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“Latino Issues, Political Power and Policy Change”1 

Henry Flores 

Introduction 

 To date, we have been able to make our presence known but to little avail and particularly 

evident in the realm of state education policy.  Nevertheless, education is only one of the areas 

important to the Latino community.  As you can see from the agenda we are focusing this 

symposium on not just education but also Labor Force Development, Housing, and Health and 

Human Services issues.  These are just the issues that are the most pressing and obvious but in 

the future there will be many more that we will discuss in future symposia. 

Latino Issues 

 The issues at the center of today’s symposium were chosen because combined they make 

up the core of the Latino Family Bienestar.  I will not go into detail as to the current state of 

Bienestar because this is discussed in other papers here.  What I will say is that in every 

category, education, labor force development, housing and health and human services, we lag 

behind other social groups in the state.  As pointed out earlier our poverty levels, teen pregnancy 

rates, income levels, employment rates lag behind those of African Americans and Anglos here 

in Texas.2  My task is to try and identify the structural barriers, many are not evident, that 

prevent us from making any headway of improving the social and economic conditions of 

Latinos.  As a result I will turn to a presentation of how I see the public policy structured in order 

to help us identify where me might best influence the process in the future. 

                                                           
1 This short paper was prepared for the Latino Policy Symposium:  Path to Power and Prosperity, College of Public 
Policy, University of Texas at San Antonio, May 4-5, 2017.  All of these thoughts appeared initially in an article I 
published in 1984 but were elaborated on in my volume entitled The Evolution of the Liberal Democratic State 
With a Case Study of Latinos in San Antonio, Texas (2003), NY:  Edwin Mellen Press. 
2 Rogelio Sáenz, Latino Demography and Socioeconomic Standing:  How Does Texas Compare Nationally?, May 4, 
2017. 
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Political Power 

 For many years it has been assumed that political power is gained by electing individuals 

who agree ideologically with you to office.  However, once in office we find that our 

representatives can only marginally affect policy and then it takes years for these meager 

changes to emerge.  This occurs because of the basic structures that make up the 

state’s/governmental/political policy process.  Some of these structures are ideological in nature 

and almost immutable while others are comprised of statutes, policies and programs which can 

be changed or altered.  Nevertheless, the alteration process is structured in such a manner as to 

make changes almost impossible without drastic intervention such as federal law suits and even 

then this process, the legal, can be arduous.  For purposes of this discussion the barriers can be 

placed in three categories:  ideological, political, and bureaucratic.  Each category, in turn 

possesses two facets:  decisional and process.  Let’s turn to each category, in turn. 

Ideological 

 Perhaps the easiest to discuss is the ideological barrier or set of barriers however they are 

also the most difficult, if not impossible to overcome and require very disciplined and long range 

strategies to overcome.  The principle reason this barrier is almost impossible to overcome is 

simply because it is deeply imbedded in every institution and within every person in our society.  

Our perceptions are driven by the way we are formed ideologically and this formation begins in 

the family unit and is reinforced in our educational system, religious institutions, the media, the 

workplace and through interactions with our peers at every age level. The ideological barriers 

allow each and every one of us to determine how we interact with other persons of different 
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races, genders, ages, nations and so forth and also determine whether we view the world through 

broad, narrow lenses or some combination of the two. 

 We form these ideological barriers principally in our childhood and carry them 

throughout our lifetimes bringing them to bear in our work places and the political realm.  The 

barriers also assist us in identifying issues and problems, defining them in a certain way and 

determining whether and the type of solution required to address the issue or problem.  If one is 

conservative some issues, such as poverty or health care, are seen as the natural result of market 

forces and left to the realm of the private sector to each solve or leave alone.  Some 

conservatives see poverty for instance as the fault and responsibility of the individual which can 

be solved through diligence, hard work and dedication to one’s betterment.  Health issues should 

be dealt with by private insurance companies and the cost born by the individual.  If one is a 

progressive poverty is seen as a function of the economic system and the individuals suffering 

from poverty are victims of the system.  As a result those suffering from poverty have little 

ability to find their way out of that morass and the solution can only be delivered through a 

combination of governmental and private sector intervention.  The same goes for health care, 

solutions to any problems must be sought through intervention by some partnership between 

government and private sector (university, big pharma, insurance companies, and medical 

professionals). 

  The only way to change or dramatically affect the ideological barriers is to develop a 

multi-faceted, long-term strategy at many levels.  We must change the curriculum in schools, 

perceptions in the media, and in the minds of policy makers at all governmental levels.  

Curriculum in schools is difficult because of the process through which one must go to initiate 

and achieve change.  These structures must be both infiltrated and pressured to force curriculum 
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change to include more of our histories, sociologies and psychologies.  Simultaneously we must 

gain access to the English-language media and institute change in content in every category from 

the news to popular programming.  Also at the same time we need to gain control of, or at least 

gain significant access to the political and policy making processes and lobby for policies, laws, 

and programs that favor our needs.  

 The strength of the ideological barriers lies in the stereotypical beliefs held by those in 

power and in control of the decisional processes such state assembly and congressional members, 

bureaucrats at all levels, city council, county commissioners, school board members.  They bring 

their individual perceptions and prejudices to bear when making decisions and this oftentimes 

leads to decisions that discriminate against Latinos in almost every area of public life.  As a 

result any strategy that attempts to break through ideological barriers must be one that applies 

pressure continuously and at all levels.   

One important facet of this situation is that our story has not been told to those in power.  

For instance, one mitigating element that prevents us from making headway in American society 

generally is that, for the most part, society is still functioning on a dual-race theoretical system.  

So that many issues are defined in terms of black/white race relations and the needs of the Latino 

community go unarticulated.  The history of the Latino community must enter the lexicon and 

canons of greater society or we will continue to remain invisible.  This has been the case in many 

civil rights cases that have been argued until recently. 

Political Barriers 

 The barriers created in the political world may appear obvious to some but they are 

extensive because of the many-layered nature of our political system and the fact that generally 

power is defused throughout the system.  Sometimes it is difficult to identify which level of 
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government is responsible for administering a given solution to a problem within our 

community.  As a result it behooves the Latino community to develop a thorough understanding 

of how government and/or public institutions are structured and function.  This includes 

identifying both those in the formal positions of authority and those on the staffs and in bureaus 

responsible for formation and implementation of policy. 

 Knowledge of the political system in of itself is not sufficient.  Simultaneously Latinos 

must continue to make headway in winning elections were ever possible and becoming part of 

the bureaucracy as well.  Latinos must try and take control of the levers of power and place 

themselves within the system that designs and implements policies.  This way the perception of 

the community gets placed at the forefront of all issues that are being considered within the 

process and policies compatible to the needs of the community can be designed that will 

appropriately address the community’s needs. 

Decisional Processes 

 The barriers within the government and bureaus are generally found in the myriad laws, 

statutes, policies, procedures, parliamentary regulations, precedents, customs and traditions just 

to name a few.  Fundamentally, these barriers are designed to create conservative policies and 

laws that generally are not designed to completely solve a problem or thoroughly address an 

issue.  Instead the filtering system designed into the decisional processes are designed to give 

birth so policy “band-aids” that only treat symptoms or superficial aspects of any given issue or 

problem particularly those relevant to the Latino community. 

 The filtering system, which is also part of the ideological and political structures, has 

three functions.  The first is to eliminate concepts or ideas that are deemed not socially or 

political acceptable to a given society.  As a result these ideas can never be part of policy 
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solutions because they are never taught in schools or included in the decision making process 

because they are simply not part of the general ideological lexicon of a given society.  For 

instance, when the “housing bubble” caused economic problems in 2008 and almost sent the 

country into a depression there was no talk, except on the fringes, of nationalizing the banking 

industry and/or, at least, taking apart some of the monopolistic banks.  A few were sacrificed and 

none of the individuals responsible for the billions of lost dollars and lost homes were ever 

prosecuted or spent any time in prison.  The nationalization of banks is an idea that is not taught 

in business schools or other curricula as a viable alternative to the solution of society-wide 

financial problems.  And, treating wayward investment professionals as criminals who have 

committed grand larceny is beyond the imaginations of most lawyers, prosecutors or judges.  

These ideas are simply filtered out of our thinking during the socialization process and not 

included in the ideological constructs that dominate either the political or bureaucratic realms of 

the United States or Texas for that matter. 

 The second filtering mechanism takes those policy alternatives that are the most extreme 

or deemed too disruptive and eliminates them during the normal decisional process.  This is the 

general result of deal-making, bargaining, prioritizing or other decisional processes that are 

brought to bear when decisions are being made by politicians and/or bureaucrats.  The inclusion 

of extreme ideas usually occur when the policy affects politically powerless community such as 

the decisions to site Dodger Stadium where three small Latino neighborhoods existed in order to 

entice the Dodgers to relocate from Brooklyn to Los Angeles or the demolishing of the Mission 

Trail Park neighborhood adjacent to Roosevelt Park on the near Southside to accommodate a 

developer who has since changed his mind.  In both instances the Latino neighborhoods lacked 

champions with sufficient political leverage to prevent the dislocations from occurring.  The 
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eminent domain laws and political economy of each situation worked against the interests of 

Latinos in both cases. 

 The third and final filtering mechanism results in the inclusion of policy alternatives that 

work to the advantage of the dominant political forces within the political system or society.  For 

instance, economic development decisions always favor those with the most capital to invest, 

interest rates for loans also favor big investors and the wealthy, and the tax codes of our country 

or state favor those with more wealth.  The educational system allows private education to exist 

which favors only those who can afford it and results in uneven and unfair advantages going to 

the children of those who can pay.  Private education was originally allowed as a result of a 

freedom of religion law suit brought in the early part of the Twentieth Century but has led to a 

system that helps reproduce society’s structural economic and racial inequality.  Similar 

examples can be found in the areas of housing, health care and the distribution of various types 

of public services. 

 Again, the only ways in which the barriers in the decisional processes can be overcome is 

through changing the ideological perceptions of decision makers and restructuring the decisional 

rules.  This requires the infusion of new ways of thinking within the educational and public and 

private economic and policy sectors.  Almost as equally important is that strategies have to be 

developed to change the decisional processes in such a way as to make them unbiased in nature. 

Conclusion and Observations 

 Unfortunately, the thoughts in this paper may lead some if not all the readers to feel 

negatively toward the possibility of changing the political power equations that will allow 

Latinos a seat at the policy process table.  Nevertheless, this discussion was designed to institute 

a culture of conversation that will lead, hopefully, to steps toward change. One must understand 
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though that the strategies must be complex because the political power equation is complex and 

fraught with loopholes and traps.  Secondly, one must commit to a long-term strategy that may 

initially not yield results.  But to paraphrase the words of an important Nineteenth Century 

thinker and social activist change only comes for those with patience because one can never 

predict when that change will occur.  Still, Latinos must develop a new sense of change and 

political activism dedicated to change on many levels simultaneously. 

 

 


