AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
BELONGS TO US ALL

By Daniel Mateo, Katherine Culliton-Gonzalez and Jorge Luis Vasquez, Jr.

Washington, DC - This Fourth of July, like all Americans,
the Hispanic National Bar Association (HNBA) celebrated
the birth of our nation. In 1776, the founders declared
independence from monarchy and tyranny, and boldly set
forth the great American concept of a democracy founded
on protection of important fundamental rights: “We hold
these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and
the pursuit of Happiness.”

The Declaration of Independence further states that
governments “derive their powers from the consent of
the governed.” As our organization of Latino lawyers
celebrated Independence Day across the nation with
our families and communities, we did so with a great
appreciation for and commitment to these essential
principles of American democracy. Latinos represent
nearly one-in-five Americans, 36.2 million eligible
voters and 15 percent of the 2024 electorate—yet Latino
voting rights and our ability to participate as equals in
American democracy are under threat. Further, Latino
voter registration is historically low. To address these

issues, the HNBA formed a Special Committee on
American Democracy and convened national Latino
civic engagement and civil rights groups to discuss
barriers and strategies to overcome them.

Although Latinos were certainly present at the birth of
our nation, and great leaders such as Jorge Farragut
and Francisco de Miranda fought in the Revolutionary
War, the unfortunate truth is that Latinos—and
Latinas—were not included in the early vision of
“men created equal” and in the roster of voters whose
consent was needed for a president to be elected. It
was not until after the Civil War that our nation began
to include people of color as equals, not until after the
Reconstruction Amendments (1865-1870) that Latinos
were promised equal access to the right to vote, and not
until 1920 that women were guaranteed the right to
vote and participate in American democracy.

Because issues of access and participation persist
today, we declare our essential belonging to this great
nation—and we will work to help protect our collective
right to vote.
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More than a century since the 1917 Jones Act provided U.S.
citizenship for Puerto Ricans, we remain deeply concerned
about Puerto Rican voting rights. Voter turnout on the Island
is over 99 percent—demonstrating that our communities
want to vote and do so when it is accessible. But, turnout
drops precipitously when our citizens move to the mainland,
impacting families who arrived long ago as well as the many
thousands who fled to safety after Hurricane Maria.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 prohibits conditioning
the right to vote on English-language literacy for persons
educated in Spanish in Puerto Rico, and while Spanish-
language access has improved in recent years due to
litigation, it is still lacking for some Puerto Ricans (and
many other Spanish speaking communities) across the
country. We urge the Department of Justice and election
officials in every jurisdiction where we have Spanish-
speaking voters to ensure there are bilingual ballots and
poll workers so that our communities can vote without
the barrier of a modern-day literacy test.

Minority communities face new voter ID laws, limitations
on access to mail-in and in-person voting, groups who
have made preposterous, false allegations challenging and
intimidating Latino who show up at the polls. Clearly,
these barriers will have the most impact on first-time
voters, the majority of whom are Latino. Latino citizens
turning 18 face a dearth of civic education and newly
naturalized citizens face a maze of new systems and

rules that make voting more complicated. Both groups
represent millions of voters with families who have fled
political persecution and worked hard to be part of the
American dream. Most election officials are helpful, but
some are swayed by mis- and disinformation and do not
understand the barriers faced by first-time Latino voters.

Young voters and newly naturalized citizens are part of
many HNBA families. We believe in familia and have
not only participated in key cases before the Supreme
Court and advocated in other legal arenas, but we have
also leveraged bilingual voter protection and assistance
programs since our founding in 1972. This year, we
agree with those who have noticed that American
democracy is in a crisis. We recognize the need to train
and deploy our members to help Latino citizens register
and exercise their right to vote across the nation. This is
our duty as lawyers. And this Fourth of July, it is self-
evident that being 25 percent of the next generation of
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our great nation, the Latino community is a fundamental
part of American democracy and must be fully included
in the debate on who will lead this country and how we
will move forward in the coming years.
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