operating as a law abiding non-citizen. 
As former President Lyndon B. Johnson stated, “[f]or that is what America is all about. 
It is the uncrossed desert and the unclimbed ridge. It is the star that is not reached and 
the harvest that is sleeping in the unplowed ground” (Address by Lyndon…, 1965). The 
American Dream lies in the abundance of opportunities that nationals and foreigners 
can pursue when settling down in the U.S.

As more immigrants arrived to the U.S., more regulations had to be designed to help 
maintain the integrity of the justice system while managing to preserve the allure of the 
American Dream. As diverse as the nationalities of those who go to the U.S. to pursue 
their dream, so are the range of opinions within the country’s legislators and politicians. 
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Both parties, Republicans and Democrats, have fought on many issues; but the subject 
of immigration has been particularly tough to play out, as the perceptions and ideas of 
each party collide. Trying to agree on certain issues on immigration, often results in a 
battle on Capitol Hill.

The past years’ treatment of immigration actions, particularly by the Democrats, 
has enraged the Republicans, so much as to accuse President Barack Obama of taking 
unconstitutional actions by issuing Executive Orders such as the Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals (DACA), the Deferred Action for Parents of Americans and Lawful 
Permanent Residents (DAPA), and the Dream Act. “Here the president is openly defy-
ing Congress, which refused to pass immigration reform, in a nonemergency situation. 
He’s governing unilaterally outside the normal separation of powers” (Bernstein, 2014). 
In most cases, feuds can be temporarily put aside, and bipartisanship can work in favor 
of advancing difficult or delicate subjects in a more beneficial way for both parties. 
However, since Republicans took control of Congress, the bad relationship that Obama 
nurtured got worse, and the Republican leadership has refused to discuss non-essential 
initiatives coming from the White House, until President Obama leaves office.

It must be kept in mind, nevertheless, that while Democrats had control in the first 
years of Obama’s presidency, he failed to keep his promises and never submitted any bill 
related to immigration. And a bill introduced by the so-called Gang of 8, that passed 
the Senate, was poisoned when Obama announced his support.

Although immigration reform has been, and still is, a very sensitive issue for Con-
gress, few bills have been supported by both parties. Bipartisanship works because no 
matter how conservative, moderate or liberal the roots of a party are, there is still a 
diversity of thoughts and beliefs, of factions and groups, that exist within each of them. 
Thus, each faction has a proportion of members who believe and share different forms 
of the same ideology.

For instance, contrary to popular belief, immigration reform has always been a Repub-
lican issue, for some time now hijacked in some form by Democrats for political gain, 
while extreme right Republicans have turned it into an absurd discussion on Amnesty, es-
pecially during presidential campaigns, attempting to get the nativist vote. In the case of 
immigration, some Republicans have a more liberal stance that can find common ground 
with its Democrat counterparts, thus enabling a dual sponsorship and facilitating its pro-
cess in the House and the Senate. Unfortunately, this bipartisanship can only be achieved 
when U.S. Congress members put their differences aside and work in favor of their nation. 

In the case of 2014, some pundits said Congress was “more divided than ever before in 
American history” (Lowery, 2014), and that was the reason for the impasse. This notion 
has to be nuanced. U.S. Congress has always been polarized, since it was designed to be. 
Charts 1 and 2 present data from 1947 to 2014, showing the ideological positions of the 
House and the Senate, respectively. In recent years, the Republican Party has become 
more conservative and the Democratic Party has become more liberal. The average ideol-
ogy of the House Republicans has similarly become more conservative. This in light of the 
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Chart 1. Average Ideological Positions of House 
Party Coalitions, 80th - 113th Congresses, 1947-2014

Source: Norman J. Ornstein et al., 2013 (updated 2014).

Chart 2. Average Ideological Positions of Senate 
Party Coalitions, 80th - 113th Congresses, 1947-2014

Source: Norman J. Ornstein et al., 2013 (updated 2014).
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economy/tax revolt of the so-called Tea Party group, many of whom are now members of 
Congress with their own agenda and caucus. The shift began during the 104th Congress.

Regardless of how divided Congress seems to be, precedents on a bipartisan immi-
gration bill exist. The clear example is the Kennedy-McCain immigration bill or The 
Secure America and Orderly Immigration Act (S. 1033), which was drafted and spon-
sored by members of both parties and publicly endorsed by sitting president George W. 
Bush, who actively promoted an agreement on Work Permits and Temporary Workers 
with President Fox of Mexico and on his own during both periods as President.

While immigration has been an issue for most of a century, since 9/11 a group of radi-
cal and ignorant members of Congress and the Media began to focus on the U.S.-Mex-
ico border as the only point of entry into the United States. Even if the idea of terrorists 
entering through Mexico was erroneous, the border tightened, leaving millions of immi-
grants, many of them of Mexican origin, trapped in the U.S., without any possibility to 
continue with what is a largely normal pattern for Mexican migrants, circular migration.

Thus, as the immigration debate heated up during post 9/11 election years, candidates 
believed that they needed to take a stance in order to lure Hispanics into their campaign 
promises and rhetoric. The main question that this article seeks to answer is if there is 
a connection between the elections and immigration, which rally Hispanics to make a 
difference when casting their ballots.

Taking a look at past elections, finding answers might not be so easy, but certainly 
will shed some light to reach useful and sustained conclusions.

Presidential elections of 2000

The economy
As the world began to wait for a new millennium, soon to be ex-President Clinton was 
about to hand over a country that had done rather well. Economic growth was very 
strong during his tenure. After being subject to a recession in the early 90s, which was 
a result of the 1987 stock market crash and the S&L crisis, but also the impact of the 
Gulf War (Walsh, 1993). Clinton sought to fix the American economy by leaning on 
the highest tax increases in U.S. history during peace time and on high income earn-
ers, cutting appropriations spending and a renewed framework of the previous Budget 
Enforcement Act of 1990 (University of California, 2014).

By the end of the decade and the turn of the new millennium, the economy under 
the Clinton Administration was booming, with an average of 3.8% growth in real GDP, a 
stable inflation standing at 2.6% and a steamroller of a financial industry. However, not 
all aspects of the economy had positive implications The growth in median wages, went 
from $661 per week to $700, earnings varying depending of an individual’s education 
level, with college graduates earning close to $1000 a week while high school dropouts 
earning just slightly more than $400 (Matthews, 2012).

Such an expansion was met with high acclaim from the general public. As it tends 
to happen with economic prosperity in the U.S, many foreign individuals looked for 
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an opportunity to get a share of the wealth, thus leading to an increase in population 
over the next couple years. Taking this into consideration, the next President of the U.S, 
would have to consider these demographic and economic changes in relation to the 
number of new citizens.

Demographic change and proportional representation
Map 1 shows the U.S. demography in the year 1990, which established the electoral votes 
of the 2000 presidential election.

Map 1. Percentage Change in Population 
by State and Decade 1980-1990

Source: Mackun & Wilson, 2011.

Arizona, California, Florida, Texas and Washington were the states with the largest 
Hispanic population that gained electoral votes, while Illinois and New York lost votes 
(see Table 1 and Map 2).

The same census of 1990, gave the proportional reallocation of House seats, as shown 
in Table 2, based on the proportion of population in each state.

It allocated more congressional seats to Arizona, California, Florida, Texas and 
Washington, states with the largest Hispanic population, as shown in Map 2. Illinois, 
New Jersey and New York lost seats with this allocation (see Table 2).

By law, Congress funds the census in order to ensure the balance of population in pro-
portion to the states and the correct proportionality of House seats and electoral votes. 
As such, the composition of Congress has no direct impact on the purpose of this study.

Migration issues and the election
The 2000 election introduced immigration with an unseen interest. Republican candi-
date and former Texas Governor, George W. Bush and his Democrat counterpart, former 
Vice President Al Gore, faced off in a political battle that saw the inclusion of new topics 
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to the new millennium. Social Security, healthcare, education, and the economy, all of 
those topics had their turn on the national spotlight; immigration, the environment and 
the aftermath of the conflict in Kosovo and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) intervention during the Clinton Administration, were the new topics of interest. 

President Bill Clinton announced on July 27, 1993 an immigration reform that included 
changes to the Immigration and Nationality Act and increased funding for border con-

Table 1. Distribution of electoral votes 1990-1991-2000

State name
1981-
1990

1991-
2000 State name

1981-
1990

1991-
2000 State name

1981-
1990

1991-
2000

Alabama 9 9 Kentucky 9 8 N. Dakota 3 3
Alaska 3 3 Louisiana 10 9 Ohio 23 21
Arizona 7 8 Maine 4 4 Oklahoma 8 8
Arkansas 6 6 Maryland 10 10 Oregon 7 7
California 47 54 Massachusetts 13 12 Pennsylvania 25 23
Colorado 8 8 Michigan 20 18 Rhode Island 4 4
Connecticut 8 8 Minnesota 10 10 S. Carolina 8 8
Delaware 3 3 Mississippi 7 7 S. Dakota 3 3
D.C. 3 3 Missouri 11 11 Tennessee 11 11
Florida 21 25 Montana 4 3 Texas 29 32
Georgia 12 13 Nebraska 5 5 Utah 5 5
Hawaii 4 4 Nevada 4 4 Vermont 3 3
Idaho 4 4 N. Hampshire 4 4 Virginia 12 13
Illinois 24 22 New Jersey 16 15 Washington 10 11
Indiana 12 12 New Mexico 5 5 W. Virginia 6 5
Iowa 8 7 New York 36 33 Wisconsin 11 11
Kansas 7 6 N. Carolina 13 14 Wyoming 3 3

Source: FEC, 2003.

Map 2. Ten States with the Largest Hispanic population 2000
Source: Saenz, 2004.
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trol operations. The initiative was also designed to restrict abuse of the asylum provisions 
of the law, smuggling of aliens into the United States and other illegal entry. The propos-
als were developed by a task force chaired by Vice President Al Gore (Martin, 1993).

While Vice President Gore tackled immigration from the White House, George W. 
Bush was about to see firsthand how immigration can change a state in a positive or 
negative way. The governor’s views on the subject —at the time shared by most Repub-
licans— was as a positive sign for the U.S. “Governor Bush believes that immigration is 
not a problem to be solved, but the sign of a successful nation. As Governor of a border 
state, he knows first-hand the benefits legal immigrants bring to America. While he is 
strongly opposed to illegal immigration, he believes more should be done to welcome 
legal immigrants” (4President.org, 2000).

Although both candidates saw immigration as a strategic topic for their campaigns, 
the way in which they used and promoted it was very different. Having dealt with the 
sponsoring of the immigration reform for almost two terms, Vice President Gore, chose 
to carry his efforts and make a final push and make it one of his strongest proposals. 
On the other side, Governor Bush opted for the announcement of a Comprehensive 
Immigration Reform that differed from the one drafted by Vice President Gore on the 
wider spectrum it would cover, from correcting the Immigration and Naturalization 
Services (INS), to its restructuration by establishing a six month standard for process-
ing immigrant applications: “We will bring to the INS a new standard of service and a 
culture of respect […]. The new spending, to be doled out over five years will resonate 
with Latino voters. We’ve got an INS that is too bureaucratic, too stuck in the past” 
(4President.org, 2000).

By the time the election came to a close, both candidates had appealed to an estimat-
ed of 35,560,000 Hispanics living in the U.S., out of which only 13,940,000 were eligible 

Table 2. Reallocation of House seats census 1990
State name 1990 State name 1990 State name 1990 State name 1990

Alabama 7 Indiana 10 Nebraska 3 Rhode Island 2
Alaska 1 Iowa 5 Nevada 2 South Carolina 6
Arizona 6 Kansas 4 New Hampshire 2 South Dakota 1
Arkansas 4 Kentucky 6 New Jersey 13 Tennessee 9
California 52 Louisiana 7 New Mexico 3 Texas 30
Colorado 6 Maine 2 New York 31 Utah 3
Connecticut 6 Maryland 8 North Carolina 12 Vermont 1
Delaware 1 Massachusetts 10 North Dakota 1 Virginia 11
Florida 23 Michigan 16 Ohio 19 Washington 9
Georgia 11 Minnesota 8 Oklahoma 6 West Virginia 3
Hawaii 2 Mississippi 5 Oregon 5 Wisconsin 9
Idaho 2 Missouri 9 Pennsylvania 21 Wyoming 1
Illinois 20 Montana 1 Source: Mills, 2001.
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to vote —although only 5,934,000 actually voted (File, 2013). Of those, 35% casted their 
vote towards Governor Bush and the remaining 65% for Vice President Gore (Suro, Fry, 
& Passel, 2005). Although not impressive at first glance, the 35% of Hispanic vote that 
Governor Bush obtained was the highest of any Republican candidate since Ronald 
Reagan’s 35% and 37% back in the 1980s, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Comparison of Democrat and Republican candidates, 1980-2012
Year Democratic Candidate % Republican Candidate % Democratic Advantage
1980 Jimmy Carter, 56% Ronald Reagan, 35% +21
1984 Walter Mondale, 61% Ronald Reagan, 37% +24
1988 Michael Dukakis, 69% George H. W. Bush, 30% +39
1992 Bill Clinton, 61% George H. W. Bush, 25% +36
1996 Bill Clinton, 72% Bob Dole, 21% +51
2000 Al Gore, 62% George W. Bush, 35% +27
2004 John Kerry, 58% George W. Bush, 40% +18
2008 Barack Obama, 67% John McCain, 31% +36
2012 Barack Obama, 71% Mitt Romney, 27% +44

Source: Jones, 2013.

Understanding the importance of Hispanic vote can help candidates prepare their poli-
cies and proposals accordingly. While 35% doesn’t seem to be a reason to be thrilled 
about, it sure is one reason to be optimistic about the positive impact a stance on this 
segment of the population could have. What is still unclear, is the importance of im-
migration as a topic on the campaign, since the voters candidates appeal to, are legal 
citizens and share the same concerns as the rest of the voting population, thus they 
might not be as concerned with it. 

Even so, what helped Governor Bush in the election was the rise in Hispanic votes. 
His stance and the announcement of a comprehensive immigration reform resonated 
within the Hispanic population, although it was current policy.

As in all presidential elections, candidates had to focus on winning the popular vote 
state by state, the real targets being the bigger ones, referring to the number of electoral 
votes. Why is this related to the subject of immigration? Perhaps more palpable topics 
such as healthcare or the economy would matter more to the big states due to their large 
populations, but those states also happen to have the highest number of Hispanics in 
the nation. States like California, New Mexico, Illinois, New York, Arizona, Florida 
and Texas have a high number of Hispanics. Focusing on immigration may help a can-
didate get an edge to win those electoral votes. 

After defeating Al Gore in the 2000 presidential elections, winning the electorate 
vote 271-266 (U.S. Electoral College, 2012), George W. Bush became the first Repub-
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lican president in over 20 years to reduce the gap between both parties in relation to 
Hispanic vote distribution. In electoral votes, Governor Bush won in states with large 
Hispanic population, beating Vice President Gore in Florida, Arizona, and his home 
state of Texas, while losing California and New Mexico (U.S. Election Atlas, 2012a).

On January 20th, George W. Bush became the 43rd president of the United States 
of America. During his inaugural speech, he made reference to democratic values and 
freedom, standards of American prosperity and social development, all while acknowl-
edging that the United States was a nation of many backgrounds, and thus, unity was 
the key to its continuity and progress, including immigrants (Bush, 2001).

But then, as a result of the devastating attacks on September 11th 2001, immigration 
along with other affairs were put on hold, and issues related to national security fol-
lowed by the invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq, the focus shifted from foreign affairs 
back to the handling of domestic affairs. By 2004, in the State of the Union, President 
Bush encouraged Congress to reform immigration for the first time since 1993, high-
lighting the economic benefits of granting temporary work permits to millions of work-
ers, though restating that his administration opposed amnesty as such, but proposed 
regularization (John Kerry on…, 2004).

Unfortunately for many, immigration reform was not accomplished, as the handling 
of international affairs derived from terror attacks in U.S. soil consumed most of the 
efforts from President’s Bush first term. 

Attention to Hispanics
Both parties had a strategy for capturing the Hispanic vote. More the democrats than the 
republicans, this party understood that this ethnic group —along with all the others— 
needed attention showed in ways they could be appealed to, like in advertising in Spanish 
or by bringing to the media events family connections within the group. For instance, 
the Bush-Cheney campaign broadcasted major announcements in Spanish; according to 
the Republican National Committee, along with the Bush-Cheney campaign, various 
state parties spent $14 million on the Hispanic effort (Democracy in Action, 2001).

Some studies suggested that there was not a clear pattern to win the vote of Hispan-
ics, it varied depending on education, partisanship, economy, etc. but without mention 
of immigration (Nicholson, Pantoja, & Segura, 2006). Other polls suggested the elec-
tion of the candidate on a party basis (Gallup, 2000) again, with no mention to immi-
gration. This result is true for general voters, not only for Hispanics. Other sources state 
public education, health care and economic development as the most important issues 
for the Hispanic community (Janofsky, 2000).

Each of the major Hispanic organizations, like the Mexican American Legal Defense 
and Education Fund, the League of United Latin American Citizens, the National 
Council of La Raza, the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Offi-
cials (NALEO), the Tomas Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI), and the Congressional Hispanic 
Caucus, as examples, have a board of directors that reflect the diversity of the Hispan-
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ic community and focuses their energies on issues that unites them, like community-
based civic activities, electoral politics, agenda setting and influence, and representa-
tion, and not necessarily immigration (DeSipio, 2006).

 Presidential elections of 2004

State of the economy
Shortly after winning the 2000 Elections, President Bush was in charge of a very changed 
and very modern country. After almost a decade of prosperity and economic growth 
brought about by an economic boom, the American business machinery seemed to be 
unstoppable, however, as it tends to happen after long periods of economic expansion, 
the U.S. was projected to enter a small scale recession in 2001 (Kliesen, 2003).

During the first year of the Bush Administration, the labor market began to weaken, 
with downturn on manufacturing which consequentially spilled over to other sectors, 
causing unemployment to rise above the recent lows set by the period of economic ex-
pansion that occurred in the 90s (Langdon, Mcmenamin, & Krolik, 2002). Added to 
those economic difficulties, came the 9/11 terrorist attacks that also resulted in a major 
blow to the economy.

A month after the attacks, some industries implemented special financing incentives, 
taking a chance on the increased household wealth that had accumulated in the 90s 
and the short term interest rates that had fallen sharply on the onset of the recession 
(Kliesen, 2003). To counter the recession, the Federal Reserve cut interest rates aggres-
sively, provided aggressive discounts lending to banks to ensure markets were working 
well, while keeping federal funds rates low, a key factor that later translates into the 
creation of asset bubbles (Hubbard, 2009).

To deal with the large budget surpluses of the late 90s, President Bush sought to create a 
package of robust tax cuts, which would be signed under the “Economic Growth and Tax 
Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001”, and would include tax breaks to all Americans. Those 
cuts consisted of the reduction on income taxes, the end of the estate tax, which is a “tax 
on your right to transfer property at your death” (IRS, 2016), and an increase in the child 
tax credit, equivalent to at least $1.4 trillion through 2011 (University of California, 2011).

Demographic change
Map 3 shows the U.S. demography in the year 2000. The census of this year affected 
electoral votes in the election of 2004 (as well as the 2008 elections). States that had a 
change of 25% or more in population were Idaho, Nevada, Arizona, Utah and Colorado.  

Table 4 shows changes in the census of 2000, and the change in the Electoral College 
votes of Arizona, California, Colorado, Florida, Illinois, New York, and Texas, which 
by the year 2004 were among the states with the largest Hispanic household population 
(see Figure 1). Illinois and New York lost votes.

It is noticeable that the Border States, other than Texas and California, have a minus-
cule Hispanic population, as shown by Figure 1.
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Map 3. Percentage Change in Population 
by State and Decade 1990-2000

Source: Mackun & Wilson, 2011.

Table 4. Distribution of electoral votes 2000

State  
name

1991-
2000
Census 
1990

2001-
2010

Census 
2000

State  
name

1991-
2000
Census 
1990

2001-
2010

Census 
2000

State  
name

1991-
2000
Census 
1990

2001-
2010

Census 
2000

Alabama 9 9 Kentucky 8 8 N. Dakota 3 3
Alaska 3 3 Louisiana 9 9 Ohio 21 20
Arizona 8 10 Maine 4 4 Oklahoma 8 7
Arkansas 6 6 Maryland 10 10 Oregon 7 7
California 54 55 Massachusetts 12 12 Pennsylvania 23 21
Colorado 8 9 Michigan 18 17 Rhode Island 4 4
Connecticut 8 7 Minnesota 10 10 S. Carolina 8 8
Delaware 3 3 Mississippi 7 6 S. Dakota 3 3
D.C. 3 3 Missouri 11 11 Tennessee 11 11
Florida 25 27 Montana 3 3 Texas 32 34
Georgia 13 15 Nebraska 5 5 Utah 5 5
Hawaii 4 4 Nevada 4 5 Vermont 3 3
Idaho 4 4 N. Hampshire 4 4 Virginia 13 13
Illinois 22 21 New Jersey 15 15 Washington 11 11
Indiana 12 11 New Mexico 5 5 W. Virginia 5 5
Iowa 7 7 New York 33 31 Wisconsin 11 10
Kansas 6 6 N. Carolina 14 15 Wyoming 3 3

Source: FEC, 2003.
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Figure 1. Hispanic Household Population by State: 2004
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2007.

From 2001 to 2004, immigration growth had increased more than at any point in U.S. 
history. The Hispanic population had grown fast with these immigration flows, but a large 
number of them are illegal, meaning they didn’t have the right to vote. The number of 
Hispanics who were both U.S. citizens and at least 18 years old grew only by 2.1 million, 
less than a quarter of the increase in the nation’s electorate. Of the 5,740,000 population in-
crease of Hispanics, 2,148,000 were registered as eligible voters, adding to the already exist-
ing 13,940,000 eligible to vote in the 2004 presidential elections (Suro, Fry, & Passel, 2005).

Reallocated seats of the House as a result of the 2000 are shown in Table 5. Of these, 
states which increased seats and had a large number of Hispanics were Arizona, Califor-
nia, Colorado, Florida, and Texas; while Illinois and New York lost seats.

How were those figures translating in the migration issues and the election cam-
paigns of 2004?

Migration issues and the election
By early 2004, President Bush had to focus his attention on campaigning, as the up-
coming elections neared and he would ran for reelection. Competing against him was 
the junior Democrat Senator from Massachusetts.

During his campaign, Senator John Kerry, proposed to tackle immigration by prom-
ising to sign a reform within his first 100 days in office if elected. During a speech in 
Arizona where he addressed the left leaning Hispanic organization of La Raza, Kerry 
remarked that then, “in the US senate there [was] a bill with 62 co-sponsors, […] part 
of Cesar Chavez’s vision of justice, vision of offering a peace of the American dream to 
the good people who labor day after day in the hot sun […]. This president [hadn’t] said 
if he [would] sign that bill, I will in a heartbeat, I will sign that bill” (Welna, 2004). It 
must be emphasized that Cesar Chavez’s vision was from the side of the Unions, not on 
the side of immigrants, whom he opposed.
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After a hard campaign between President Bush and Senator Kerry, immigration took 
center stage during the third presidential debate in Tempe, Arizona, where both candi-
dates got into a heated exchange regarding immigration reform and the guest worker 
program previously mentioned during President Bush’s administration. After being 
asked what to do regarding the daily flows if illegal immigrants entering the country on 
a regular basis, President Bush answered the following:

We’re increasing the border security of the US. There ought to be a temporary worker card that 
allows a willing worker and a willing employer, so long as there’s not an American willing to 
do that job, to join up. I don’t believe we ought to have amnesty. I don’t think we ought to 
reward illegal behavior. There are plenty of people standing in line to become a citizen. If they 
want to become a citizen, they can stand in line, too. And here is where my opponent and I 
differ […]. I don’t believe we ought to have amnesty. I don’t think we ought to reward illegal 
behavior. There are plenty of people standing in line to become a citizen. And we ought not 
to crowd these people ahead of them in line. If they want to become a citizen, they can stand 
in line, too. Kerry supported amnesty for illegal aliens (John Kerry on…, 2004).

While Senator Kerry delivered the following message:

The borders are more leaking today than they were before 9/11. We haven’t done what we 
need to do to toughen up our borders, and I will. We need a guest-worker program, but if 
it’s all we have, it’s not going to solve the problem. We need to crack down on illegal hiring. 
It’s against the law in the US to hire people illegally, and we ought to be enforcing that law 

Table 5. Reallocation of House seats census 2000
State name 2000 State name 2000 State name 2000 State name 2000
Alabama 7 Indiana 9 Nebraska 3 Rhode Island 2
Alaska 1 Iowa 5 Nevada 3 South Carolina 6
Arizona 8 Kansas 4 New Hampshire 2 South Dakota 1
Arkansas 4 Kentucky 6 New Jersey 13 Tennessee 9
California 53 Louisiana 7 New Mexico 3 Texas 32
Colorado 7 Maine 2 New York 29 Utah 3
Connecticut 5 Maryland 8 North Carolina 13 Vermont 1
Delaware 1 Massachusetts 10 North Dakota 1 Virginia 11
Florida 25 Michigan 15 Ohio 18 Washington 9
Georgia 13 Minnesota 8 Oklahoma 5 West Virginia 3
Hawaii 2 Mississippi 4 Oregon 5 Wisconsin 8
Idaho 2 Missouri 9 Pennsylvania 19 Wyoming 1
Illinois 19 Montana 1 	 Source: Mills, 2001.
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properly. We need an earned-legalization program for people who have been here for a long 
time, stayed out of trouble, got a job, paid their taxes, and their kids are American. We got 
to start moving them toward full citizenship, out of the shadows (John Kerry on…, 2004).

By the time the polls closed and votes were counted, President Bush had won states with 
large Hispanic voting population once again. This time, he got four out of five, the dif-
ference being that Arizona (10), Florida (27), California (55) and Texas (34), all had an 
increase in their electoral votes. By getting 76 votes out of four states with significant 
Hispanic population, except California, President Bush secured a 35 electoral vote lead 
against his Democrat opponent. On November 2nd 2004, President George W. Bush 
became the 13th Commander in Chief to win reelection, beating Senator Kerry 286-251 
in electoral votes (U.S. Election Atlas, 2012b).

During his second term, President Bush went on to propose a comprehensive immi-
gration reform initiative to Congress in 2007, as his last attempt at tackling the subject, 
since his second term was coming to an end. The bill known as the “Secure Borders, 
Economic Opportunity and Immigration Reform Act of 2007”  included provisions 
for temporary worker permits, regularization and legal resident option as well as bor-
der security and enforcement provisions, including provisions respecting (Congress.
gov, 2007): 1) Personnel and asset increases and enhancements; 2) A National Strategy 
for Border Security; 3) Border security initiatives, including biometric data enhance-
ments and a biometric entry-exit system, document integrity, and mandatory deten-
tion of aliens apprehended at or between ports of entry; 4) Central American gangs; 5) 
Cooperation with Mexico; 6) National Guard support on the southern border; and 7) 
Extension of the Western Hemisphere travel initiative.

The initiative faced an uphill battle in Congress. The vote in June 2007, fell 14 votes 
short of reaching a majority, thus failing to pass within the U.S. Senate and putting an 
end to immigration reform efforts from the Bush administration. “Legal immigration 
is one of the top concerns of the American people, and Congress’s failure to act on it is 
a disappointment. A lot of us worked hard to see if we couldn’t find common ground. 
It didn’t work” (Pear & Hulse, 2007).

Although immigration reform efforts stopped until the following presidential term, 
many senators, both Republican and Democrats, started pursuing and developing their 
own stance on immigration, in an effort to further consolidate good and solid plans for 
their run for office in the 2008 presidential elections. Two senators, who actively sup-
ported the comprehensive immigration reform in 2007, would go on to become rivals 
on the 2008 election.

Attention to Hispanics
Leal, Barreto, Lee & de la Garza (2005) argued that over the last decades, there have 
been two patterns involving Hispanics in the U.S.; the first, is that the media and the 
“punditocracy” discover this segment of the population time and again when elections 
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are coming, every four years. The phrasing of Jorge Ramos describes it accurately: “a 
phenomenon so predictable that [he has] dubbed it the ‘Christopher Columbus Syn-
drome’”. The second pattern is that early hopes for the political importance of Hispan-
ics are dashed on Election Day.

Analysis after the election showed an increase from 5.9 million Hispanic votes in 
2000 to at least 7 million in the 2004 election (Leal, Barreto, Lee & de la Garza, 2005). 

Those figures show a marked increase of Hispanic participation in the electoral pro-
cess, but not overall. Even when states where more Hispanic population can be identi-
fied, there is not an automatic relation with more participation and specific Hispanic 
related issues; and, even less a connection between the vote and migration.

Leal, Barreto, Lee & de la Garza (2005) analyzed the polls conducted on issue prior 
to the election. Among every part of the Hispanic electorate, educated or uneducated, 
poor or rich, young or old, foreign or native-born, Catholic or Protestant, the number 
one election issue was the economy. The war on terrorism rated second, followed by 
the situation in Iraq, education, health care, and immigration-related concerns. These 
findings were consistent with previous research that suggested economic, education and 
health issues were among the highest priorities for Hispanics —as to the majority of 
voters (Barreto et al., 2002). Other polls showed education (28%) as the major concern, 
followed by the economy and jobs (25%), health care (22%), the war in Iraq (10%), and 
immigration (8%) (cited in Segel, 2004).

Presidential Elections 2008

State of the economy
Entering the last year of the Bush presidency, the U.S. made its way back to a good 
economic period, healthy finances and another short but noticeable expansion. It all 
seemed to be going in the right direction once again. However, linked to several deci-
sions made in past presidencies, this regained confidence brought about by a stable 
growth in the U.S. economy, would soon collapse with another spectacular burst. The 
housing market in the U.S. grew alongside the stock bubble of the mid 90s, mortgages 
became available to a wider range of consumers with programs offered by Fannie Mae, 
Freddie Mac and others, providing easy and risky money to a larger group of home buy-
ers that would later default on payments. Interest rates remained in an affordable range 
from the mid-1990s to the 2000s. While the collapse didn’t happen overnight, rumbling 
began as subprime mortgages —owned by people with less than perfect credit— be-
came 20% of the market by 2006. Some financial institutions made subprime their 
entire business, and in early 2008 late payments and defaults accumulated in extreme 
high numbers. Having supported the housing market heavily and participated in it 
with subprime mortgages and lending, the financial sector began to fall. On September 
15, 2008, the fourth largest investment bank from the U.S. went bankrupt (Wiggins, 
Piontek, & Metrick, 2014). As a result, numerous banks followed, leaving a loss of $19.2 
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trillion of household wealth, while costing 8.8 million jobs. Also hitting a new low was 
GDP, during President’s Bush eight years in office (see Chart 3), growth varied between 
2% - 4%, but once the financial crisis hit, new lows where established (Matthews, 2013).

Chart 3. Real GDP growth 2001 - 2008
Source: Matthews, 2013.

As the financial crisis swept the country, a plan was designed to prevent further eco-
nomic meltdown. The “Emergency Economic Stabilization Act of 2008”, signed by Sit-
ting President George W. Bush, established the Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP), 
which was created to purchase troubled assets from banks and investment companies, 
authorizing the Treasury to spend up to $700 billion in taxpayer funds to serve its func-
tions and restore confidence in affected credit markets (Glass, 2013).

It became clear then, that the next president of the U.S. would see his first challenges 
as perhaps the most difficult one in more than a century, to try and get the country out 
of the worst financial crisis in recent memory. In political circles this was referred to 
as the traditionally expected “October surprise”, with republicans being in power, the 
electorate carried its anger at McCain, essentially tipping the election to Obama.

Demographic change and proportional representation
The census of 2000 (Map 3) and the electoral votes (Table 4) showed above, accounted 
for the 2008 election. In this case, the states with more Hispanic population are shown 
in Figure 2. California, Texas, Florida and New York still account for the states with the 
largest concentration of Hispanic population.

The following section discusses the issues of migration tied to the discourse for the 
2008 elections, as well as the behavior of Hispanics regarding their votes for president.
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Migration issues and the election
The failure of the comprehensive immigration bill in 2007, left many wondering about 
what the future for immigration reform would look like, and as many others before, 
presidential candidates where more than eager to shed some light on how they would 
—if elected— manage this affair. Some differences must be noted. The Democrat side 
had always backed up immigration reform in terms of granting path to citizenship —not 
fully embraced by the labor unions, since Democrats had never favored temporary work 
permits—; their objective in the so-called “path to citizenship” is the creation of more 
Democrat leaning voters, under the (wrong) belief they could thus own the Hispanic 
vote, like they own the black one. It mustn’t be forgotten that the “path to citizenship” 
begins with obtaining legal resident status.

During their 2008 campaigns, that stance remained the same. Candidates like Hill-
ary R. Clinton from New York, repeat presidential candidate John Edwards from North 
Carolina, Connecticut representative Chris Dodd, and an upstart senator from Illinois 
named Barack Obama; all had supported immigration reform during their time in the 
senate as the latter did during a 2006 hearing: “I believe we can work together to pass 
immigration reform in a way that unites the people in this country, not in a way that 
divides us by playing on our worst instincts and fears” (Obamaspeeches.com, 2006).

On the Republican side, one name stood out among the rest when it came to im-
migration reform: Arizona Senator John McCain, co-sponsor of the Kennedy - McCain 
immigration bill or The Secure America and Orderly Immigration Act (S. 1033). He 
was considered to be the most fitted Republican candidate to win the nomination. The 
Kennedy - McCain Bill was one of the three foundations of the 2007 comprehensive 
immigration bill endorsed by President Bush.

While McCain didn’t have much of a problem winning the Republican nomination, 
the Democratic party did find a fierce competition between New York Senator Hillary 
R. Clinton, and Illinois Senator Barack H. Obama, both very active in the issues con-

Illinois 1,961,843 

Arizona 1,964,625 

New York 3,232,360 

Florida 3,846,267 

California 13,434,869 

Texas 8,815,582 

New Jersey 1,424,069 
Georgia 780,408 

New Mexico 895,150 
Colorado 993,198 

Figure 2. Hispanic Population by State in 2008 (larger states)
Source: Author’s elaboration with information from Pew Research Center, 2011a.
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cerning immigration, having approved and endorsed previous immigration reform and 
had been advocates for new immigration policies.

Senator Clinton, who supported and voted for the Secure Fence Act back in 2006, had 
a strong opinion towards undocumented immigrant deportation during the Democratic 
Debate in Iowa, stating that “[deporting all illegal immigrants was] absolutely unrealis-
tic, and it [was] not in keeping with American values” (npr, 2007), and as her immigra-
tion proposal included the introduction of a path to legalization within her first 100 days 
in office if she was elected president: “I, as president, would work with our neighbors 
to the south, to help them create more jobs for their own people. We need to bring the 
immigrants out of the shadows, give them the conditions that we expect them to meet, 
paying a fine for coming here illegally, trying to pay back taxes, over time, and learning 
English. If they had committed a crime, then they should be deported. But for everyone 
else, there must be a path to legalization” (Hillary Clinton on…, 2008). It is noteworthy 
to underline that “create more jobs for their own people” is an incorrect statement, since 
the reason there are Mexicans (or Hispanics) working in the U.S., is because the economy 
requires their labor. No Mexicans traveled to the US without having a job identified be-
forehand. Even during the 2008 crisis and U.S. unemployment, there were sectors of the 
U.S. economy that demanded temporary or seasonal workers. If they did not come from 
Mexico they had to come from other countries, or the employers would suffer loses.

Then former First Lady and 2008 Democrat candidate Clinton, was no stranger to 
McCain’s comprehensive immigration reform as she supported this bill in 2004 while 
a member of the U.S. Senate representing New York —second state known for receiv-
ing the most number of immigrants for the past 20 years behind California, with an 
increase of 2.3% in immigrant population growth in the last decade, as shown in Chart  
4 (Krogstad & Keegan, 2014).

With Obama having won the Democrat nomination, both presidential candidates 
made their case in the race to the White House. The issue of immigration gained 
strength, as interest in the subject increased due to the failed attempts at immigration 
reform. Being an issue of domestic and international interest, it was regarded as one of 
the top tier problems and challenges that the U.S. had to face and subsequently address. 
As the Chart 4 indicates, ever since the 2006 reform was introduced in the Senate Floor 
until its collapse in 2007, one in six people considered immigration as the most impor-
tant problem in the U.S. Even with a seven point drop in 2008, immigration had never 
been so highly recognized with such importance in an election year before (Saad, 2014).

With immigration taking center stage, both candidates addressed it in an effort to 
gain votes with the general population, as well as trying to win the vote of the 18,165,000 
Hispanics who were eligible to vote in the 2008 elections, a number that represented an 
0.7 % increase from the previous election of 2004 (see Table 6) (Taylor & Fry, 2007).

The U.S. Hispanic population as of September 2007, stood at 45,515,000, of which an 
estimated 11,915,000 were non-citizen adults and 15,436,000 were under age. Thus, 40% 
of the Hispanic population was elegible to vote to elect the next president of the U. S., as 
shown in Table 7 (Taylor & Fry, 2007).
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Chart 4. Percentage Naming Immigration as the United States’  
Most Important Problem (Based on U. S. adults)

Source: Saad, 2014.

Table 6. Eligible Voters, 1996-2007 (U.S. citizens ages 18 and above)

Year Total Hispanic
Hispanic share 
of total (in %)

September 2007 203,231,000 18,165,000 8.9
2004 197,005,000 16,088,000 8.2
2000 188,173,000 13,940,000 7.4
1996 179,935,000 11,209,000 6.2

Source: Taylor & Fry, 2007.

Table 7. Eligible Voters and Total Population for Major 
Racial / Ethnic Groups, September 2007

Hispanic Non-Hispanic 
White

Non-Hispanic 
Black

Non-Hispanic 
Asian

Population % Population % Population % Population %
Total population,  
regardless of age or 
citizenship status

45,515,000 100 195,957,000 100 36,092,000 100 13,165,000 100

Not elegible to 
vote - total

Youth under  
18 years of age 15,436,000 34 42,323,000 22 10,911,000 30 2,972,000 23

Adults without  
U.S. citizenship 11,915,000 26 3,177,000 2 1,234,000 3 3,535,000 27

Elegible voters -  
U.S. citizens age  
18 and above

18,165,000 40 150,457,000 77 23,946,000 66 6,659,000 51

Source: Taylor & Fry, 2007.
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Both presidential candidates reiterated their position on immigration, speaking in 
favor of their own version of immigration reform in multiple fora, as well as during 
guest appearances on TV and radio shows as part of their marketing and propaganda 
campaigns. During a speech to the National Association of Latino Elected and Ap-
pointed Officials (NALEO) in 2008, senator McCain addressed several issues concerning 
immigration reform, while reminding voters that twice, he had tried to get immigration 
bills to pass in the U.S. Senate, but failed:

I twice attempted to pass comprehensive immigration legislation to fix our broken borders; 
ensure respect for the laws of this country; recognize the important economic necessity of im-
migrant laborers; apprehend those who came here illegally to commit crimes; and deal practi-
cally and humanely with those who came here, as my distant ancestors did, to build a better, 
safer life for their families, without excusing the fact they came here illegally or granting them 
privileges before those who did. Many Americans, with good cause, did not believe us when we 
said we would secure our borders, and so we failed in our efforts. We must prove to them that 
we can and will secure our borders first, while respecting the dignity and rights of citizens and 
legal residents. But we must not make the mistake of thinking that our responsibility to meet 
this challenge will end with that accomplishment. We have economic and humanitarian re-
sponsibilities as well, and they require no less dedication from us in meeting them (Luo, 2008).

Like his Republican counterpart, Senator Obama addressed immigration several times 
during the campaign and within his innovative social media campaign, showing little 
difference between both candidates. Though after becoming president he failed to keep 
all his promises on immigration reform, his speech can be considered the basis for the 
Dream Act of 2009:

[We] have to recognize that we’ve got 12 million undocumented workers who are already here. 
Many of them living their lives alongside other Americans. Their kids are going to school. 
Many of the kids, in fact, were born in this country and are citizens. And so, it’s absolutely vital 
that we bring those families out of the shadows and that we give them the opportunity to 
travel a pathway to citizenship. It’s not automatic citizenship. It’s not amnesty. They would have 
to pay a fine. They would have to not have engaged in any criminal activity. They would have to 
learn English. They would have to go to the back of the line so that they did not get citizenship 
before those persons who had come here legally (Carter, Ellis, Hossain, & Mclean, 2007).

On November 4th 2008, Senator Barack Obama was elected as the 44th President of 
the United Sates, becoming the first “African American” Commander in Chief in U.S. 
history. The “Yes we can” Senator from Illinois managed to collect 365 electoral votes 
against the 173 obtained by Senator McCain (U.S. Election Atlas, 2012c).

Chart 5 reflects the percentage of voters from different ethnicities and how they 
voted; black and Hispanic groups clearly favoring Obama by 95% and 67% respectively, 
while whites (meaning the rest of the electorate) seemed to favor McCain. The gap 
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between both seems close in comparison 
with the lopsided Democrat preference 
within other groups (Lopez, 2008).

Chart 6 represents the share of His-
panic voters out of the total Hispanic 
population during the 2004 and 2008 
elections, comparing voting turnout in 
main immigrant states and national. 
It is possible to see that voting turnout 
amongst Hispanics increased in few of 
the states, highlighting the considerable 
increase in states such as New Mexico 
with a 9 points, Colorado with a 5 point 
increase from 2004, Arizona with a 4 
point increase in turnout in 2008, while 
Florida and New Jersey dropped 1 point 
each. Nonetheless, voting turnout in the 
U.S. increased one point in four years 
(Lopez, 2008).

Chart 7 shows the turnout regarding 
Hispanic vote for Democratic Candidate 
Barack Obama in big immigrant states 
and in the U.S. With more than half the 
percentage in every single state, as well 
as a +37 differential against McCain in 
the national election, Obama managed 
to obtain more than three quarters of 
the Hispanic vote in New Jersey, Nevada 
and California with 78%, 76% and 74% 
respectively, as well as 72% in his home 

Chart 6. Hispanic Share 
of Voters in Presidential 

Election, 2004 and 2008 (%)
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2008.

Chart 7. Hispanic Vote for 
Barack Obama, by state (%)

Source: Lopez, 2008.

Chart 5. Popular Vote in 2008 
Presidential Election,  
by Race and Ethnicity
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2008.
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state of Illinois. It is also worth noting that Senator Obama obtained just over half 
the Hispanic votes in his opponent’s home State of Arizona with a 56% Hispanic vote 
turnout (Lopez, 2008).

During his first administration, President Obama, would seek to elaborate and intro-
duce a comprehensive immigration reform in 2009, sponsored by Democratic Senator 
of New Jersey, Robert Menendez, which would prohibit the

adjustment of an alien in lawful prospective immigrant status to the status of an alien lawfully 
admitted for permanent residence until specified border related enhancements in personnel 
and resources are established, funded, and operational […]. Sets forth immigration-related 
worksite enforcement provisions, including provisions regarding: (1) unlawful employment 
of aliens; (2) document verification; (3) the employment verification system; and (4) respon-
sibilities of the Social Security Administration (SSA) (Menendez, Leahy, & Specter, 2010).

While this bill was being debated and reviewed in congress, Arizona passed a law that 
would affect and change the immigration debate for years to come. State Senate bill 1070, 
introduced a state immigration law authorizing and encouraging law enforcement offi-
cials to “check the immigration status of anyone they suspect is in the country illegally” 
(Editorial Board, 2010), under the provision called “show me your papers”. While immi-
gration is a Federal responsibility and not a purview of the States, the bill was illegal. The 
Supreme Court upheld the provision of checking immigration status; thus, if the indi-
vidual was detained for other reasons and there was reasonable suspicion of his/her status.

Nevertheless, such an aggressive law was subject to worldwide polemic, especially 
with countries such as Mexico, who responded with a statement delivered via their Sec-
retary of Foreign Affairs, Patricia Espinoza: “The government of Mexico regrets that, 
despite the overtures made at all levels by Mexican federal and state officials, the legisla-
tors who passed this measure and the governor of Arizona have not taken into account 
the valuable contributions of migrants to the economy, society and culture of Arizona 
and the United States of America” (The Hill Staff, 2010).

A debate on Capitol Hill regarding its constitutionality started. As debate brewed 
quickly, President Obama took action and joined the controversy when addressing stu-
dents and faculty during a speech at the American University School of International 
Service in Washington D. C.:

Immigration has become once more a source of fresh contention in our country, with the 
passage of a controversial law in Arizona and the heated reactions we’ve seen across America.  
Some have rallied behind this new policy. Others have protested and launched boycotts of 
the state. And everywhere, people have expressed frustration with a system that seems fun-
damentally broken. Of course, the tensions around immigration are not new.  On the one 
hand, we’ve always defined ourselves as a nation of immigrants —a nation that welcomes 
those willing to embrace America’s precepts. Indeed, it is this constant flow of immigrants 
that helped to make America what it is (The White House, 2010).
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Still, any real effort toward immigration reform failed once again, this time due to the 
conflict of interests between Obama Care and the Dream Act, both of which were part of 
President Obama’s campaign and both of which were set to be passed within the first year 
in office. In 2010, immigration reform lost the battle against Obama Care and was left 
aside for the remainder of his presidency: “We’ve started to talk to all the parties involved 
and both parties here in Washington about the prospects of taking legislative steps […]. 
But obviously we’ve got a lot on our plate right now” (Barack Obama’s Inaugural…, 2009).

In order to discredit President Obama, Governor Mitt Romney of Massachusetts, 
commented that it was the inefficiency towards immigration reform, which had 
prompted numerous Americans to take matters into their own hands, like the SB 1070 
law in Arizona; he stated that there was no other remedy to solving illegal immigration, 
but to be more strict, forcing undocumented immigrants to self deport.

I believe people make their own choices as to whether they want to go home and that’s what I 
mean by self-deportation. People decide if they want to go back to the country of their origin 
and get in line legally to be able to come to this country. Look, legal immigration is critical 
for America. I love legal immigration. But at the same time, to protect legal immigration we 
have to secure our borders and what I like about the Arizona law was the employment veri-
fication system…The reason there’s an Arizona law is because the federal government, and 
specifically, Pres. Obama didn’t solve immigration problem when he came into office. The 
right answer is ultimately to have a federal solution; [then] we don’t have to have states trying 
to find solutions of their own (Mitt Romney on…, 2012).

Several studies account for the importance of the Hispanic vote on the 2008 elections. 
There is however a disagreement over how much the Hispanic vote made the difference. 
Even less evident is the connection between the Hispanic vote and the immigration issue.

Attention to Hispanics
Despite being the largest “statistically” defined minority group, Hispanics receive su-
perficial attention from candidates and the media when it comes to presidential poli-
tics. It has been the Electoral College where a state winner-takes-all that has led to the 
interest in finding the Hispanic influence on the presidential elections’ outcome. It was 
in the 2008 election, that mainstream media and campaigns —and not only advocacy 
groups—, started to describe its importance as a voting bloc. But other studies (de la 
Garza & DeSipio, 1992, 1996, 1999, 2005, cited in Barreto, Collingwood & Manzano, 
2010) had suggested that the Hispanic vote is completely irrelevant and that the myth 
of its decisiveness came from Hispanic leaders wanting to convince politicians of such 
importance. As the information has shown, Hispanic voters are heavily concentrated in 
uncompetitive states, as California, Texas and New York, being too small in number to 
matter in contested states. Nevertheless, as argued by Barreto, Collingwood & Man-
zano (2010), Hispanics were influential in seven swing states: Florida, Nevada, New 
Mexico, Colorado, Virginia, North Carolina, and Indiana.



Revista Mexicana de Análisis Político y Administración Pública. Universidad de Guanajuato. Volumen V, número 1, enero-junio 2016

144

Findings suggest that in the 2008 campaign, there was an effort reach for voters in 
undecided states; campaigns spent $13 million in television advertising in the state of 
Nevada, inundated with television and radio ads, candidate appearances and events, 
and voter outreach efforts, according to the New York Times/TNS Media (cited in Ba-
rreto, Collingwood & Manzano, 2010), though this is an account for the population in 
general, not specific for Hispanic voters.

Nonetheless, for this election, the one candidate using strategies specifically target-
ing Hispanic population was Obama, with his campaign Web site; which was not the 
same for McCain. Barreto, Collingwood & Manzano (2010) made a very consistent and 
reliable analysis of the strategies used by candidates —publicity, use of language, me-
dia, internet, etc.— without any reference to the issue of immigration. They concluded 
that Hispanic influence was not what made the difference, but that it could not be ac-
counted as irrelevant either, as Hispanic influence is not absolute but rather tempered 
by a combination of factors and, their allegiances can vary.

Presidential Elections 2012

State of the economy
Receiving a country in a deep financial crisis, President Obama tried to get the U.S. 
economy back on track, though his solutions were the creation of jobs via governmental 
posts, thus enlarging the government (Scher, 2014). Obama signed the failed “American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009” (ARRA), a $787 billion bill which had the in-
tended purpose to stimulate the economy by creating or saving 3.5 million jobs by 2011, 
provide nearly 40% of the stimulus package directly to working and middle class fam-
ily relief, double renewable energy by 2012 as well as creating a Clean Energy Finance 
Authority and Renewable Tax Credits to leverage $100 billion in private investment of 
renewables, protect health care and enact the expansion in tax cuts for low and moder-
ate income earners (The White House, 2009).

The effects of the Great Recession where still being felt, however, after year one of 
President Obama’s Administration, the country began to see an increase in GDP, rising 
from 3.7% through the six quarters running from 2007 - 2009, to a 5.7% annualized 
increase over the last three months of 2010 (National Association of Manufacturers, 
2010). While some indicators such as median household income and home pricing sug-
gest a very slow economic recovery in President’s Obamas first term, others such as 
stock market growth and U.S. manufacturing show a positive outlook heading into 
2012, however, an alarming trend emerged, in part due to the crisis and further efforts 
to revert it, from 2009 to 2012 the U.S. has had a deficit year, with an increase in each, 
from 52% to 70% (see Chart 8) (Long, 2016a).

Obama would campaign heavily on the subject of the economy and appealing to 
America’s youth, competing against the former Governor of Massachusetts.
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Demographic change and 
proportional representation
In the year 2010 the census again modi-
fied the electoral landscape of the U. S. 
Map 4 shows the changes on percent-
ages in population by state from the 
year 2000 to 2010. Only one state had 
a 25% or more in growth for this period: 
Nevada, and not with a majority of His-
panic population.

Table 8 shows the new distribution of 
the Electoral College votes of Arizona, 
Florida, and Texas, which by the year 
2011 were among the states with the larg-
est Hispanic household population (see 
Chart 9). Illinois and New York again, 
lost votes.

By the year 2011, the states that had 
the largest proportion of Hispanic pop-
ulation were consistent with the other 
periods analyzed previously: Arizona, 
California, Florida, Illinois, New York, 
and Texas (see Chart 9).

Allocated seats of the House as a re-
sult of the 2010 are shown in Table 9, 
also coinciding with the largest Hispanic 
population states with increased elector-
al votes allocation.

The importance of redistribution of 
seats relies with party in power in each 
state, as they will try to divide the dis-
tricts in order to enhance their major-
ity in election of their candidates. As 
it is known, the House represents the 
people and this is important for passing 
bills —including the immigration ones. 
What is less clear, is how interested is 
the Hispanic sector of the population in 
advancing those issues. Nevertheless, for 
the election of the Executive, Congress 

Chart 8. Federal Debt 2006 - 2014
Source: Long, 2016b.

Map 4. Percentage Change 
in Population by State 
and Decade 2000-2010

Source: Mackun & Wilson, 2011.

Chart 9. Percentage of Hispanic 
population per state 2011

Source: Brown & Lopez, 2013.
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Table 8. Distribution of electoral votes 2010

State name
2001-
2010

2011-
2020

Census 
2010 State name

2001-
2010

2011-
2020

Census 
2010 State name

2001-
2010

2011-
2020

Census 
2010

Alabama 9 9 Kentucky 8 8 North Dakota 3 3
Alaska 3 3 Louisiana 9 8 Ohio 20 18
Arizona 10 11 Maine 4 4 Oklahoma 7 7
Arkansas 6 6 Maryland 10 10 Oregon 7 7
California 55 55 Massachusetts 12 11 Pennsylvania 21 20
Colorado 9 9 Michigan 17 16 Rhode Island 4 4
Connecticut 7 7 Minnesota 10 10 S. Carolina 8 9
Delaware 3 3 Mississippi 6 6 South Dakota 3 3
D.C. 3 3 Missouri 11 10 Tennessee 11 11
Florida 27 29 Montana 3 3 Texas 34 38
Georgia 15 16 Nebraska 5 5 Utah 5 6
Hawaii 4 4 Nevada 5 6 Vermont 3 3
Idaho 4 4 N. Hampshire 4 4 Virginia 13 13
Illinois 21 20 New Jersey 15 14 Washington 11 12
Indiana 11 11 New Mexico 5 5 W. Virginia 5 5
Iowa 7 6 New York 31 29 Wisconsin 10 10
Kansas 6 6 N. Carolina 15 15 Wyoming 3 3

Source: U.S. Electoral College, 2010.

Table 9. Reallocation of House seats census 2010
State name 2010 State name 2010 State name 2010 State name 2010
Alabama 7 Indiana 9 Nebraska 3 Rhode Island 2
Alaska 1 Iowa 4 Nevada 4 South Carolina 7
Arizona 9 Kansas 4 New Hampshire 2 South Dakota 1
Arkansas 4 Kentucky 6 New Jersey 12 Tennessee 9
California 53 Louisiana 6 New Mexico 3 Texas 36
Colorado 7 Maine 2 New York 27 Utah 4
Connecticut 5 Maryland 8 North Carolina 13 Vermont 1
Delaware 1 Massachusetts 9 North Dakota 1 Virginia 11
Florida 27 Michigan 14 Ohio 16 Washington 10
Georgia 14 Minnesota 8 Oklahoma 5 West Virginia 3
Hawaii 2 Mississippi 4 Oregon 5 Wisconsin 8
Idaho 2 Missouri 8 Pennsylvania 18 Wyoming 1
Illinois 18 Montana 1 Source: Burnett, 2011.
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is important in the sense of distributing electoral votes and in the case of an Electoral 
College deadlock, of electing the president; Congress has the prerogative of doing it. 
Therefore, the importance of distribution of seats relies on the state and local politics. 
How did the federal election play on immigration discourse for this period?

Migration issues and the election
Hoping to build upon his 2008 campaign for the next presidential election, President 
Obama’s main focus on immigration was towards comprehensive immigration reform 
once again, but this time complemented with the reintroduction of the 2001 Dream Act 
bill, in which he “would grant a path to citizenship to children of undocumented im-
migrants who attended college or went into the military” (cfr., 2012). While his efforts 
fell short during the first term, President Obama continued to campaign for mostly the 
same immigration policies as he did in 2008. Promising to create secure borders by sup-
porting the addition of personnel, improvement of infrastructure and technology, crack 
down on employers who bring in undocumented immigrants while at the same time 
allowing those individuals to pay a fine, learn English and try to follow the correct path 
to an earned citizenship (The White House, 2010).

Those efforts proved insufficient. In a Debate at Town Hall interview hosted by Uni-
vision’s Jorge Ramos, the President came under intense scrutiny as he was asked to ac-
knowledge why he hadn’t introduced an immigration bill when he had control of both 
chambers in Congress, to what his response was “What I confess I did not expect —and 
so I’m happy to take responsibility for being naive here— is that Republicans who had 
previously supported comprehensive immigration reform —my opponent in 2008, who 
had been a champion of it and who attended these meetings— suddenly would walk 
away. That’s what I did not anticipate” (President Obama’s Inaugural…, 2012).

To many supporters who endorsed President Obama on the subject of immigration 
reform, that kind of answer made it hard to support him again. Not only did he failed 
to deliver on immigration, his presidency had deported more people in four years than 
his predecessor, George W. Bush, did in eight. In light of those issues that arose during 
the campaign trail, the Obama administration looked to refocus immigration enforce-
ment, where immigrants with criminal records would be found and deported instead of 
those who came in search of the American Dream (Foley, 2012).

In 2012, Mitt Romney became the Republican presidential nominee after Rick San-
torum and Ron Paul dropped out due to poor performance in the Republican Primaries. 
During his acceptance speech, Governor Romney referenced the U.S. immigrant past:

We are a nation of immigrants. We are the children and grandchildren and great-grandchil-
dren of the ones who wanted a better life, the driven ones, the ones who woke up at night 
hearing that voice telling them that life in that place called America could be better. They 
came not just in pursuit of the riches of this world but for the richness of this life…When every 
new wave of immigrants looked up and saw the Statue of Liberty, or knelt down and kissed 
the shores of freedom just ninety miles from Castro’s tyranny, these new Americans surely had 
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many questions. But none doubted that here in America they could build a better life, that in 
America their children would be more blessed than they (Mitt Romney on…, 2012).

Unfortunately for Romney, Hispanics and immigrants alike did not think positively of 
his “self-deportation” ideal. He was not even capable of structuring a credible strategy 
to appeal to Hispanic voters, not even the Mexican origin voters, having not mentioned 
his Mexican born father until it was too late to make any difference. 

Yet, his efforts were also thwarted by young voters. Young Americans, did not seem 
to appreciate Romney’s campaign promises, not that they were his main focus from the 
outset anyway, and proved crucial for President Obama’s reelection. According to the 
Pew Research Center (2011b), generational differences have been critical for Democrats 
vying for the Oval office, with younger voters supporting more liberal issues with a 
social agenda, while older voters (65+), who worry more about the state of the country, 
tend to cast their vote Republican.

The constant increase in immigrant population in the U.S. boosts the total of Hispanic 
population. According to ESRI’s “minority Population Growth” 2012 report, there were 
35,311,263 Hispanics in the U.S. with a growth rate of 12.55% in the year 2000 in com-
parison with 2010 were the population had significantly increased, reaching 50,477,594 
individuals with a growth rate of 16.35% with no signs of slowing down  (ESRI, 2012).

With 51.9 million Hispanic making up for 16.7% of the U.S. population prior to the 
2012 presidential elections, of which 23.7 million were eligible voters, this election was the 
one with the highest number of Hispanic voter eligibility. Voter eligibility has seen con-
stant and significant increase every four years due to the increasing amount of immigrants 
arriving in the U. S. supported with the also increasing number of immigrants that are 
becoming citizens, but also points out how voter turnout from Hispanics has been some-
where between 40 - 50% going back as far as 1988 and has never really seen a majority of 
its registered voters actually exercise their acquired right (Lopez, Motel, & Patten, 2012).

By the time Election Day came to its conclusion, four states had given President 
Obama a decisive victory: Ohio, Florida, Virginia and Pennsylvania. Those states com-
bined, amounted to 80 electoral votes, that had Romney fared better with youth vote, 
would have given him enough support to win the Presidential Elections (CIRCLE, 2012). 
And still, no connection between immigration rhetoric and the Hispanic vote.

On November 6th 2012, Barack Obama was reelected for a second term. Governor 
Romney performed poorly during the contest, obtaining 206 electoral votes against 332 
by his rival (U. S. Election Atlas, 2012d). Immigration reform would stagnate for another 
presidential term, but it would stay relevant and present in the U. S. politic agenda.

Attention to Hispanics
Since Mitt Romney received the lowest portion of the Hispanic vote in 16 years at 27%, 
the Republican Party has worked on reverting that situation. Several lawmakers sup-
ported an immigration bill through the Senate, with the wish it would improve the 
GOP standing among Hispanics; also, republican members of Congress are appearing 
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on Spanish-language media more often, and independent political groups are helping to 
push the conservative platform in churches and community gatherings (Gomez, 2014). 
The Republican National Committee (RNC), which had a segment for Hispanic initia-
tives, accepted their efforts in order to reach this segment only started a few months be-
fore an election and ended election night; thus, republicans have made this a permanent 
effort (Barbour, Bradshaw, Fleischer, Fonalledas, & McCall, 2013). As one good example 
is Rep. Mick Mulvaney (R-S.C.), who got into office in the Tea Party wave of 2010. Even 
if there are very few Hispanics in his conservative district, in February of 2014 he hosted 
a talk with hundreds of Hispanics speaking to them in their language (Gomez, 2014). 
There is a popular belief that the Tea Party has hijacked the Republican Party, and has 
affected Hispanic vote. The Tea Party is a loose movement, involving associations in the 
Tea Party movement are the Tea Party Patriots, Tea Party Express, Americans for Pros-
perity, the National Tea Party Federation and Tea Party Nation; and was in its origin 
an economic movement pursuing a conservative fiscal policy and a smaller government.

Another strong popular belief, shared also by members of Congress, like Sen. Charles 
Schumer (D-N.Y.), who stated that until an immigration reform is approved, repub-
licans won’t have the attention of the Hispanic community. Sen. John McCain (R-
Ariz.), responded that passing that bill wouldn’t automatically win over Hispanic voters, 
though it may get the party in a situation to compete for it. Nevertheless, the majority 
on the GOP knows that there is little connection between an immigration bill and im-
proving the Hispanic vote count for Republicans. One good example was the election 
of Republican President Ronald Reagan who received 37% of the Hispanic vote in 1984. 
Later, in 1986 Congress passed an immigration bill, with a republican president and a 
Republican-controlled Senate, approving an amnesty for the 3 million undocumented 
immigrants. But, in the presidential election in 1988, after the GOP-backed amnesty 
was implemented, the percentage of the Hispanic vote that went to Republican George 
H. W. Bush dropped to 30% (Gomez, 2014).

An October 2014 poll conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center showed that immigra-
tion was not a deal-breaker issue for the majority of the Hispanic electorate; a majority 
of Hispanic registered voters, when it came to casting their votes, said education (92%), 
jobs and the economy (91%), as well as health care (86%) were extremely important or 
very important to them, over other issues (Lopez, 2015; Lopez, Gonzalez-Barrera, & 
Krogstad, 2014), just like for the majority of Americans.

Outlook of the 2016 Presidential election

State of the economy
By the end of the Obama Presidency and closer to Election Day, reviewing the eco-
nomic situation would help understand economic proposals made during presidential 
campaigns. By 2014 some economic indicators, such as the unemployment rate (Chart 
10), started to go up (Zillman, 2016).
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The industries that benefited from 
President Obama’s economic policies 
were the Professional Services and Educa-
tion and Health, while the Construction, 
state and local government and manufac-
turing industries have been overlooked 
and have seen their payrolls reduced (see 
Chart 11) (Zumbrun & Nasaw, 2015).

Out of the three industries whose 
payroll has decreased during this Presi-
dency, manufacturing is the most puz-
zling, as President Obama has publicly 
stated how this industry has added al-
most 800,000 new jobs, but, as of now, 
this sector hasn’t really seen a signifi-
cant increase as a share of the GDP or 
employment rates. On GDP, the coun-
try has seen an average growth of 2.1%, 
without accounting for 2009, but tak-
ing it into consideration leaves him at 
a meager 1.4% GDP growth over eight 
years (see Chart 12) (Long, 2016a).

Finally, the U.S. Government Debt 
saw two debt ceiling crisis that nearly 
managed to effectively shut down Con-
gress for a period of time until a new ar-
rangement was made regarding the limit 
of debt issued by the U.S. treasury. As 
mentioned in the Economic context of 
2012, Federal Debt had increased over-
whelmingly in Obama’s first term, start-
ing at 52% and reaching 70% by 2012 
and later standing at 75% at the end of 
2015 (Long, 2016a). Those are the most 
important figures to be dealt with in the 
2016 presidential campaign.

Candidates until April 2016 and immigration
The campaign for the 2016 Presidential election is full of surprises. On the Republican 
side, at the beginning of the race there were two candidates of Hispanic origin, one sur-
geon-anti-establishment-African-American, one entrepreneur-woman, one businessman, 
and five former-and-actual-governors. Many of them dropped along the race; by May 

Chart 10. Unemployment 2008 - 2014
Source: Zumbrun & Nasaw, 2015.

Chart 11. Winning and Losing 
Industries 2009 - 2014

Source: Zumbrun & Nasaw, 2015.

Chart 12. Growth by presidency 
1981 - 2016 (average GDP 5%)

Source: Long, 2016b.
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2016 only one remains, the businessman. On the Democrat side, after three candidates 
dropped out, there are still two competing with alike platforms on many issues, still try-
ing to gain voters and influence the Democratic Platform to be debated and approved at 
their National Convention. On a brief look of the primaries, the following developed.

The Republicans: Senator Ted Cruz
As of March 23rd 2015, Texas Senator Ted Cruz, announced his bid for the 2016 presi-
dential elections during a rally at Liberty University in Lynchburg, Virginia, were he 
echoed sentiments of opportunity as he made allusion to American exceptionalism and 
the American Dream (The Washington Post, 2015). Regarding immigration, Senator 
Cruz has a strong opinion, being the representative of the state with the longest border 
with Mexico; he rejects amnesty, but at the same time wants to push for immigration 
reform, as he had declared: “I have said many times that I want to see common-sense 
immigration reform pass, I think most Americans want to see the problem fixed” (Agu-
ilar & Root, 2013). Even if in 2013 when discussing the immigration bill at the Senate, 
he offered an amendment that would have exposed a proposal for a path to citizenship 
for those currently in the country illegally, later on in his campaign, said the purpose 
was to expose the real motivations of the bill supporters, who wanted to give citizenship 
to undocumented immigrants so they could become future voters (Farley, 2015). In fact, 
Senator Cruz opposes legalization.

The “called” republican: Donald Trump 
The American businessman and television personality, Donald Trump, neither political 
nor pro government, decided to run for president in June 2015 as candidate for the Re-
publican nomination. The son of a real estate tycoon, Donald Trump, has made quite the 
splash on the scene of politics over the last eight months. Not a stranger to running for 
president, since he ran once before in 2000 but decided to drop out, Mr. Trump has been 
the surprise contender for the Republican Party nomination. With an announcement that 
sounded more like a sports fan being upset for his team not winning one game in a season, 
he started his candidacy with references to two delicate subjects that resonated very hard 
within the hearts and minds of disgruntled voters, international trade and immigration:

Our country is in serious trouble. We don’t have victories anymore. We used to have vic-
tories, but we don’t have them. When was the last time anybody saw us beating, let’s say, 
China in a trade deal? They kill us. I beat China all the time. All the time… When do we 
beat Mexico at the border? They’re laughing at us, at our stupidity. And now they are beating 
us economically. They are not our friend, believe me. But they’re killing us economically. 
The U.S. has become a dumping ground for everybody else’s problems” (Time Staff, 2015).

Right off the bat, with blunt statements, and with a high self-esteem regarding his person-
al victories in every single front of business, Trump’s announcement shook the whole Re-
publican Party race for the nomination. His speech struck a chord with unhappy voters.
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Infuriating many, not only in the U.S. but internationally, with his utterances on ille-
gal immigration and the idea that Mexico was sending their worst individuals through 
the border, whilst proposing Mexico should pay for a wall built during his term.

Governor John Kasich 
Sitting Governor of Ohio, he looked to hang on to the ride until the primary of Indi-
ana, on May 5th. He expected to be “the last man standing” and the one “viable repub-
lican to defeat Hillary”. Governor Kasich support of an immigration overhaul that in-
cluded the legalization of nonviolent illegal immigrants. About Trump’s stances on the 
subject, he considered “[t]he idea that we’re going to deport all these people is ludicrous, 
and everybody knows it” (Hensch, 2015). During the debates, in response to a question 
about illegal immigration, he declared: “I do not think we should be demonizing people 
who are law-abiding hard-working folks” (Thompson, 2015). But then, talking about 
undocumented immigrants arriving from Mexico, he stated that “[w]e can seal that 
border and anyone else who gets over, we send them back” (2015). At the end, in one of 
the last statements, he declared that “[w]e are not going to go around picking people out 
of their homes” (Messina, 2016). At the end, after the Indiana primary in May 5th, he 
dropped out of the race, after Ted Cruz did the same, leaving candidate Trump alone 
to contend for the nomination in July.

As to all, it was a real loss that Governor Jeb Bush was not able to continue in the 
race, since at least, his stances on many issues, including immigration, were thoughtful 
and smart.

The Democrat side: Hillary Rodham Clinton 
On the Democrat side, no politician has made more noise than former first lady, Secre-
tary of State, and New York Senator, Hillary R. Clinton, who is seeking the presidential 
nomination of her party for the second time after losing against now president Barack 
Obama back in 2008. Even after political scandals such as the attacks on Benghazi and 
the recent leak of private email use for official business as Secretary of State, Hillary 
Clinton’s image and presence within the Democrat ranks appeared unstoppable; but, is 
facing a strong challenge from Senator Bernie Sanders (independent and self-declared 
socialist) from Vermont. Republicans acknowledge that Clinton’s —or Sander’s— pres-
idential run cannot be matched without a realistic comprehensive immigration reform; 
“If we don’t enact some kind of comprehensive immigration reform, I do not see a way 
for us to really win a general election” (John McCain: A…, 2014).

In what will be the most socially focused campaign since Obama’s 2008 “Change 
we can believe in” and the famous “yes we can”, Hillary Clinton, “will put women 
and children first, casting herself as a champion for low wage earners… Confronting 
a familiar sexism that is straight out of a Mad Men episode, she already seems to have 
adopted a new persona: grandmother-in-chief” (Yuhas, 2015).

Perhaps immigration will not be the most important issue to tackle this time around for 
Senator Clinton; nevertheless, the importance this subject has had on Capitol Hill for both 
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parties during the past two terms cannot be taken lightly. With Republicans campaigning 
for the nomination make their case for and against comprehensive immigration reform 
and “securing the border” as one of their loudest issues, Senator Clinton has to have some-
thing in place to compete against her Republican counterpart come Election Day 2016.

Her position towards the issue is comprehensive immigration reform with a path to 
full citizenship. And in case of Congressional inaction, she would go as far as to defend 
President Obama’s executive actions.

Although the Democrats hold key leadership positions in Congress and Govern-
ment, no one was considered strong enough to take on the Clinton candidacy; only 
Vice President Joe Biden managed to create some expectations of a contest within the 
party, but his decision to not run, ultimately gave another longtime politician a chance 
at presidential aspirations.

Bernie Sanders
Self-declared Socialist, former Mayor of Burlington, longest serving independent mem-
ber of Congress in American history, and current Senator for the state of Vermont, 
Bernie Sanders, remains (after the faltering efforts by former U.S. Senator Jim Webb 
and former governor of Maryland Martin O’Malley) as the only candidate opposite 
Hilary Clinton to fight for the Democrat nomination (Bernie Sanders. United…, 2015).

Senator Sanders, now 74 years old, has been a longtime advocate of issues opposed 
to Republicans talking about the big banks, attacking Wall Street, reversing climate 
change and global warming, universal healthcare, a big government, fair trade, etc.; 
during the first month of 2016, Sen. Sanders gained notoriety for his stances on two key 
issues: Race and immigration (Sen. Bernie Sanders, 2016).

What Sen. Sanders has proposed to correct the issues haunting immigration reform, 
are actions such as allowing illegal immigrants the right to purchase health coverage, all 
under the Affordable Care Act; border modernization in terms of proper surveillance and 
border community’s protection; enact some form of humanitarian parole to make sure im-
migrants who are deported unjustly, can return to their families; and dismantle deporta-
tion programs and private detention centers while sponsoring the notion that legalization 
and border security are two different issues. Sanders, son of an immigrant himself, believes 
in the American Dream, and when asked about immigration this has been his response:

We are a nation of immigrants. I am the son of an immigrant myself. Their story, my story, 
our story is a story of America: hard-working families coming to the United States to create 
a brighter future for their children. The story of immigrants is the story of America, a story 
rooted in family and fueled by hope. It continues today in families all across the United 
States (Issues. A Fair…, 2016).

Rooted into this issue, an erroneous and narrow perception of race plays a big part in 
the criminalization of illegal Immigrants. With social movements like “Black Lives 
Matters”, Sen. Sanders has raised his voice to stop race-based judgments, unfair and 
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inhumane treatments and most of all, justice for everyone who has been wronged by 
discrimination based actions (Issues. A Fair…, 2016).

As straight forward and thin in candidates as the Democrat race might seem, Sen. 
Sanders has taken the voters by storm and has decreased Hillary Clinton’s lead in the 
polls, making it a very competitive race. This, in spite of the fact that the party machin-
ery and the media are very much sold out to Clinton.

Attention to Hispanics
Campaigns continue as in the other periods, paying attention to different sectors of the 
population, including Hispanics. Advertisements in Spanish are still part of the equa-
tion, as are the funding from a part of the community, which would like to see more 
influence in the process (Confessore & Prestonmarch, 2016). Parties try to reach differ-
ent sectors of the population based on their perception or history of support.

Additionally, there has been a stronger movement in order to register Hispanics to 
vote, as well as a concerted effort (to include the Mexican Consulates) to get Mexican 
legal residents to become U.S. citizens and register to vote. This effort started before the 
2016 campaign, although now it seems more urgent than before, since there is consider-
able growth of the amount of people against Donald Trump, including Hispanics. The 
stake is to prevent him from winning the presidency.

It does not clearly define that Hispanics will favor a republican or a democrat candi-
date, although there are Hispanics enraged by Trump declarations, though not enough 
evidence to tie this to immigration as such, since declarations of the real estate mogul 
have attacked and insulted many sectors in general (cf. Llenas, 2016; Navarrete, 2016; 
Allen, 2012; for informative purposes). Having analyzed as many pieces of the electoral 
puzzle, there are now some clues as to answer the main question of this article.

Conclusions

The primaries are in process, as this article is written. They will probably be over by 
the time the article is published. Therefore, current reports and statistics may not be 
entirely accurate. The main objective that this article was set to achieve is to address the 
ties between immigration and the Hispanic vote, with an overview of past and current 
presidential elections.

Immigration is a tough issue for American politicians. Some favor comprehensive 
reform with a variety of options, from forceful expulsion (like Obama), to “self-de-
portation” (understood or not), to regularization. They all pay lip-service to a ‘path to 
citizenship’ as a simplistic process, but really failing to set a proper and realistic process.

The support politicians give to the different proposals for immigration reform may not 
reflect their ideologies, as there has been precedent of bipartisan efforts to bring together 
a comprehensive reform that would benefit all the parties involved. But Congress has 
been unwilling up to this day (May 2016) to pass a bill, based mostly on the bad relation-
ship between President Obama and Congress. Since other matters are considered more 
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pressing than immigration, Obama finds it is simpler to govern by “Executive Orders”, 
which is considered unconstitutional when the intent is to bypass the will of Congress.

The study of the past elections presented in this work, shows how immigration was 
dragged about in the election’s agenda; and also how the perception of Hispanics —not 
necessarily on immigration— on the different candidates could give trends as of to how 
they would vote; which in turn may shed light on elections to come.

Throughout the article, several sources were researched, from changes on the finan-
cial contribution limits for Federal Elections for each period (which proved not to be 
relevant), through the analysis of the changing demographics, emphasizing the rise of 
immigration and the configuration of the state’s ethnography underlying the presence 
of Hispanics, the ten-year census and the implication on the Electoral College and real-
location of House seats. Therefore, this information does shed light on the patterns of 
the Hispanic vote, like the fact that Hispanic voters are disproportionately concentrated 
in noncompetitive states like Texas and California, with little or no connection between 
their selections of candidate regarding the difference stances on immigration. This is 
the reason most of this research was not included in this paper, lacking space and mer-
iting the preparation of additional papers given the many ramifications of each issue.

The research validated that there is not an automatic connection between immigration 
stances and Hispanic vote, with information acquired from the different polls reported 
before and after the elections, showing that, as American voters, Hispanics care for the 
economy, for jobs, taxes, and health care, as a main concern, before caring for immi-
gration; as well as the economic analysis besides the electoral results, which regardless 
of immigration options, didn’t always favor either democrat or republican candidates. 

There is much of a myth over the assumption that immigration and the Hispanic 
vote go together. For the 2016 presidential election, anti-immigration has proven to be a 
very contentious issue —like many others. But even with an incendiary rhetoric like the 
one of Trump, the fact is that there is a segment of Hispanics that support those stances, 
the vast majority don’t. The reasons go beyond the scope of this work.

Thus, campaigning for a certain type of reform through positive or negative propos-
als won’t necessary mean support from Hispanics and how would they decide to vote. 
The main issue will not be immigration; but rather how candidates address that sector 
of the population. 

The intended Hispanic vote reflected in the current Republican 2016 bid, which had 
two candidates of Hispanic ascendance directly touched or related to immigration is-
sues, though gained recognition within the party, and have become important figures 
in representing diversity for the GOP, along with Ben Carson and Carly Fiorina (who 
dropped early February 2016), proved to not to be related to the issue. Consequently, 
treating the whole Hispanic community as monolithic is a mistake to be avoided.

Immigration is a continuum in the U.S. It alone can’t decide how the public responds 
to a candidate, but it is one of the issues that divide Americans for its inherent contro-
versy. Thus, it is not an issue that will be resolved at the polls, nor Hispanics will always 
make the real difference.
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