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Introduction
A quiet revolution is taking place today across the United States. According to the

2000 US Census, the Latino community has blossomed from 22.4 million persons

in 1990 to 37 million in 2003. It has just surpassed the African-American

community (36.4 million) as the largest minority group in the United States.

Latinos are already the largest minority in 23 states.1 The Latino electorate is twice

the size of the Asian American and Jewish electorates and has grown from 2.4

million in 1980 to 5.7 million in 2000. Demographers and social scientists predict

that this growth is only going to continue, as there are 10 million US native-born

Latinos under the age of 18. If only two out of five come of age in this decade, there

will be an additional 4 million new Latino voters by 2010.2 However, the growth of

the Latino electorate has been tempered by low election turnout.3 Despite this fact,

the growing political, economic, and religious clout of the Latino community was

evident in the 2000 presidential election when George W. Bush and Al Gore actively

courted the Latino vote by visiting churches and giving speeches in Spanish.4

Democrats and Republicans have good reason to court the Latino vote. We found

that Latinos tend to be morally and ethically conservative but politically and 
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23 States Where Latinos are the Largest Minority Group



economically liberal. Thus each party can make the claim that they represent the

Latino community. With some notable exceptions, Latino Catholics and Protestants

shared similar educational, moral, and political opinions. For this reason Latino

Catholics and Protestants may be able to join forces in American public life on key

educational, moral, and political issues, while at the same time respecting and not

having to water down their own unique theological differences and traditions.

In many ways Latinos represent a kind of nepantla racial-ethnic community of

in-betweenness in American society.5 This is not to imply that Latinos are always in-

between blacks and whites in their political views, for this is not always the case. And

in many respects, Latinos are no different than the general population. It is simply to

suggest that many times Latinos occupy a space in American politics that may

increasingly enable them to help challenge and transform the liberal-conservative,

black-white, Republican-Democrat divide by forcing both parties to change and adapt

to the growing needs of our increasingly complex and diverse multicultural society.

Literature Review
Despite American presidential candidates’ growing interest in the Latino vote, most

scholars have overlooked the topic. This is due to the mistaken stereotype that all

Latinos are Roman Catholic, and therefore politically passive, and Republican

because of the party’s emphasis on family values. Little has been written about the

impact of religion on political and civic engagement in the Latino community.6

Although Robert Fowler, Allen Hertzke, and Laura Olsen’s Religion and Politics

in America and Michael and Julia Corbett’s Politics and Religion in the

United States devote entire chapters to African Americans and large sections to

Jews and Muslims, they devote less than one page each to Latinos. A similar lack of

attention is evident in many books on Latino politics.7

In this essay, we will challenge this stereotype by exploring four sets of

counterintuitive findings from the Hispanic Churches in American Public Life

(hereafter HCAPL) national survey.8 We will look at demographic shifts, political

participation, political choice, and church-state debates. We will conclude by

summarizing our findings. This work will highlight just a few of the findings from
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our much larger and more comprehensive study entitled Latino Religions and

Politics in American Public Life which will come out next year.

Methodology
The HCAPL directors conducted the largest bilingual survey in US history on

Latino religions and politics. The HCAPL study was funded by a grant from The

Pew Charitable Trusts.9 It sought to examine the impact of religion on political and

civic engagement in the Latino community and was nonsectarian and ecumenical

in scope and focus.10 The findings in this report are from phase one of a five-phase

research project that included:

(1) a national random-sample telephone survey of 2,310 Latinos across the United

States and Puerto Rico;

(2) a national leadership mail-out survey of 436 Latino political, civic, and religious

leaders;

(3) community profiles of 268 religious and lay leaders attending 45 congregations

representing 25 religious traditions in 8 urban and rural areas;

(4) 17 commissioned scholarly articles; and 

(5) three years of primary and secondary research.

The HCAPL project contracted the Tomás Rivera Policy Institute (TRPI) to help

construct, oversee, and conduct the national surveys and community profiles. The

findings in this present publication are based only on the US Latino sample (n=2060).11

The national telephone survey was conducted between 21 August and 31 October

2000 in Los Angeles, San Antonio, Houston, Chicago, Miami, New York City, rural

Colorado, rural Iowa, and San Juan, Puerto Rico.12 Latino households in these study

areas were randomly selected drawing on a two-tier approach—using samples both

from the random digit dialing method in high-density Hispanic areas and from

directory-listed households with Spanish surnames in low-density Hispanic areas.

The resulting sample includes a primary national sample of 1,709 respondents that

consists of a metropolitan base sample of 1,404 respondents and a rural sample of

305 respondents; an over-sample of Puerto Rican Islanders; and an over-sample of

351 Protestants. The total sample size was 2,310.
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Religious Profile 
Any discussion of Latino religions and politics has to begin by mapping out the

Latino religious marketplace. What percentage of Latinos are Christian,

practitioners of other world religions, and atheists or agnostics? Our survey found

that 93 percent of all Latinos self-identify as Christian, 6 percent self-identify as

having no religious preference/other, 1 percent self-identify as practicing a world

religion other than Christianity, and less than one-half of one percent self-identify

as atheist or agnostic.13

One of our most important

findings is that the overall

percentage of Latino Catholics

has remained above the 70

percent mark. Although Greeley

noted in 1988 that only 70

percent of all Latinos were

Roman Catholic and that this was likely to continue to decline over the next twenty-

five years, we found that the proportion of Catholic Latinos was 70.2 percent (or 25

million) in 2002.14 This percentage, however, is largely due to the significant influx

of Catholics into the United States from Latin America and especially from Mexico,

a country that has one of the highest rates of Catholicism in Latin America. The US

Census, for example, reported that the Latino population increased by 58 percent

between 1990 and 2000. The relatively high overall percentage of Catholics is also

due to the creative work of a growing number of liberationist and activist Latino

priests, Catholic youth programs, social programs that address the needs of the poor

and immigrants, increased lay participation, and the growth in Charisma Missions

and in other Catholic Charismatic movements. Furthermore, we found that more

than one in four (26 percent) Catholics in our survey sample (n=1422), representing

approximately 6.6 million persons, reported having had a born-again experience

with Jesus Christ, something most often associated with Evangelical/Pentecostal

Protestantism.15 Thus, it is not surprising to find that 86 percent of these, or about
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5.4 million Latino Catholics, also identified themselves as being Catholic

Charismatic, or born-again and Pentecostal, Charismatic or spirit-filled.16 There is

little reason to doubt that many of these born-again and spirit-filled Catholics became

so as a result of participating in the Charisma in Missions, the Catholic Charismatic

Renewal, and/or because of contact with Pentecostal or Charismatic Protestantism.17

Nonetheless, we are seeing major demographic shifts taking place among second

and third generation Latinos. Our study found, for example, that the percentage of

Latino Catholics drops from 74

percent among the first generation

to 72 and 62 percent among the

second and third generations. The

percentage of Latino Protestants

and other Christians simultan-

eously increases from less than one

in six (15 percent) among the first

generation to one in five (20

percent) and almost one in three (29 percent) among the second and third

generations. These findings are consistent with the work of Andrew Greeley who

noted that one out of seven Hispanics had left the Catholic Church in less than a

quarter of a century and that as many as 600,000 Latinos may be ‘defecting’ from the

Catholic Church every year. He warned that if this ‘hemorrhaging’ continues for the

next twenty-five years, half of all American Hispanics will not be Catholic. Were it

not for the massive influx of largely Catholic immigrants arriving in the United

States over the past decade, Greeley’s predictions might have already come to pass.18

Although we knew that the numbers of Latino Protestants and other Christians

were growing, we were surprised to find that there are 10.6 million (30 percent)

Latino non-Catholics in the United States today. Protestants and other Christians

and persons with no religious preference/other constitute approximately 23 percent

(8.1 million) and 6 percent (2 million), respectively, of all Latinos. Pentecostals and

Evangelicals constitute a majority of the former. The growth of Pentecostal and

Evangelical Christianity was evident not only in Latino Catholicism but also in

C 15

Percentage of Latino Catholics
“Born-Again” or Charismatic 

22% 26%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Catholic “Born-Again” Catholic Charismatic

Table 3



Latino Protestantism. Our

survey found that 77 percent

(8.1 million) of all Latino

non-Catholics are Protestant

or other Christian. Of this

group, 85 percent (7 million)

identify as Protestant. Further-

more, 88 percent (6.2 million)

of all Latino Protestants are Evangelical or ‘born-again’ and 64 percent (4.5 million) are

members of Pentecostal or Charismatic denominations or claim to be Pentecostal,

Charismatic, or spirit-filled. Our findings challenge those of Andrew Greeley who

stated that almost half of all Latino Protestants “belong to moderate or even liberal

Protestant denominations.” We found that Latino Mainline Protestants make up 14.8

percent (1.6 million) of all Latino Protestants, of whom 43 percent (more than

666,000) claim to be born-again.19 To put these findings in national perspective, there

are now more Latino Protestants in the United States than Jews or Muslims or

Episcopalians and Presbyterians combined. In total, there are 12.2 million (37 percent)

Latino ‘born-again’ Christians in the United States, of whom 9.2 million are Pentecostal

or Charismatic. In short, 28 percent of all Latinos are Pentecostal or Charismatic.

The explanation for the growth of Latino Protestant Evangelical, Pentecostal, born-

again, and Catholic Charismatic Christianity is beyond the scope of this paper, but

we may speculate that aggressive proselytism, indigenous clergy, churches, liturgy,

prayer groups, increased pastoral and lay leadership opportunities, church planting,

healing, and greater roles for women in ministry have all contributed.20
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Politics and Social Engagement
The shift towards more conservative religiosity is an important variable in shaping

Latino political, civic, and social participation. This is evident in the finding that 53

percent of Latinos (67 percent Protestants and other Christians and 49 percent

Catholics) indicated that religion

provides a “great deal of guidance”

in their day-to-day living.

Furthermore, 50 percent of all

Latinos (61 percent Protestant/

other Christian and 48 percent

Catholic) believe that religious

leaders should try to influence public affairs and a surprising 62 percent want their

religious organization or church to become more involved with social, educational,

and political issues. This commitment to social engagement was evident in Latino

attitudes towards helping undocumented immigrants. Our survey found that 74

percent of Latinos

want their churches

or religious organ-

izations to aid un-

documented immi-

grants even when

providing such help

is illegal, and 61

percent believe that

immigrants who

arrive in the United

States illegally should

be eligible for gov-

ernment assistance

such as Medicaid 

or Welfare.

Religious Leaders Encourage Public Participation

No
78%

Yes
22%

Question: “During the past two years, have you ever been asked by your church or one 
  of its leaders to engage in activities on behalf of specific social, educational, 
  or political issues?” 

Table 9
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There is, however, a major disconnect between desires and action, as only 22 percent

of Latinos had been asked by their church, religious organization, or leaders to

engage in activities on behalf of a specific social, educational, or political issue.

Clearly, the Latino population at large is much more willing to engage in action and

outreach than most churches and religious leaders have hitherto realized. This is

confirmed by the fact that 58 percent of Latinos expressed interest in politics and

public affairs and 54 percent believe that they have some say in government decisions.

Political Participation
The Latino demographic shift toward more Evangelical ‘born-again’ and Pentecostal

religiosity along with their conservative cultural Latin American orientation may

lead some people to believe that Latinos are lock-stock-and-barrel with the

Republican Party because of its position on family values and pro-life stance on

abortion. However, our survey found that although most Latino Pentecostals,

Evangelicals, and Catholic Charismatics share some of the theological and moral

values (e.g., on abortion and homosexuality) of their Anglo-American

counterparts,21 they do not tend to share their political views. In fact, as we shall see,

Latinos are more likely to vote along the lines of African Americans than Anglo-

Americans, even when this means going against the grain of their own larger Anglo-

American theological tradition.

Our survey found that a clear majority of Latino Catholics and Protestants vote

Democrat. In the 1996 presidential election 81 percent of all Latinos supported Bill

Clinton (vs. 51 percent of the white Catholic vote).22 Clinton received a higher

Latino Interest in Politics 
and Public Affairs 

Somewhat 
interested

36%

Not very 
interested

18%

Very interested
22%

Not at all 
interested

24%

Question: “How interested are you in politics and public affairs?” 

Table 10

Latinos Believe They Can 
Make a Difference 

Very little
27%

None at all
19%

Some
32%

A lot
22%

Question: “How much influence do you think someone like you 
 can have over government decisions?” 

Table 11



percentage of the Hispanic vote (81 percent) than either the black (78 percent),

Asian (55 percent), or white (50 percent) vote.23 Only 14 percent of Latinos voted for

Bob Dole and 5 percent for Ross Perot. It is interesting to note that although white

Catholics split their votes between Clinton and Dole, Latino Catholics

overwhelmingly supported Clinton. Perhaps more startling and counterintuitive, 73

percent of Latino Protestants and non-Catholics voted for Clinton (vs. 31 percent of

white Evangelicals, 37 percent of white Mainline Protestants, and 51 percent of

white Catholics).24

In light of this finding we might be tempted to believe that Latinos have, like the

black community, tied themselves almost exclusively to the Democratic Party. This,

however, would be incorrect. In the fall of 2000 we found that only 49 percent of

Latinos identified as Democrat, 14 percent as Republican, and a surprising 37

percent as politically ‘independent’. There was little difference between Latino Catholics

(50 percent) and Protestants and other Christians (47 percent) in party affiliation.

Given that the margin of error on this particular question is plus or minus 2.3

percent, Latino Catholics and Protestants shared almost identical political affiliation.

When we broke down Latino party affiliation by religious family grouping, we

found that Pentecostals and Evangelicals are only slightly less affiliated with the

Democratic Party than Latino Catholics and Mainline Protestants. Among Latino

Mainline Protestants 52 percent considered themselves Democrats compared to 50

percent of Catholics (vs. 13 percent Republican, 33 percent independent, 4 percent

‘something else’), 48 percent of Pentecostals (vs. 20 percent Republican, 30 percent
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independent, 2 percent ‘something else’), and 43 percent of Evangelicals (vs. 20

percent Republican, 32 percent independent, 5 percent ‘something else’).

The political indepen-

dence and volatility of the

Latino electorate mani-

fested itself in the 2000

presidential election. Just

weeks prior to the election

49 percent of Latinos said

they would vote for Al

Gore and 30 percent for

George W. Bush—twice the number that Bob Dole attracted in 1996. When broken

down by religious family grouping, we found that although Catholics (48 percent vs.

26 percent) and Mainline Protestants (51 percent vs. 20 percent) planned to cast a

majority of their votes for Gore, Pentecostals split their vote between Gore and Bush

(35 percent vs. 35 percent), and Evangelicals (42 percent vs. 29 percent) planned to

cast a majority of their votes for Bush.

Pentecostals and Catholics showed the greatest volatility between the 1996 and the

2000 presidential election. While in 1996 they gave Clinton 69 and 82 percent of

their votes respectively, in 2000 they planned to give Gore 35 and 48 percent of their

votes—a 34 percent swing. Although Latino Catholics still planned to give Gore a

clear majority (48 percent vs. 26 percent) of their votes, Pentecostals planned to split

(35 percent vs. 35 percent) their votes between Gore and Bush. A large percentage of

Latino Catholics and Protestants were still undecided. It is interesting to note that

the Latino Pentecostal vote projected for Bush was identical to what later exit polls

indicated that Latinos nationwide gave him on election night—35 percent.

Despite the temptation to read the 2000 election as long-term movement towards

the Republican Party, we need to keep in mind that most studies indicate Latinos

lean Democrat. Nationwide Gore took 62 percent of the Latino vote to Bush’s 35

percent. Gore took the Latino vote in New York (70 percent), California (67

percent), Illinois (60 percent), and Texas (54 percent) but lost it in the most
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important state—Florida (61 percent in favor of Bush).25 Equally illuminating and

perhaps predictable, nationwide Gore took the Mexican (61 percent) and Puerto

Rican (64 percent) vote while losing the Cuban (19 percent vs. 70 percent for

Bush).26 Recent studies conducted after the election indicate that Latino Catholics

gave Gore 76 percent of their votes (vs. 24 percent for Bush) compared to Latino

Protestants who gave him 67 percent (vs. 33 percent for Bush). This is in contrast to

black Protestants, less observant white Evangelicals, and less observant Mainline

Protestants who gave Gore 96 percent (vs. 4 percent Bush), 45 percent (55 percent

Bush), and 43 percent (57 percent Bush) of their votes respectively. Latino support

for Gore was located between their black and white counterparts.

What do these findings suggest? The Latino vote is more volatile, independent, and

issue and personality driven than ideologically driven. They also indicate that Latino

Catholics and Pentecostals, historical rivals, have much more in common politically,

and as we shall see shortly socially, than hitherto believed. Finally, they may indicate

that ethnic identity and socioeconomic location modify theological or

denominational affiliation as a predictor of Latino voting in future elections.

However, more research and analyses need to be conducted before we can draw any

definitive conclusions.

Church-State Debates
Despite the fact that Latinos vote Democratic and support the Party’s platform on

many political, economic, and immigration issues, a clear majority of Latinos do not

support the Democratic platform on moral and church-state positions. Indeed, the

vast majority of Latinos support traditionally conservative Republican issues like

prayer in school, school vouchers, and the charitable choice initiatives. Our survey

found that fully 70 percent of Latinos support prayer in school (69 percent Catholic

and 80 percent Protestant and Other Christian), 60 percent support school vouchers

(vs. 66 percent of white Evangelicals, 54 percent of white Mainline Protestants, 64

percent of blacks, 63 percent of white Catholics, and 51 percent of Jews), 58 percent

support the teaching of both creation and evolution in public schools, and 81

percent support the faith-based charitable choice initiative. Latino support for

vouchers was between that of blacks and whites. On average, Latino Protestants
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support school prayer and other church-state issues at a higher rate than their

Catholic counterparts (80 percent Protestant and 69 percent Catholic). While this

represents a major cleavage with most Mainline Protestant traditions, it is not unlike

the black electorate, who support some of these measures in similar numbers.27

Discussion and Conclusions
What do these counterintuitive findings reveal to us about Latinos in American

public life? First, we see that the overall percentage of Latino Catholics has remained

above the 70 percent mark. This is largely due to the high rates of immigration over

the past decade and to the fact that the vast majority of Latinos are arriving from

Mexico, a country with one of the highest rates of Catholic religious affiliation in

Latin America. Second, although the Latino religious marketplace is largely

Christian, it is also increasingly Evangelical, Pentecostal, and Charismatic. Third, we

see that Pentecostal and Charismatic religiosity is growing rapidly among historic

Mainline, Evangelical, and Catholic constituencies.

Fourth, we see that the growth of conservative Christian religiosity has not

necessarily translated into Republican votes, as most conservative Protestants

generally support Democratic candidates. Fifth, despite their reportedly marginal

social status, Latinos believe that they can make a difference in American politics.

Sixth, we found that Latinos are much more interested in participating in

educational, moral, social, and political issues than hitherto believed and that they

want their religious leaders, organizations, and traditions to become more

proactively involved in trying to influence public officials on issues of morality,

society, and politics. Religious leaders have not capitalized on their parishioners’

desire to become more active in public life, however. Thus, seventh, we found that

religious organizations and groups can in the future serve as mobilization sites for

educational, political, civic, and social participation.

Eighth, we found that the Latino vote is volatile and has a strong and growing

independent streak. It is very sensitive to bread-and-butter economic, immigration,

and moral issues and to how the various political parties treat Latinos in the public

arena. Ninth, Latino ethnic identity appears to modify theological and
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denominational identity with their white counterparts in predicting how Latinos in

many religious traditions will vote. As we have seen, Latinos are more likely for

economic, public policy, and social reasons to vote along the lines of their black

rather than their white religious counterparts. Still, more analyses need to be

conducted before we can reach definitive conclusions. Tenth, although Latinos tend

to be politically progressive and vote Democrat, they clearly support traditionally

pro-family and conservative Republican moral and social issues like school prayer,

school vouchers, and the charitable choice initiative.

Eleventh, despite the unique character of the Latino community, it shares many of

the same goals, aspirations, and sociopolitical views as a cross-section of American

society. This fact, along with the lack of Latino homogeneity and low voter turnout,

should caution us to avoid what Rodolfo O. de la Garza calls the myths of el desfile

de la despreciada and el cuento de lo números. These myths would lead us to conclude

that Latinos are the decisive swing vote that will determine future elections and

enable Latino politicians to overcome their Anglo counterparts because the Census

figures show ‘dramatic increases’ in the Latino population. The problem with these

myths is that they tend to overlook low Latino voter registration and turnout, as well

as the impact that variables such as country of origin, generation, class, education,

and religion have on political participation and choice.28

Twelfth, although we need to be very careful not to diminish or ignore the very real

political, theological, moral, and social differences within the Latino community, we

also need to be careful not to diminish or ignore the similarities. Our study found

that despite all the genuine theological differences that have separated Latino

Catholics and Protestants over the centuries, they do share enough in common to

warrant working together on specific educational, social, and political issues for the

betterment of the entire Latino community. They can achieve cooperation without

watering down or compromising their theological differences and traditions.

Finally, despite the changes that are taking place today among Latinos, they seem to

occupy a nepantla racial-ethnic space of inbetweenness in American society.

Though most Latinos are by no means centrist, having strong left-of-center views in

some respects, they do tend to occupy a sociopolitical space between the black and
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white communities. This nepantla space may enable Latinos to help challenge and

transform the liberal-conservative, black-white, and Republican-Democrat divide

that has dominated American politics for the last half-century by forcing both

parties to change and adapt to the growing needs of our increasingly diverse and

multicultural society. Clearly, more research needs to be done before we can draw

any definitive conclusions. A more comprehensive and definitive analysis of the

impact of religion and denominational affiliation on political, civic, and social

engagement in the United States and Puerto Rico will be released in our

forthcoming books on Latino religions and civic activism in the United States and

on Latino religions and politics in American public life.
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