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ITH RACIAL-ETHNIC MINORITIES expected to increase from 48 percent of 
New York City’s population in 1980 to close to 60 percent in 1990, the political 
consequences of this development are, surprisingly, not well understood. An 
important reason for this is that the dramatic growth and increasing diversity 

of the city’s population is a subject that is not being adequately addressed by 
researchers or policymakers. While, on the one hand, there is a tendency to ignore or 
oversimplify the role of minorities in the city’s political process, there appears to be, on 
the other, problems in how minority politics are conceptualized in such rapidly changing 
circumstances.1 
 
This study will begin by arguing that black and Latino politics in New York City can be 
expected to enter a potentially new phase of development in the late 1980s. This will be 
the result of demographic changes occurring not only in New York, but in most of the 
country’s larger cities. However, it will also be argued here that developments in the last 
two decades in New York have put strains on how minority politics has been defined 
and that these developments call for a basic reassessment of prevailing theories and 
concepts in this area. In order to illustrate this, the second part of this analysis will 
concentrate on the problem of the increasingly limited meaning of the term “minority” in 
contemporary New York City politics. This will be done by presenting a comparative 
analysis of the black and Latino political experiences in the city. Some conclusions will 
be presented on the implications of this both for research and minority political 
strategies in New York and other urban centers  
 
 
FROM MINORITY TO MAJORITY:  
THE NEW CONTEXT OF MINORITY POLITICS IN NEW YORK CITY 
 

As New York City moves from being majority white to majority nonwhite in the 1980s, it 
is confronted with some old issues in new ways. Being no different than many other 
cities that are going or have gone through this experience, its position as an 
international corporate and finance center makes its response to this growing minority 
presence of very broad interest. 
 

W
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Despite a two-decade old decline in total population, New York remains the country’s 
largest city and with this comes the continuing distinctiveness of its size. To point out 
that more than half of its population is nonwhite is, therefore, a significant development 
since the more than 3.5 million blacks, Latinos and other minorities this represents are 
greater, for example, than the total population of the second largest city in the United 
States in 1985, Los Angeles, as well as equal to or greater in population than close to 
one-fourth of all the nations in the world.2 The political potential of such huge numbers 
of people in one city is enormous, and impossible, one would imagine, to ignore 
politically. 
 
In 1980 New York City’s population, according to the Census, was 52 percent white, 24 
percent black, 20 percent Latino and 4 percent Asian and other minority. By 1990, it is 
estimated that with a total population projected to be 2 percent smaller, this will change 
to 41 percent white, 28 percent black, 24 percent Latino, and 7 percent Asian and other 
minority (or 59 percent nonwhite).3 (See table 1 below) These changes will be the result 
of the continuing decline of the city’s white population (expected to decrease by 22 
percent in the 1980s) and increases in all its nonwhite population groups (+14 percent 
for blacks, +17 percent for Latinos, and +69 percent for Asians and other minorities).4 

 

GROUP  Total %  Total %  Total % 1970-80 1980-90

Whites 4,997 63.3% 3,668 51.9% 2,871 41.3% -27 -22
Blacks 1,514 19.2% 1,695 24.0% 1,929 27.7% +12 +14
Latinos 1,201 15.2% 1,406 19.9% 1,646 23.7% +17 +17
Other Minority 185 2.3% 303 4.3% 511 7.3% +64 +69

Total 7,837 100.0% 7,072 100.0% 6,957 100.0% -10 -2

Source: Adapted from: Emanuel Tobier, The Changing Pace of Poverty (New York: Community Service Society, 1984), p. 104; and US. 
Bureau of Census, 1980 Census of Population, vol. 1. Characteristics of Population, Chap. B. General Population Characteristics. Part 34. 
New York. PC80-1-B34 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1982), Table 31, pp. 195-196.

POPULATION (000s)

Percent Change199019801970

TABLE 1
New York City Population by Race and Ethnicity

1970, 1980 and 1990 (Projected)

 
 
The significance of this transformation of New York into a “majority minority” city in the 
late 1980s takes on an even greater significance when compared to similar 
developments nationally. (See table 2 below) In 1980 only two of the country’s ten 
largest cities, Detroit and Baltimore, were majority nonwhite (overwhelmingly black). By 
1990, given current population trends, it can be reasonably projected that perhaps as 
many as eight of these ten cities will be predominantly black and Latino. 
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CITY
POPULATION 

(000s) % BLACK % LATINOa

New York, NY 7,072 25.2 19.9
Chicago, IL 3,005 39.8 14.0
Los Angeles, CA 2,967 17.0 27.5
Philadelphia, PA 1,688 37.8 3.8
Houston, TX 1,595 27.6 17.6
Detroit, MI 1,203 63.1 2.4
Dallas, TX 904 29.4 12.3
San Diego, CA 876 89.0 14.9
Phoenix, AZ 790 4.8 14.8
Baltimore, MD 787 54.8 1.0

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1984 Statistical Abstract of the United 
States (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1984), Table 
29, pp. 28-30.

TABLE 2

Ten Largest US. Cities, 1980
Black and Latino Composition of

a. Latinos may be of any race and are included in the black category.

 
 
Consequently, New York will be facing this minority political challenge within a national 
context it shares. The development of black and Latino politics in New York will, no 
doubt, be buttressed by these broader trends, which have the potential to push it to a 
new level of activity and importance to the city as a whole, as well as nationally. 
 
These major changes in the racial-ethnic makeup of New York come at a time when 
local and national political responsiveness to minority and urban concerns has not only 
been low, but antagonistic as well. Since the late 1970s, but particularly under the 
Reagan Administration in the 1980s, government efforts to help minorities and the poor, 
such as social welfare programs, affirmative action, and civil rights enforcement, have 
come under attack.5 The dramatic growth of immigration from Third World countries, 
mainly Latin America and Asia, has, in part, helped fuel a “new patriotism” in the United 
States that has led to punitive immigration reform proposals, attacks on bilingualism that 
have taken the form nationally of a movement to formally make English the official 
language of the United States, and a general increase in scapegoating and violence 
against nonwhites. 
 
In New York City, blacks and Latinos, who make up 90 percent of its minority 
population, share a common subordinate position in the city’s social and political 
systems, perhaps more so than in other parts of the country. For example, in 1982 the 
poverty rate for the city as a whole was estimated to have been about 24 percent, while 
for blacks it was 35 percent and for Latinos, 45 percent.6 As a consequence of these 
high poverty rates, although blacks and Latinos combined were about 44 percent of 
New York City’s population in 1980, each represented 36 percent (and, thus together, 
close to three-quarters) of the city’s population living below the federal poverty level that 
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year. Projected poverty rates and changes in the population would indicate that blacks 
and Latinos comprise an even larger portion of the city’s poor people today. 

 
In addition, blacks and Latinos not only live in the poorest and most deteriorated 
sections in the city, but unlike many other cities where they live in virtually isolated 
neighborhoods of their own, there is much greater black-Latino residential proximity and 
interaction in New York. This is particularly the case between blacks, Puerto Ricans, 
and Dominicans, while other Latino groups in the city exhibit lower rates of segregation 
from nonminority whites.7 Coupled with the African roots of the Spanishspeaking (as 
well as English and French Creole) Caribbean, from where most new black and Latino 
groups in New York originate, this situation helps reinforce the continuities between the 
experiences of the two groups in the city.8 

 
The social problems faced by both blacks and Latinos in New York are strikingly similar. 
These include very high unemployment rates, segmentation in the weakest sectors of 
the city’s economy, extremely high dropout rates from the schools, and intense 
residential displacement due to factors such as disinvestment and gentrification.9 Along 
with these problems is the persistent one of the lack of representation of blacks and La-
tinos in the city’s major decision-making centers as well as significant 
underrepresentation in its secondary political institutions, primarily in the ward-based 
legislative bodies on the local and state levels. 

 
 
THE POLITICAL RELEVANCE OF THE TERM “MINORITY” IN THE 1980s 
 
Despite the common circumstances that blacks and Latinos in New York City find 
themselves in, differences between them are important to understand. The 
overgeneralized use of the term “minority” has more often than not served to confuse 
rather than aid analyses of black and Latino politics. Many Latinos complain that blacks 
use the term to increase their political leverage while excluding Latinos from the benefits 
that ensue from this strategy. There are blacks who view the use of the term as a way of 
diluting their claims on American society by allowing other groups to piggyback on the 
black struggle.10 On another level, evaluating demographic changes in New York City 
from 1974-1983, Salins has gone as far as to propose that the “entire 
minority/non-minority typology should probably be scraped in a city where we have such 
a large scale continuing immigration of citizens from every corner of the globe.11 

 
One of the major difficulties that the use of the term “minority” creates is the tendency to 
uncritically collapse the experiences of black and Latinos into one global category that 
could be meaningless or misleading in certain contexts. The problems with this are 
many, as an analysis of black-Latino differences in a number of areas will illustrate. 
Those to be examined here include black and Latino views on race and minority status, 
their differences in approaching issues such as bilingualism and immigration, the 
differential access to government between them, and their respective patterns and 
levels of electoral participation. 
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Race and Minority Status 
 
A variety of factors contribute to the significantly different ways in which blacks and 
Latinos view the race question. American blacks have emerged from an experience of 
slavery in the United States in which race has historically been viewed as a genetic 
attribute, a context which served to define their people racially.12 Latinos, on the other 
hand, have a wider variation in skin color, a legacy of a Spanish colonial past which in 
the Caribbean, from which most of those in New York came, entailed greater interracial 
mixing of Spanish, other European, African, and indigenous Indian peoples. As a result, 
there is more of a tendency for Latinos to view race from a physiological perspective. In 
this sense Latinos entered a society which perceives race differently than they have 
historically, leading to a greater ambiguity on this question by Latinos than by American 
blacks today.13 

 
The potential divisiveness of this issue between blacks and Latinos should not be 
underestimated. While there are large numbers of Latinos that reject the bi-polar racial 
assumptions of the United States and prefer to identify more along national-origin lines 
(that is, as Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Colombians, etc.), there is the longstanding 
suspicion by American blacks that Puerto Ricans and other Latinos really consider 
themselves to be white.14 Interestingly enough, within the black community itself this 
issue has been a recurrent one in terms of its West Indian components, many of whom 
also appear to identify primarily along national-origin rather than racial lines.15 

 
These differences in self-identification have also carried over into how blacks and 
Latinos perceive their minority status in the United States. While American blacks have 
developed a distinctive heritage after close to four hundred years in the United States, 
Latinos in New York come from culturally and/or politically foreign countries. Compared 
to the black rootedness in the U.S. experience, albeit in a subordinate relationship, 
Latinos, particularly in the Northeast, have a more tenuous relationship. 

 
There are many Latinos who, as a consequence, do not quite see themselves as a 
minority group in the United States in the way American blacks do. There is among 
Latinos a widespread belief that they are temporary immigrants with the ultimate aim of 
returning to their countries of origin. This belief is reinforced by three factors: (1) the 
high degree of circular migration to and from their countries of origin16; (2) the strong 
influence and visibility of home country politics, issues, and traditions in their U.S. 
communities17; and (3) the significantly lower naturalization rates of Latino groups that 
predominate in New York City compared to most other immigrant groups.18 

 
Politically, of course, this creates a certain ambivalence toward life in the U.S. and its 
political institutions.19 However, at the same time, groups like Puerto Ricans, who have 
a larger portion of its members with a longer history in New York than other Latinos and 
that, as a result, are more multigenerational, have on the whole developed views closer 
to American blacks on their minority status in the United States.20 There is evidence as 
well that other Latino groups, particularly Dominicans, are moving in the Puerto Rican 
direction and becoming more involved in New York politics.21 For example, on the 
Upper West Side of Manhattan, which is largely Dominican, a Dominican was elected 
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Democratic Party district leader and one also unsuccessfully ran for City Council against 
a white incumbent, signaling a growing involvement in electoral politics.  

 
The issue inevitably arises whether the European immigrant model of political and social 
adaptation is an appropriate one for Latinos, if not blacks. While in the black case the 
relevance of this model has been effectively refuted, its applicability in terms of Latinos 
has been more persistently invoked22 “A common political analogy,” Barnett explains, 
“likens blacks to white ethnic groups and is followed by arguments that even if blacks 
are not precisely like white ethnic groups, their usages of group power can produce 
similar results. This model,” she finds, “is troublesome because it distorts white ethnic 
group history (most significantly the way they really used politics) and the sociology of 
both the black experience and the white ethnic experience.”23 Browning, Marshall, and 
Tabb observe, “Though there are undeniable parallels between blacks and Hispanics 
and the earlier immigrant groups, there are also clear differences . . . in the cultures, in 
the circumstances in which they came to the United States, in the times they arrived, in 
the economic opportunities available, in the attitudes of dominant groups towards them, 
and in the structure and operation of governments..”24 They find that, as a 
consequence, the “process of mobilization, incorporation, and responsiveness is 
problematic rather than automatic.” 

 
The critical dimension in relationship to the European immigrant model’s usefulness in 
explaining the Latino experience in the U.S. is that of social class as it interacts with 
race and ethnicity, what Barnet refers to as “structural differentiation.”25 In New York 
City, the relevance of this model to Latinos of lower class backgrounds, Puerto Ricans 
and Dominicans, is highly doubtful, while for those with higher class backgrounds, such 
as Cubans and Colombians, it appears more appropriate.26 However, as the impact of 
the large influx of lower class and darker skinned Cubans from the 1980 Mariel boatlift 
has shown, such models are extremely fragile guides within today’s American 
sociopolitical context: from being the model Latino group to be emulated in the 1960s 
and 1970s, after the boatlift a 1982 Roper survey found that Americans in general 
viewed Cubans as the least desirable group in the country, ranking them below blacks, 
Puerto Ricans and Mexican-Americans.27 

 
On both the questions of race and minority status in the U.S., blacks and Latinos 
exhibited differences. These differences are not all that clearcut but rather involve 
differences of degree. The reason for this is that among Latinos there are sectors that 
respond to these questions in much the same way blacks do, and among blacks there 
are foreign-born elements with views more similar to Latinos in this respect. Group 
perceptions of race and their minority status are clearly key in how the term “minority” is 
defined; making our lack of understanding of the form they have taken and can take a 
needed focus for greater attention. 

 
 
 
 

Issue Differences 
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How blacks and Latinos each view their status in the United States would, of course, 
have important implications for their respective stances on a wide range of social 
issues. Perhaps most illustrative of this is the issue of bilingual education, which is 
identified as primarily being a Latino concern. Blacks in general have not been receptive 
to the introduction of this approach for a variety of reasons. One that is most frequently 
aired is that bilingual programs in the schools would divert scarce funds away from 
much-needed compensatory programs for black children, a fear reinforced by teacher 
unions that perceive a threat to the jobs of their mostly non-bilingual members. In 
Boston in the mid-1970s and other places where there were legal battles over school 
desegregation and busing, and that had significant Latino populations, blacks also found 
themselves in conflict with demands for bilingual education that requires, by definition, a 
high degree of segregation of non-English speaking students.28 The growing presence 
of non-English speakers, primarily Haitians, in the black population of New York, 
however, raises the bilingual issue within their own ranks, and is beginning to force 
American blacks to deal with this issue in a different way.29 Despite this development in 
selected local areas, the fact remains that nationally and in New York generally, the 
black community’s support of bilingual education is low and, at times, negative. 

 
Another area of a significant divergence in views between blacks and Latinos is over the 
role of government in society. The black experience in the U.S., especially evident 
during the civil rights movement, is one that has come to see government, particularly at 
the national level, as socially activist. Many Latinos came to the U.S. with very different 
backgrounds thus creating less of a consensus on this question. These range from La-
tinos that are in the U.S. as non-citizens (legally and illegally) and those that left 
countries with politically repressive governments who would be suspicious or 
uncomfortable with government to those, like Puerto Ricans, who are U.S. citizens from 
birth and come from countries formally under the American political system.30 The 
selectivity of some of the Latino migrations to the U.S. of people of higher social class 
backgrounds, such as was evident among pre-Mariel Cubans and many Central and 
South Americans, places economic concerns over political ones in their migratory cal-
culus, which along with the influence of the views of many contemporary migrants in the 
U.S., reinforces an expectation of a very limited role of government in their lives. Among 
Latinos, therefore, a continuum of opinion on government is evident that, in large part, 
appears to be primarily generational and affected by social class background, indicating 
that it is a fluid area of opinion. While, once again, in the black community in New York 
a similar spectrum of views exists as its foreign-born sectors grow, it seems to be a 
stronger influence among Latinos given their more peripheral involvement in the U.S. 
civil rights movement. 

 
A third issue area which is extremely controversial today is immigration policy. An 
important aspect of the debate over this issue is the degree to which newcomers, both 
legal and illegal, are taking jobs away from U.S. citizens.31 As the Liberty City riot in 
Miami in 1980 highlighted, blacks can come to see Latinos, in that case Cubans, as 
“foreigners” illegitimately taking jobs away from “natives.”‘32 While this issue does not 
always emerge as starkly as this, it does loom as an unresolved tension in black-Latino 
relations throughout the country. Again, in New York City such a situation is being 
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increasingly replicated, although to a smaller degree, within the black community itself 
with its growing foreign-born elements. 
 
 
 
Government Access 
 
A critical area of concern for minority politics in New York City is the sharply divergent 
access to government that blacks have in contrast to Latinos. This section will briefly 
examine three areas in which this is the situation: representation among elected 
government officials, participation in the local government work forces, and the 
distribution of government expenditures on the poor. 

 
Although blacks and Latinos currently make up over half of New York City’s population, 
they were not represented in any elective government posts above the ward level (such 
as Mayor, City Council President, Borough President, etc.) up to 1985 when a black 
was once again elected Manhattan borough president since 1977, and were 
underrepresented in ward-level offices. In 1985, blacks and Latinos made up only 25 
percent of the city’s officeholders in the State Senate, 26 percent of those on the City 
Council, and 30 percent of those in the State Assembly.33 The only citywide ward-based 
bodies where blacks and Latinos approached population parity are the thirty-two 
Community School Boards, which are themselves subordinate to a seven-member 
central Board of Education that is appointed by the Mayor and the Borough Presidents. 
Since 1975, the number of blacks and Latinos in these elected offices, excluding the 
School Boards, has remained fairly static, increasing from 35 to 38. On the School 
Boards, the number of blacks and Latinos has increased between 1973 and 1983 from 
109 (37 percent of the total) to 129 (45 percent of the total). 

 
However, when we compare the level of black with Latino political representation, large 
differences are revealed. Latinos, despite representing about 45 percent of the total 
black and Latino population in the city, held only 10 (or 26 percent) of the 38 elected 
government posts held by these two groups combined in 1985 that were mentioned 
above. On the Community School Boards, Latinos held only 48 (or 37 percent) of the 
129 positions held by both blacks and Latinos after the 1983 election. 

 
To an even larger degree, these differences in black and Latino levels of representation 
exist in city and state government employment. In 1983, blacks and Latinos combined 
comprised 40 percent of the total New York City government work force and 26 percent 
of its top executives.34 When compared to the 32 percent of the total city government 
workers that were black, only 8 percent were Latino. Of the top city government 
executives, only 7 percent of the total were Latino in contrast to the 19 percent that 
were black. At the state government level, blacks and Latinos together account for 20 
percent of the statewide government work force and 10 percent of the Governor’s 
appointments to policy-level and other positions.35 Even with smaller percentages in the 
state population (in 1980 Latinos accounted for 10 percent and blacks 13 percent of the 
state’s population), Latinos held a miniscule 3 percent of state government jobs 
compared to 17 percent that were held by blacks. Of total gubernatorial appointments 
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as of 1984, Latinos made up less than 4 percent of the total, while blacks made up 6 
percent. 

 
A recent study on government expenditures on the poor found that although blacks and 
Latinos made up 71 percent of the city’s poor people in 1980, they received only an 
estimated 65 percent of what it termed its “poverty budget,” which it put at a total of 
$14.8 billion in 1983.36 Due to a variety of factors, a major one having to do with age 
and the effect of the more expensive services the elderly, who are mostly whites, 
receive, this analysis found that Latinos received less in grants and services than either 
black or whites. To the per capita poverty budget expenditure on whites in 1983 of 
$6,786, blacks were allocated $5,412 and Latinos $4,517. 

 
The significantly less access that Latinos have than blacks or whites to political and 
public bureaucracy representation, as well as to budgetary resources, would indicate 
that this would be a more salient issue to Latinos than to blacks who are in a better 
position to entertain “post-access” concerns. Politically, therefore, this Latino lag behind 
blacks has important implications and is the source for the greater emphasis Latinos 
seem to give to questions of basic group visibility, including symbolic recognition. 
 
 
Electoral Participation Patterns and Levels 
 
Many of the differences between blacks and Latinos that have been discussed here 
also impact on the electoral participation patterns and levels of these two groups and 
the type of issues this raises. An area where the importance of these differences in the 
electoral arena has become most pronounced in the last couple of years has been that 
of candidate preference, particularly in terms of the Jesse Jackson and Ronald Reagan 
campaigns for President in 1984, and the reelection campaign of New York Mayor 
Edward I. Koch in 1985. These, above all, have proven to be critical tests for the state of 
minority coalition politics in New York City. 

 
The Jackson campaign, with its Rainbow Coalition strategy to unite all political “outsider” 
groups, was a clear opportunity to forge a black-Latino coalition. The results, however, 
were very mixed in New York. In the April 3, 1984 Democratic Presidential Primary in 
New York State, only 33 percent of Latinos voted for Jackson compared to 76 percent 
of Blacks.37 While on the surface this difference between black and Latino voters would 
dispell any notion that they voted as a block, the fact is that this appeared to be by far 
the greatest degree of support that Jackson received from Latinos than anywhere else 
in the country.38 

 
In the 1984 Presidential election, compared to only 10 percent of black voters in New 
York City who cast their ballots for Reagan’s reelection, over 30 percent of Latinos did 
so.39 This occurred despite 80 percent of Latinos being registered in the Democratic 
Party, as are blacks. Therefore, even in terms of an election where it was widely 
perceived that black and Latino interests, particularly in New York City, were equally 
being threatened, the response of each group was significantly different. 
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A more recent example of this political divergence is the New York Mayoralty campaign 
of 1985. An important part of the opposition to the incumbent, Ed Koch, was thought by 
many to be the equally intense animosity shared by black and Latinos to what has been 
generally perceived as his insensitivity to minority concerns and his pandering to the 
white backlash element against black and Latinos.40 It was felt by the anti-Koch forces 
that the momentum of the Jesse Jackson Rainbow Coalition strategy, which locally was 
antagonistic to Koch, would carry over into the Mayoral race. 

 
The only problem with this strategy was that it glossed over large differences that 
existed between blacks and Latinos in their opposition to Koch’s reelection. As early as 
1984, polls showed that although 72 percent of blacks opposed his reelection, only 54 
percent of Latinos did, with 46 percent supporting Koch compared to only 17 percent of 
blacks.41 A more recent poll, taken in April-May 1985, found that 66 percent of Latino 
Democrats planned to vote for Koch in the September 1985 primary compared to only 
22 percent of blacks.42 The results of this primary was that an estimated 62 percent of 
Latinos voted for Koch compared to 42 percent of blacks and 71 percent of whites.43 

 
By assuming that as “minorities” blacks and Latinos automatically held the same 
political preferences, the anti-Koch forces assumed a unity that did not exist naturally 
and, as a result, developed a flawed political strategy that seems to have further divided 
blacks and Latinos, at least in terms of Koch’s reelection. This situation became further 
aggravated when the black organization most prominent among the anti-Koch 
movement at the time, the Coalition for a Just New York, endorsed a marginal black 
candidate for Mayor at the last moment on February 8, 1985 at the expense of a much 
more viable Puerto Rican politician that they were expected to endorse.44 This 
controversial decision, the outcome of political strategies and competition specific to 
black leadership politics in the city, illustrated the dangers of an overgeneralized and 
naive “minority” or “Rainbow” political strategy. 

 
Such black-Latino voter divergences have not always characterized the political 
relationship between these two groups in the city. It was perhaps in 1966, in the vote 
over the retention of the Civilian Review Board in the Police Department, that the issue 
of race came to the fore politically in New York City with its greatest force.45 In that 
election, which was seen as a critical election in this regard, blacks and Latinos voted to 
retain the Board by a large margin in contrast to whites who opposed it as over-
whelmingly, with the outcome being its abolishment. From that point on blacks and 
Latinos were widely viewed throughout the city as forming a minority voting block as 
distinct from whites. This perception began to change in the 1970s and is clearly now a 
candidate for a major reassessment in light of the more recent developments discussed 
earlier. 

 
Finally, even in terms of levels of voting there are important differences between blacks 
and Latinos. Latinos have consistently had lower registration and turnout rates than 
blacks in New York City: in the November 1984 Presidential election, 52 percent of 
voting age Latinos were registered to vote compared to 56 percent of blacks and 60 
percent of whites.46 (See table 3 below) However, despite equivalent turnout rates 
among those registered, 70 percent for blacks as well as Latinos, a lower percentage of 
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Latinos than blacks entering the voting booth cast a vote for President: 11 percent of 
Latino voters did not vote for any of the Presidential candidates (they cast what the 
Board of Elections terms a “blank vote”), compared to 7 percent of blacks and 5 percent 
of whites who did the same. A more extreme example of this problem was the 1983 
New York State referendum on ten propositions. In that election, headed by a 
transportation bond issue question, over 44 percent of Latino voters in New York City 
entered the voting booth but did not cast any vote on the main proposition, compared to 
30 percent of blacks and 13 percent of whites.47 

 

1982 1984 1982 1984 1982 1984 1982 1984

Registration Ratea 35.1 51.8 39.4 56.1 48.7 60.2 44.7 57.8

     % Democrats 81.7 80.4 78.7 80.4 66.6 64.6 70.4 70.2
     % Republicans 6.6 6.2 7.5 5.8 16.8 16.6 14.0 13.0
     % Independents 9.4 11.1 10.9 11.4 12.9 15.5 12.2 14.1
     % Other Parties 2.3 2.3 2.9 2.4 3.7 3.0 3.4 2.7

     % Men 40.2 41.0 54.4 41.0 43.9 44.3 45.6 43.3
     % Female 59.8 59.0 45.6 59.0 56.1 55.7 54.4 56.7
Voter Turnout Rateb 63.3 69.6 64.2 70.0 71.8 81.7 69.8 77.6

     Democrats 70.6 61.3 77.9 73.7 54.9 47.9 60.5 54.6
     Republicans 14.1 22.2 10.8 13.6 31.7 40.8 26.1 33.3
     Other Parties 7.0 5.9 5.2 5.9 9.7 6.5 8.8 6.3
     Blank Votes 8.3 10.6 6.1 6.8 3.7 4.8 4.6 5.8

Blacks Whites Total

a. As percent of total voting age population for the group.

b. As percent of total registration for group.

c. Political party turnout breakdown for votes cast on particular party's line for top office on the ballot, not just for the candidate.

Sources: Calculated from data from the New York City Board of Elections, New York State Legislative Task Force on Reapportionment, 
and the U.S. Census Bureau.

Gender of Those Registered

Party Receiving Votec

Party Enrollment

TABLE 3
Voter Participation Rates by Racial-Ethnic Group
 for New York City 1982 and 1984 (in percentages)

Latinos

 
 
In terms of party loyalty and voter participation trends, there are significant differences 
as well between blacks and Latinos. Although 80 percent of registered voters in both 
groups were, as already mentioned, enrolled in the Democratic Party, only 61 percent of 
Latinos compared to 74 percent of blacks voted on that party’s line for President that 
year. Compared to the 1982 gubernatorial elections, the increase in registration rates 
was much higher among blacks and Latinos (each increased by 17 percentage points) 
than whites (who had an 11 percentage point increase). But the increase in voter 
turnout rates was lower for Latinos (a 4 percentage point increase) between 1982 and 
1984 than for blacks (6 percentage points) and whites (10 percentage points), offsetting 
gains made in registration increases in this period by minorities. During the Jesse 
Jackson campaign, the differential impact of the increase in “group consciousness” on 
participation levels between blacks and Latinos became evident: in New York City, 
Jackson’s campaign and appeal for a Rainbow Coalition served to dramatically motivate 
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blacks to have the highest turnout rate in recent memory in a primary held in the city, 
with 52 percent of registered black Democrats turning out to vote compared to only 
38-39 percent of whites and Latinos on April 3, 1984.48 Absent the Jackson candidacy in 
the general election that year, black turnout once again fell to previous low levels, but it 
apparently had little or no effect on Latino voters either way. 
 
 
Reasons for Black-Latino Differences 
 
Having outlined black-Latino differences in a number of important areas, it might now be 
appropriate to present some reasons for them. There are at least six underlying factors 
that require further analysis and research: 

 
1. Historical Differences. As already mentioned, the effects of the black experience with 
slavery in the United States compared to the Latino colonial experience are critical to 
any understanding of many of the current values and perceptions of each group. The 
specific black history in the U.S. has produced a set of institutions, such as an 
indigenous black church and national civil rights organizations, that do not have equiva-
lents in the Latino communities in the Northeast.49 The deep moral dilemma that the 
“peculiar institution” of slavery has posed for the United States historically has elicited a 
significant level of white support both locally and nationally that does not have a 
counterpart, either in depth or length of time, in the Latino community, particularly in the 
Northeast.50 This has important consequences for the type of resources and political 
support that blacks have available in contrast to Latinos. 

 
2. Class and Occupational Patterns. While both the black and Latino communities in 
New York City are overwhelmingly poor and working class, there are important 
differences of degree in their respective class compositions and economic locations. For 
example, a recent study has found that in 1982 in New York City, out of 61 professional 
specialties analyzed, Latinos were represented on a par with their representation in the 
city’s labor force (18 percent) in only one, athletes, compared to 11 in which blacks had 
at least labor force parity (25 percent or above).51 There are other areas, already 
discussed, that are also indicative of these class/occupational differences, namely the 
greater representation of blacks in government jobs and the role that the black church 
has played in the development of an important black religious professional stratum. 
Latinos are also located in weaker sectors of the city’s economy, particularly 
manufacturing, to a greater extent than blacks.52 Such differences, subtle although they 
may appear, have important impacts on the resources and political interests of each 
group. 

 
3. National versus Local Networks. In contrast to blacks, who have developed a fairly 
elaborate national network of institutions and influentials that include sectors of the 
country’s white power structure to some extent, Latinos are organized in a more local 
fashion. While Mexican-Americans in the Southwest come the closest among Latinos to 
blacks in this regard, although on a more regional basis, Latinos in the Northeast are 
projected much more locally. Therefore, Latinos in New York City do not have an 
equivalent to a National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 



Black and Latino Politics in New York City: Race and Ethnicity in a Changing Urban Context | Angelo Falcón 
page 13 

 
 
National Urban League, or national network of black churches to help “frame” their local 
issues and agendas in a more national context in quite the same way that blacks do.53 

 
4. Residential Factors. In New York City, as has been observed elsewhere, Latinos 
appear to have different residential patterns than blacks, affecting how these 
communities organize themselves and even their degree of political representation. One 
feature of both black and Latino communities in New York that appears to be unique is 
the multiplicity of local neighborhood power structures that exist. Instead of there being 
one major area of the city that is predominantly black or Latino, there are many, each of 
which has its own history, political leadership, institutions, and specific issues and 
problems. Most recently in the black community, for example, there has emerged an 
internal power struggle for dominance between the politicians in Manhattan’s Central 
Harlem with those of Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhoods.54 The dynamics of 
these neighborhood interactions and their overall political impacts are not well under-
stood and have generally been downplayed or ignored in the literature. 

 
One of the most noted differences to emerge from the few existing black-Latino 
comparative studies is that blacks are more residentially segregated than Latinos, and 
the political consequences of this in terms of electoral representation and 
reapportionment issues.55 In New York City, for example, of the total 60 State Assembly 
Districts, only three have Latinos majorities up to 54 percent, while there are seven that 
have black majorities over 75 percent.56 Some have argued that Latinos are, therefore, 
more integrated into the city’s population than blacks and point to this as an indicator of 
greater assimilation. However, the data and reality appear to indicate that rather than 
integration, what Latinos are experiencing in New York, particularly Puerto Ricans and 
Dominicans, is a more detailed residential segregation pattern than that of blacks due to 
a number of specific historical and political factors.57 In other words, Latinos in New 
York City are highly segregated in smaller geographic areas than blacks, giving the 
appearance of greater residential integration as well as diluting their political strength in 
the city’s relatively large political divisions. 

 
5. Cultural Factors. There are a number of cultural factors that affect how blacks and 
Latinos approach New York City politics. These flow primarily from their points of origin. 
The much larger foreign-born segment of the Latino population brings with it views 
toward race, nationalism, language, the role of government, and so on that have not 
been developed within a specifically U.S. context. These affect how each community 
defines issues, what symbols it responds to, styles of leadership, and their commitment 
to life and institutions in the U.S. The foreign-born factor, therefore, becomes a critical 
one to explore, not only in understanding black-Latino differences, but differences within 
each one of these two groupings. 

 
6. Societal Responses. While most of this discussion has concentrated on the internal 
characteristics of these two minority communities, it is also important to examine the 
role of their social context in the development of these characteristics.58 Above all, there 
are the economic functions that blacks and Latinos have adopted in New York City and 
how these have changed over time. The relationship between the economic role and 
status of a particular group and its political influence is striking, as is the case with 
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Puerto Ricans who are in a widely acknowledged weak political position at a time when 
their role in the New York economy is at its most dubious. 

 
Government has also responded quite differently to blacks than it has to Latinos. For 
example, while it appears to have played a more direct role with blacks to counter 
unacceptable unemployment levels by providing them with low-level public sector jobs, 
its response in the Latino case has primarily been the provision of welfare.59 
 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
At a certain level, it can be argued that such an emphasis on black-Latino differences 
belies the more important commonalities between these groups and that to compare 
two such poor communities in this way is a distortion of a more important reality. The 
problem with such an argument is that recent developments in New York City have 
revealed a greater potential for black-Latino political divisiveness at a point when they, 
together, have reached majority population status and should instead be poised to 
spearhead a new period in minority politics in the city. It, thus, becomes critical, from 
both theoretical and practical perspectives, to realistically assess those forces that 
underlie these tensions rather than to continue to ignore or downplay them. 

 
What does such a black-Latino comparative analysis tell us? First of all, it highlights 
some of the conceptual strains in the term “minority.” This points to the need for a more 
restrictive use of the term. Convenient as it may appear, it is analytically weak and its 
overgeneralized use has had the effect of inaccurately homogenizing the experiences of 
racial-ethnic groups, or of being a shorthand device for subsuming the situation of 
Latinos and other groups under that of American blacks, no matter how inappropriate 
this may be. 

 
There is a need, therefore, to get a better understanding of the “minority” category and 
how the groups it covers see themselves in relation to it.60 By definition, it is a 
secondary identification for blacks and Latinos and in this sense points to the need for a 
much greater appreciation of the use of such terminology at different levels of 
abstraction. Historically, its meaning and salience as a form of group identification have 
changed and will continue to do so. The problem has been that the meaning of the term 
has been primarily determined by non-minorities rather than “minorities” themselves. In 
this conjuncture, the argument presented here is that this situation needs to be 
reversed. 

 
More attention also needs to be given to the specificities of the racial-ethnic groups that 
fall under the minority category. Along with this is the growing need for comparative 
studies between these various groups.61 This would go some way to counter the 
tendency to only do comparisons between minorities and whites, which do not 
necessarily appear to be the most important, particularly in terms of minority community 
mobilization issues. 

 
These considerations not only have an academic relevance, but a very practical one as 
well. For those interested in mobilizing minority political power, the issues raised in this 
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study can hopefully provide the basis for a more realistic assessment of the 
opportunities and problems involved in such coalition-building. Thus, although the level 
of abstraction chosen here has been to compare blacks with Latinos, it should also be 
clear at this point that difficult coalition-building issues exist within each of these com-
munities themselves on a number of levels.62 

 
This analysis opened with the observation that New York City’s shift to a “majority 
minority” city in the 1980s indicated that minority politics will be thrust into a potentially 
new level of activity and importance. This, however, is not assured and is contingent on 
a number of factors. One is whether blacks and Latinos will be able to forge the types of 
coalitions that are necessary or will continue the current process of fragmentation .63 An 
important aspect of this will be the nature and future direction of black and Latino 
political leadership in the city, which has been in a state of crisis, not only locally but 
nationally, for some time now.64 

 
A second factor that is vital in defining the nature of minority politics in New York City is 
the response of dominant institutions and elites in the city and nationally. Will the 
continued growth of its minority population mean that white elites will seek to find ways 
to fairly incorporate nonwhites into the city’s political system, continue to exclude them, 
or find more effective ways to co-opt them?65 New York, more so than many other 
cities, has been able to postpone confronting the issue of minority political 
empowerment and has found ways to displace minority demands for even symbolic 
representation. The reasons for this resistance and the mechanisms used need to be 
better understood and analyzed.66 However, the point is that minority politics is not 
something that is simply defined internally, but develops within a broader context that 
plays a critical role in shaping it as well. 

 
A third factor affecting the impact of minority politics in New York City is how blacks and 
Latinos define the issues that they will be advocating. Since the late 1970s, when in the 
black community nationally electoral politics was embraced as the most viable strategy 
to pursue by most black leaders, the notion of a “New Black Politics” began to emerge.67 
What advocates of this approach pointed to was that black electoral politics carried with 
it a different set of values and issues than traditional interest or ethnic group politics did. 
Nelson describes this new thrust by pointing out that a “central premise of this approach 
to black political life is the notion that genuine progress can only be made if the pursuit 
of community goals is placed ahead of individual goals as an organizing priority. 
Proponents,” he continues, “of the new black politics believe very strongly that the most 
potent form of power available to black America is power that emanates from the 
collective action of the community ... At bottom the new black politics is a politics of 
social and economic transformation based on the mobilization of community power.”68 

 
In New York City, the prevailing policies of promoting economic growth and 
restructuring its economy at the expense of its poor people, who are overwhelmingly 
black and Latino, offer a critical test for the emergence of a “New Minority Politics” that 
is able to produce viable alternatives and a different political consensus in the City.69 To 
only have black and Latino faces replace whites in the political system without major 
changes in policy, as appears to be currently occurring, would simply be a continuation 
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of politics as usual to the detriment of black and Latino interests in New York City. In 
this regard, and in light of the many challenges outlined in this study, minorities in New 
York City find themselves at a major crossroads today. 
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