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This article examines Puerto Rican efforts to win the mayoralty of the 
city of New York, focusing on the 2005 election. So far Puerto Ricans 
have failed to make it to City Hall, but the explanation for this is not 
systemic. Systemic factors have played a role, but not in deterministic 
fashion. Theirs is a pluralist story. The political system is open, but access 
to power is contingent on the interplay between capability and feasibility. 
When Puerto Ricans had a good candidate—capability—the context 
was not favorable—feasibility—and when the context was favorable they 
did not have a good candidate. When the party mattered most, their 
candidate was a reformer; when the party was over, their candidate was an 
organization man. Puerto Rican ethnic identity played contradictory roles 
in this process, thrusting and energizing candidates as well as being the 
proverbial albatross around the candidate’s neck. The elements of success 
for the future appear to be: having a conciliatory leadership style; avoiding 
association with polarizing figures; amassing enough money to run an 
efficient campaign, focused on the promotion of collective goods and 
devoid of ideological posturing; and exploiting racial and ethnic identity 
to garner and mobilize support without alienating in- or out-groups.  
[Key words: pluralism, ethnicity, Democratic Party, Puerto Ricans, African-
Americans, Latinos, political representation, electoral participation]
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 the mayoralty of the city 
of New York, focusing on the 2005 election. By doing so, it fills a gap in the history 
of Puerto Rican political participation in New York. While this goal is worthy in and 
of itself, here I also address two questions. Is it true that the political system is open 
and that anyone with the requisite gumption and resources can access the structure 
of power? And, Has ethnicity been the ceiling that Puerto Ricans cannot overcome? 
The struggle of Puerto Rican elites to win representation at the highest level of 
office in the city is long-standing. This article briefly chronicles the circumstances 
and terms according to which they sought political incorporation at that level and 
offers a reflection on the prospects for Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) political 
representation at the mayoral level in New York.1

Why Puerto Ricans?

I use Puerto Ricans as a case study for a number of reasons. First, theirs is an 
experience that deserves attention because it has not been as well documented as 
that of other groups in New York City.2 Their case is also interesting because it 
provides insights that can help us understand the process of political incorporation 
of minority elites. I do not claim that their experience offers a foolproof guide 
for action. That would be anachronistic and contradictory. What I suggest is that 
Puerto Ricans as well as others may want to look at this history if only to say to 
themselves, “maybe we should try this,” or “we should definitely avoid that.” 

Second, their case is noteworthy because it can be used as a measure of the fullness of 
urban democracy. Whether stable democratic governance requires elite integration or not 
is a matter of debate in political science (Higley et al. 1991). But it is clear that a city cannot 
be fully democratic if the door to full political power, that is, access to power in all arenas 
and levels of politics, is permanently closed to any one group or segment of society. The 
answer to the question of democratic inclusion is relative to whether inclusion is defined 
as a dichotomous or continuous variable. Is the promise of democracy unfulfilled if Puerto 
Ricans are not included at all levels? Thinking in terms of New York City and the office of 
mayor, common sense suggests that democratic participation should be no less democratic 
even if a Puerto Rican never occupied Gracie Mansion. However, it makes a difference if 
Puerto Rican access to mayoral power is structurally blocked.

Third, while the generation of knowledge applicable to one group does not require 
that we only study that group, we cannot take for granted that the insights generated 
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by the analysis of, say, African-American political incorporation, can be useful to 
Puerto Ricans engaged in the same quest. For this reason, studying Puerto Ricans is 
important; their story can provide confirmation, refinement, or denial of what the 
analysis of other experiences may have already yielded about political incorporation. 
The point is not that the experience of African-Americans cannot be translated into 
Puerto Rican terms but that the translation requires validation. The experience of 
one group can be suggestive to another. Successful political action does not require 
that insights be turned into prescriptions. But by broadening the scope of inquiry,  
it is possible to reduce the level of uncertainty about the rightness of any given insight.

Pluralism and Ethnicity

It is true that elite and pluralist theories singularly cannot fully account for the 
workings of the political process.3 Nevertheless, I want to focus on pluralism to 
address the question of whether the Puerto Rican experience supports one of its key 
insights about politics. The story of Puerto Rican efforts to gain the mayoralty of 
New York City is a pluralist story in the sense that historically the system has been 
open to their efforts. Rodney E. Hero argues that “left to its own devices, without 
‘reinforcement’ pluralism does not really work as an ongoing group process.”  
He suggests that pluralism is really two-tiered. Latinos occupy the second tier  
where they enjoy marginal inclusion only because they have to fight for it, while 
whites occupy the first tier where access and equality are a given (Hero 1992: 190, 
204). The problem with this objection to pluralism is that in politics nothing works  
if left to its own devices. In all political systems, some actors are better positioned 
than others but access is never a given for anyone. 

Over the years Puerto Rican candidates have maneuvered through the terrain of 
partisan, community, media, and campaign finance politics with varying degrees of 
effectiveness.4 They have always met the political and legal requirements to vie for 
the mayoralty in credible fashion. So far they have failed to make it to City Hall but 
the explanation for this is not systemic. Systemic factors have played a role, but not 
in deterministic fashion. Failure cannot be reduced to, say, campaign finance.5 

Second, has ethnicity been the ceiling that Puerto Ricans cannot overcome? 
They have achieved incorporation in ad hoc political bodies, within the municipal 
bureaucracy and administration, within labor unions and political parties, and at the 
municipal, state, and congressional levels. Puerto Ricans have availed themselves 
of governmental resources to build community institutions and these have been a 
source of political influence and power.6 They even have their own media celebrities 
and personalities.7 So what gives? Why would their incorporation be possible in all 
these instances except at the highest level of municipal power? One key difference 
between City Hall and, for example, councilmanic District 11, is that its incumbent 
must be supported by a cross-racial and cross-ethnic electorate. Therefore, is it the 
case that Puerto Rican efforts to win the mayoralty have been unsuccessful because 
of ethnicity? Are blacks and whites in the city unwilling to elect a Puerto Rican 
mayor? This review suggests that for Puerto Ricans ethnicity has been an obstacle 
as well as a resource. Puerto Rican candidates have confronted ethnic prejudice and 
their Puerto Rican supporters have been subject to discrimination. At the same time, 
ethnic identity has propelled their actions and substantiated their campaigns.  
Ethnic politics has not been their crucible; it has been their milieu as well as their bane. 

I cannot claim that the answers I offer concerning pluralism and ethnicity would 
solve the problem of urban democracy in New York. Puerto Ricans are not the last 
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ethnic group left to make it in the city and democracy will always be a work in 
progress. It is important, however, to know why their mayoral aspirations remain 
unfulfilled to confirm that democracy can actually live up to its promise. If urban 
democracy is a haven for some and for others a dead end, it cannot possibly be a true 
democracy. The test of true democracy is not absolute equality but the existence 
of meaningful opportunities to access power to all. Let us now turn to what Puerto 
Ricans have done to reach for mayoral power and why they have failed.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION HAS 
ALWAYS BEEN AN ELEMENT OF 
PUERTO RICAN POLITICS IN THE 
CITY; DURING THE 1960S AND 
1970S SOME USED IT NOT TO 
DEMAND INDEPENDENCE FOR 
THE ISLAND BUT TO ENCOURAGE 
REGISTRATION AND VOTING IN 
LOCAL ELECTIONS.
Seeking the Nomination: 1969–2001

To examine the history of Puerto Rican political participation in New York  
City is to realize that Puerto Rican politics has been a mixture of radical ventures, 
community organization, participation in social movements, and involvement 
in electoral and bureaucratic politics. Puerto Ricans have done it all. Yet,  
say “Puerto Ricans in New York City” and most people will mention the Young 
Lords Party.8 It is less likely that they will refer to the Puerto Rican presence in the 
city since the nineteenth century or to Oscar García Rivera’s election to the state 
assembly in 1937 to represent a Manhattan district. If they know about the Young 
Lords, they may have a faint understanding of Puerto Rican politics in the 1960s, but 
they will probably be unaware that parallel to the radical ferment of that period was a 
process of bureaucratic political incorporation marked by systematic efforts to achieve 
electoral representation at all levels of office. While radical groups were busy trying to 
bridge mainland and homeland politics, using local issues to rally Puerto Ricans behind 
the cause of independence for Puerto Rico, mainstream Puerto Rican politicians 
were sidestepping the national question to focus on securing political appointments, 
penetrating the political parties, and running for elected office. The national 
question has always been an element of Puerto Rican politics in the city; during the 
1960s and 1970s some used it not to demand independence for the island but to 
encourage registration and voting in local elections. During the Wagner and Lindsay 
administrations, a number of Puerto Rican elites became influential as participants in 
electoral campaigns, advisors to the mayor, and even as elected or appointed officials 
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in positions of responsibility. Political access during that period was the prologue to 
interventions focused on the mayoralty. The quest for power at that level began in 
1969, when Puerto Rican Herman Badillo decided he wanted to be mayor.

Strike One

In 1960, columnist Babby Quintero wrote: “New York is becoming more and more 
Hispanic by the day but “El Barrio” has been dismembered.… There is no place in 
Manhattan, the Bronx, and Brooklyn without Hispanic residents, the majority being 
Puerto Rican. We fancy that a Puerto Rican mayor is not that far off in the future.”9 
Nine years later, Herman Badillo entered the mayoral race.

Badillo got his start in New York City politics as a stalwart of the Kennedy 
campaign for president. Through the John F. Kennedy political club, he became 
head of the campaign in East Harlem in 1960. His involvement was prompted by 
his desire to register Hispanics and blacks. When he approached the Italian leaders 
of the Democratic Party with his registration proposal, they were simply shocked. 
According to Badillo, no one had ever thought of registering blacks and Hispanics 
even though they were at the time the predominant population in the Bronx. 

The party organization, headed by Congressman Alfred Santangelo, resisted 
Badillo’s efforts from the outset. “You can’t believe all the garbage that’s being 
registered,” one of Santangelo’s cronies told him, referring to Puerto Ricans and 
blacks. He did not know that Badillo was Puerto Rican, whose looks could pass for 
Italian. He told Badillo: “We got to stop them. The school is supposed to close at 
10:30 pm but I’m going to close it at 9:00 pm.” Badillo faked agreement and then 
proceeded to plant himself in front of the school at 9:00 pm to wait for voters to 
come to register. As they were turned away he took their names and then filed a 
lawsuit on their behalf against the Board of Elections for discrimination. He won the 
lawsuit. This was “the first time in the history of New York City that it was proven 
that the Board of Elections and the regular [party] organization discriminated against 
Hispanics and blacks.” According to Badillo, his registration effort and the lawsuit 
had two major consequences: East Harlem had the largest increase in new registered 
voters in the 1960 election and he became known politically.10

In January 1969, during the course of an interview at City Hall, Badillo, then Bronx 
borough president, was asked if he planned to run for mayor. He offered a curious 
response: “Many think that all Puerto Ricans are short, colored, and unable to speak 
English. If I run I will go everywhere in the city so that everyone can see that I am tall, 
proficient in English, a certified public accountant, and a lawyer.”11 Perhaps for the 
sake of prudence, he did not say that he also wanted people to see that he was white. 
The subtext was there, nonetheless, in the use of the word “colored”: he was a viable 
candidate because he was qualified and also because he could pass.

Badillo needed to win a party primary scheduled for June 17, 1969. In a statement 
released at the Overseas Press Club on April 2, he specified his qualifications and 
declared his intention to meet the fiscal, administrative, and political challenges 
facing the city. His emphasis was on making the city livable. “Sure New York is 
falling apart,” reads one of his campaign flyers, “but Badillo can put it back together.” 
Badillo’s solution to the imbalance between annual increases in spending of 15 percent 
compared to annual revenue increases of only 4 percent was simple: “We will have 
that deficit regardless of who is mayor and regardless of what promises are made 
unless income is increased or expenses are reduced.” Reacting to the climate of racial 
and ethnic hostility that enveloped the city he declared: “There has been an increase 

[ 59 ]



[ 60 ]

in crime and there are some who believe that the Blacks and the Puerto Ricans are 
the only criminals.... There are slums in this city and there are some who look at the 
people who live in them and blame them for their existence. The fact is that most  
of the slums in our city were created prior to 1900—before those groups who reside 
in them now migrated to New York City.”12 Badillo forged ahead and in May,  
with Frank Espada, chairman of ASPIRA and vice president of the Urban Coalition, 
he joined a group of black leaders to form Black Independent Voters, to endorse 
candidates and to unify the city’s black and Puerto Rican vote.13 

As the mayoral primary neared, Badillo’s prospects became dimmer. By June 12, 
Robert Wagner had a slight edge over him according to a poll conducted by the 
newspaper Town and Village.14 Described by the press as “the liberal Democratic 
president of the Bronx,” Badillo’s campaign focused on service delivery issues.  
So did Wagner’s. Meanwhile, the conservative wing of the Republican Party  
attacked Mayor John Lindsay for being soft on crime. The call of conservatives for 
law and order was expected to resonate among what they called “the Democratic 
Irish and Italians and others who don’t like Negro lovers.”15 

By mid-July, Lindsay had enough support to secure his re-election bid and 
Badillo’s candidacy was over. In the primary, Badillo received almost 90 percent of 
the Puerto Rican vote, over half of the black vote, and over 20 percent of the Jewish 
vote. But this was not enough. Mario Procaccino won the Democratic nomination 
with less than a third of the ballots and Badillo lost, not so much because of Norman 
Mailer’s campaign, as he claimed in 2006, but because of Jewish support that Wagner 
took away from him (McNickle 1993: 226–8).16 The multiple expressions of support for 
Badillo, including a plea from Puerto Rico’s ex-governor Luis Muñoz Marín for Puerto 
Ricans to register and vote for him, did not translate into the votes needed to win.17  
A voter registration drive promised by Puerto Rican activist Gilberto Gerena 
Valentín—who had just been fired from the Commission on Human Rights—was 
actually led by H. Carl McCall and Frank Espada. While over 60,000 new voters 
were added to the rolls, the campaign was considered a failure. The large number 
of blacks and Puerto Ricans expected to register did not materialize and there 
were charges of apathy, indifference, and even subversion of the effort on the 
part of the political parties. Blacks and Puerto Ricans were allegedly discouraged 
from registering by inspectors doing the bidding of local party leaders. As a result, 
McCall and Espada called for the abolition of the Elections Board and for the 
placing of federal supervisors in districts where less than 50 percent of the voters 
were registered.18 Badillo’s aborted bid for the mayoralty was compounded by the 
loss in the November election of his post as Bronx borough president to Robert 
Abrams. On November 19, the Misión Vito Marcantonio of the Movimiento Pro 
Independencia (MPI), a Puerto Rican nationalist group seeking to end colonialism 
in Puerto Rico, issued a public statement declaring that Puerto Ricans should be 
working in unity with blacks against opportunistic politicians and professionals such 
as Herman Badillo. “That rotten leadership,” reads the statement, “deserves only our 
repudiation.”19 This appraisal is worth highlighting because, at best, it suggests that 
one segment of the political leadership of the community did nothing to help Badillo 
at a time when he needed all the support he could get.

The climate of public opinion in 1969 was also not favorable to Badillo. Not only 
was racial polarization in the city intense but, in addition, the Lindsay administration 
was perceived as racially biased in favor of minorities. White New Yorkers did 
not feel represented at City Hall (McNickle 1993: 216–8). If a white mayor had 
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abandoned them, what were the chances that a Puerto Rican candidate would be any 
different? Further, minority voters felt adequately represented by Lindsay. In that 
case, there was no strong reason for them to support Badillo.

Strike Two

The next time a Puerto Rican sought the Democratic Party’s nomination for mayor 
was in 1973. Once again, the aspirant was Herman Badillo, who had been elected to 
Congress in 1970. He faced Ed Koch, city councilman Robert Postel, Upper West Side 
state assemblyman Jerome Kretchner, and Albert Blumenthal, also an assemblyman 
and deputy minority leader of the State Assembly. The key to the nomination was 
the endorsement of the liberal group, the New Democratic Coalition (NDC). Badillo 
assumed he had it and Blumenthal worked for it. Badillo lost the endorsement and,  
in a fit of rage, accused the NDC of racism (McNickle 1993: 243–4).

This time, a critical element of the context was the court mandate, issued on 
March 22, ordering the use of bilingual ballots and interpreters at the polls in 
community school board elections. This was the result of Lopez v. Dinkins (1973),  
a lawsuit filed by the Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund (PRLDEF) 
with Community Action for Legal Services and the New York Civil Liberties 
Union. In September, building upon the March decision, PRLDEF scored another 
victory when a federal district judge ruled on a suit filed by the group, ordering the 
city’s elections board to provide bilingual voting instructions and translators for the 
November election at all polling places in districts where 5 percent or more of the 
residents spoke Spanish.20

This was a condition favorable to Badillo but he was unable to take advantage of 
the provision. His inability to win the endorsement of the NDC, of the regular party 
organization, and later his loss of the primary against Abraham Beame was due to 
several factors: a series of credentials challenges that eroded his base of support, his 
failure to win over non-Puerto Ricans and conservatives, his public “spasm of rage” 
when things didn’t go his way, and his rigidity and arrogance. Beame was strong 
because in the eyes of voters he had the most governmental experience. He was also 
the favorite of the party regulars, who trusted him as one of their own. Badillo, in 
contrast, could not even get the support of the black elite. Percy Sutton, Charles 
Rangel, and Basil Paterson felt the wind blowing in the direction of Beame and with 
him they went (McNickle 1993: 245–6). 

Badillo’s ethnicity was also considered a factor of his defeat.21 Yet, if ethnicity was 
an obstacle, what could explain the election of Ramón Vélez from the Bronx’s 11th 
district, and Luis Olmedo from Brooklyn’s 27th to the city council? The answer was 
simple: in districts configured with large Puerto Rican concentrations, Puerto Ricans 
won. Citywide, partisan politics, legal requirements, personality features, and racial 
polarization combined to make success impossible.22 But racial polarization was part 
of the context rather than a decisive factor. Badillo acted arrogantly and brashly; the 
rejection by voters of Mario Procaccino in favor of Lindsay in 1969 demonstrated 
that arrogance and vitriol was unacceptable regardless of ethnicity. Further, Badillo 
was weak citywide, not so much because he was Puerto Rican but because he was 
perceived to be, truly or not, simply a Puerto Rican/minority candidate (McNickle 
1993: 247). To be sure, both the New York Times and the New York Post endorsed 
Badillo as the best hope for the city as a whole. At the same time, Italian and Irish 
voters were disinclined to support him because he was Puerto Rican. But Badillo 
could have won if he had persuaded a sufficient number of Jewish voters that he was 



a better choice than Beame. Beame was the party regular and Badillo was not; and 
party support was critical in the mobilization of voters. Racism was present during 
the campaign but it did not determine the outcome (McNickle 1993: 250–2).

Strike Three

Badillo tried to win the nomination for mayor a third time in 1977. In February,  
he was only considering a run. Bella Abzug and Edward Koch were also thinking about 
seeking the mayoralty. In March, the Democratic National Committee discounted 
the possibility of either Badillo or Koch making a successful run. The Committee 
declared that incumbent Abraham Beame had the best chance of winning a primary. 
By April, the scuttlebutt on Badillo was that without an endorsement from the 
Liberal Party he would not run. Koch described him as far behind the pack. In 
May, Badillo saw his chances diminished by the entrance into the race of Abzug. 
He blasted her in public for not honoring a promise to back him. According to 
Badillo, Abzug had offered her support in exchange for his endorsement of her U.S. 
Senate candidacy in 1976. Against all odds, in June, he entered the primary. He felt 
confident in his ability to defeat Beame in a runoff. 

Meanwhile, Manhattan Borough President Percy Sutton began campaigning 
for the Democratic nomination, with support from black leaders David Dinkins 
and Charles Rangel. This was a move that could only diminish black support for 
Badillo. Badillo was certain that support for him among blacks would erode only in 
Manhattan. This belief was shattered when more than a dozen black mayors as well 
as black elected officials from across the country rallied behind Percy Sutton. In 
August, sociologist Herbert Gans declared Badillo the most competent candidate 
of all. WCBS-Radio endorsed Badillo but WCBS-TV endorsed Mario Cuomo, who 
entered the race as Governor Carey’s preferred candidate. Badillo was also given 
a “preferred” rating by the New York Political Action Council, a newly formed, 
nonpartisan organization of gays and lesbians. A key challenge for Badillo was 
persuading voters that he was concerned with the interests of all New Yorkers  
rather than just Puerto Ricans. But in this he was not alone. The race as a whole  
was perceived as an ethnic contest between Italians represented by Cuomo,  
blacks represented by Sutton, and Jews represented by Abzug, Koch, and Beame. 
There was even a candidate that was considered representative of the business class, 
Joel Harnett, but he was really nobody’s candidate (McNickle 1993: 260–1).

Badillo came in sixth place in the primary with just 11 percent of the vote. Koch and 
Cuomo came in first and second, respectively, and had to fight for the nomination 
in a runoff (McNickle 1993: 267). Badillo decided to support Koch. Koch went 
on to win the nomination and then the election, with more support from blacks and 
Puerto Ricans than Cuomo, who ran on the Liberal Party line (McNickle 1993: 269).

Strike Four?

When Koch ran for re-election in 1981, there was a challenger from the Hispanic 
community, but his candidacy was so marginal that anyone other than a historian 
looking backward could easily miss it. It was not Herman Badillo, although he did 
consider running. In 1978, Koch made Badillo a Deputy Mayor and by 1979 Badillo 
was out. Now he was down and out, and therefore did not pursue the position.  
The challenger was Dr. Jerónimo Domínguez, who also ran for Bronx borough 
president in 1979 on the Right to Life Party line. During a debate with Koch,  
he told the audience: “Everyone must vote. If you don’t vote you cannot complain.”  
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He promised to end crime and drug abuse, to rebuild the subway system, to maintain 
the city’s infrastructure, and to rehabilitate the more than 10,000 buildings that had 
been abandoned during the four years of Koch’s administration. Domínguez also ran 
on a platform of higher taxes for the rich and a promise to crackdown on absentee 
landlords. “If you are rich or a landlord, then vote for Koch,” said Domínguez, 
“because I am declaring war on rich people.”23 

Councilman Luis Olmedo, who was neither rich nor a landlord, exhorted all Hispanics 
to re-elect Koch. In his view, Koch had done a great job. Olmedo disputed the notion 
that Koch was hostile to minorities in the city. Further, Olmedo claimed that Koch’s 
victory was inevitable and that voting for someone else would be a wasted vote.24 
Koch won by a landslide, running on the Democratic and Republican Party line.

Three Strikes and You’re (Not) Out

In 1984, Latinos were divided in their attitude toward Koch. Those opposing 
him were 54 percent of the total compared to 46 percent who were supportive.25 
According to a 1984 poll, had Herman Badillo run against Koch in that year,  
he would have lost the Latino vote 38 to 46 percent.26 The rejection of Badillo 
by Latinos suggested that, in his case, as the Spanish saying goes, “La tercera es la 
vencida” (“Three strikes and you’re out”). In Hispanic culture, just as in baseball, 
you have three chances to make it; after that you are done. But in American politics, 
one failed candidacy is often enough to finish a politician’s career for good. In vying 
for the mayoralty for a fourth time in 1985, Badillo went against the conventional 
wisdom and then some.

In January 1985, Badillo declared that he would run. He made his participation 
conditional on garnering support from a broad-based coalition.27 His announcement 
was immediately followed by a blanket rejection from Stanley Hill, deputy executive 
director of District Council 37 of the State, County, and Municipal Employees 
Union. District 37 was key to developing an anti-Koch coalition, and Hill’s rejection 
of Badillo was a severe blow to his candidacy, an emblem of Badillo’s weak standing 
with African-American elites.28 

A week after Hill’s statement, the New York Times published the results of a 
poll of 1,329 adults conducted between January 5 and 10. A majority of respondents, 
53 percent, thought that Koch deserved re-election. Among whites, support for 
Koch’s re-election was 65 percent. Only 31 percent of blacks supported his re-election 
compared to 49 percent of Hispanics. Support for Badillo was only 34 percent.  
He was viewed most favorably by Hispanics, but even among them only a minority of 
45 percent had a favorable view of his candidacy; only 33 percent of blacks shared the 
feeling.29 Poll results notwithstanding, black leaders invited Badillo to be interviewed 
as a potential candidate at a meeting to be held on January 26. According to 
Assemblyman Al Vann, a group of black leaders, union officials, and liberal Democrats 
would interview up to eight candidates and then announce an endorsement.30

Despite the Spanish saying and the evidence from the polls, if Badillo ever had 
a good chance of securing the Democratic nomination for mayor, it was in 1985. 
A coalition of Hispanic leaders supported his candidacy. At the end of January, 
after the Coalition for A Just New York completed the process of interviewing 
candidates, he and Carol Bellamy appeared to be the two hopefuls with the strongest 
support among black politicians.31 Yet, after heated deliberations within the 
Coalition, support for Badillo was split. Under such circumstances, the Coalition 
endorsed Assemblyman Herman “Denny” Farrell, Jr. True to his word that he would 
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not run without broad coalition support, Badillo dropped out. “I can understand 
there will be disappointment by those who expected that Mr. Badillo would be our 
candidate,” Al Vann said.32 Indeed, Farrell’s last-minute entry into the race caused 
widespread resentment among Hispanics. The unhappiness of Hispanic Democrats 
was so great that some even demanded the dissolution of the Black and Puerto Rican 
Caucus in Albany.33 On November 5, Koch was reelected to serve a third term with 
over 80 percent of the vote.

TO FERRER, THE SYMBOLIC POWER 
OF BADILLO’S 1969 RUN FOR THE 
MAYORALTY WAS TREMENDOUS, 
A SOURCE OF INSPIRATION FOR 
HIS OWN EFFORTS.
Next Man at Bat

After the 1985 debacle, Badillo’s successor in Congress, Robert García, considered 
running for mayor. His plan to run focus groups to gauge the willingness of non-
Hispanics to vote for a Puerto Rican was thwarted by the explosion of the Wedtech 
scandal, a case of corruption, extortion, and bribery involving federal funds, which 
terminated his political career.34 Thus, no Puerto Rican pursued the mayor’s office 
until 1997, when Bronx Borough President Fernando Ferrer stepped up to the 
mayoral plate for the first time. Ferrer began his involvement in politics as a student 
activist. His Wikipedia biography indicates that “in 1968, as an Aspirante, he was 
part of a major student protest at the NYC Board of Education that resulted in such 
reforms as bilingual report cards and the recognition by the public schools of Puerto 
Rican Discovery Day (November 19th).”35 It should be no surprise to anyone that the 
impact of this protest, whose specific demands were more courses on Puerto Rican 
culture and history and proportional representation of Puerto Ricans in the Board’s 
decentralization plan,36 is greatly exaggerated in the Wikipedia profile. Be that as it 
may, the event marked the early political activism of Ferrer.

Ferrer entered politics as a candidate for office in 1974 by running against 
Assemblyman Luis Nine, the incumbent in District 78 in the Bronx since 1970.  
He lost that race but his life as a public official began the following year. He occupied 
staff posts until his election to the city council in 1982, to represent the Bronx’s 
District 13. He was appointed Bronx borough president in 1987, after the incumbent, 
Stanley Simon, was sent to prison for his involvement in a municipal scandal that 
rocked the Democratic Party. In September, Ferrer defeated Rafael Méndez on a 
primary and was elected in November to complete Simon’s term. During the general 
election, he defeated Republican Victor Tosi. Méndez stayed in the race on the New 
Alliance Party line, to no avail.37 Ferrer served for fourteen years as borough president.

To Ferrer, the symbolic power of Badillo’s 1969 run for the mayoralty was 
tremendous, a source of inspiration for his own efforts.38 Yet, his 1997 campaign 
was a brief and feeble attempt; he dropped out of the race to seek re-election of the 
borough presidency.39 On May 13, he declared: “A paramount part of my decision is 
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the belief that we as Democrats must promote a stronger sense of purpose in order 
to defeat the Republican agenda of Rudolph Giuliani.…I believe in the Democratic 
Party. It is for that reason, and after much deliberation, that I am taking the first 
step to unify behind one Democratic candidate, Ruth Messinger.”40 

Puerto Ricans were not happy with this turn of events. The excitement over 
Ferrer’s candidacy was so high that it prompted some to do what they had never 
done before: contribute money to the campaign. To many, his exit was a blow to 
what they considered the best opportunity to finally put a Puerto Rican in the city’s 
highest office.41 In addition, his withdrawal may have prevented the election for 
the first time of a Puerto Rican woman to the Bronx borough presidency. This was 
the hope of Shirley Remeneski but her aspiration was dashed by Ferrer’s decision. 
She considered herself a long shot because the Party was not behind her but she 
never had a chance to confirm that guess.42 Once Ferrer was out, the Democratic 
Party endorsed Ruth Messinger. She went on to lose to incumbent Rudy Giuliani 
by over 200,000 votes. Giuliani obtained 757,564 votes or 57 percent of the total to 
Messinger’s 540,075, or 41 percent. Interestingly, even though Giuliani’s support 
was mostly from white voters, he managed to make inroads into black and Latino 
constituencies.43 His advantage of 16 percentage points over Messinger was 14 points 
greater than his margin over David Dinkins in 1993.

In 2001, Ferrer tried his luck for the second time. Badillo came back briefly 
for the fifth time, seeking the nomination against Michael Bloomberg on the 
Republican line. At this point he was dubbed the perennial candidate. Like Badillo 
in 1973, Ferrer was not able to make it past the primary. His demise came in the 
runoff election against Public Advocate Mark Green. The contest between Ferrer 
and Green was nasty and bitter. Ferrer was accused of being racially and ethnically 
divisive. His campaign slogan “the Other New York,” was the worst of all possible 
themes. It appealed to the marginal and disadvantaged yet it also raised questions 
about inclusion and fairness. Green was accused of engaging in racist tactics.  
Ferrer gathered the support of 71 percent of blacks and 84 percent of Hispanics;  
at 84 percent, Green cornered the white vote. Of his supporters, 64 percent 
admitted to be less likely to vote for Ferrer because of his endorsement by Al 
Sharpton. “What vile racism,” declared an advisor to Ferrer.44 But it is not entirely 
clear whether the anti-Sharpton sentiment was fully driven by racism, distaste 
for Sharpton’s brand of politics, or both. In the end, Democrats confronted 
newcomer candidate Mike Bloomberg weak and divided. Green lost to Bloomberg 
narrowly, in large part due to the decision by many Latino voters to either sit out 
the election or vote for the Republican candidate. The example of Raul Amador, 
a 61-year-old accountant from Queens is emblematic of this behavior. “If it wasn’t 
going to be Ferrer, then, frankly, it didn’t matter that much who among these two 
Americans won,” he said. “Ferrer was one of us. The other two are about the same.” 
Nevertheless, had he voted, he added, he would have chosen Bloomberg.45 

2005: This One Really Struck Out

When Ferrer was asked to think back about the 2001 campaign his reply was:  
“I don’t think there’s a thing I would have done differently. New York City in 2001 
was almost ready to elect a Puerto Rican mayor who didn’t pretend to be anything 
else…if we were that close in 2001, my guess is people are now taking a second look 
at that and perhaps after having elected Bloomberg by a fluke, experiencing a little 
buyer’s remorse.”46 His campaign manager, Roberto Ramírez, who preferred to refer 
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to himself as the chief volunteer of the campaign, went further. “Fernando Ferrer 
won,” he declared in 2004. “We changed the political landscape and the political 
climate in the city of New York.” To Ramírez, the important question in 2004 was 
not why Ferrer had lost in 2001 but whether he would win in 2005. “Absolutely,”  
said Ramírez to his interviewer, “in 2005 Fernando Ferrer will be mayor of the city  
of New York and it will be done the right way, on our terms.”47

According to the results of a poll conducted by Quinnipiac University, released 
in January 20, 2005, both Ferrer and Bloomberg enjoyed almost equal support from 
likely voters. This was not good for Ferrer. Since February of 2004, he had held  
an advantage over Bloomberg of between four to seven percentage points.48  
Now Bloomberg was making inroads among minority voters with his numbers rising 
4 percentage points among blacks and 2 points among Hispanics. Also, 50 percent 
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of voters gave him a favorable job rating compared to only 31 percent doing so in July 
2003.49 Even though initially Ferrer had the support of Democrats who had backed 
Mark Green in 2001, of the Village Independent Democrats—a group whose chosen 
candidate had won the Democratic nomination consistently in the four previous 
mayoral campaigns—and of Attorney General Eliot Spitzer, who was a key player 
among white voters, he still had to contend with the candidacy of C. Virginia Fields, 
which posed a dilemma for black leaders. Would competition between Ferrer and 
Fields foster debilitating racial divisions and conflict among Democrats?50 

The question of race was abstract until March, when the ghost of Amadou 
Diallo spooked Ferrer’s campaign.51 At that point Ferrer was favored 61 to 23 percent 
by blacks and 65 to 27 percent by Latinos. Bloomberg had the white vote 53 to 32 
percent.52 But everything changed when, at a meeting with members of the Sergeants 
Benevolent Association, Ferrer declared he did not believe the shooting of Diallo 
had been a crime. Further, he claimed that those responsible had been over-indicted. 
These were shocking statements. Charges of flip-flopping and pandering followed 
immediately in what the New York Times described as a political firestorm.53 A poll 
taken after Ferrer made his remarks showed 37 percent of the 924 registered voters 
interviewed saying they would be less likely to vote for him because of his comments. 

Yet Ferrer stayed ahead of Mayor Bloomberg 49 to 35 percent.54 Two major 
African-American public figures, Congressmen Major R. Owens and Edolphus 
Towns, endorsed him a week after the remarks were made. Puerto Rican 
Congresswoman Nydia Velázquez joined them, and all three tried to deflect 
attention from the Diallo issue by emphasizing Ferrer’s record of accomplishments 
on socioeconomic issues and his progressive stance on racial relations.55  
Nevertheless a crack in the black-Latino coalition that Ferrer needed to win 
appeared when Congressman Charles Rangel announced his endorsement of C. 
Virginia Fields. Ferrer compounded his predicament by proposing a reinstatement  
of a tax on stock transfers to pay for public education costs. Predictably, this did 
not go over well in the financial community. More damaging was the reaction of 
Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver, who joined those who ridiculed the proposal by 
arguing that it would not help the economy of the city.56 

 Ferrer continued to poll ahead of Bloomberg, but his margin slipped from 14 to 
6 percentage points, largely as a result of the Diallo remarks.57 His support among the 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender community declined and prominent Democrats 
openly declared that he had “slit his own throat” and that he was “in real trouble, and I 
don’t know if he even realizes how much.”58 Immediately after the fiasco, Al Sharpton 
announced that he would not be supporting anyone in the Democratic primary.59 Two 
days before the general election, Sharpton changed his mind and endorsed Ferrer, but 
support from such a polarizing figure was more problematic than useful. The press 
questioned the benefits of his support and over a quarter of white Democrats and 11 
percent of Latinos were turned off by the endorsement, claiming they would possibly  
not vote for Ferrer because of Sharpton’s support.60

During the campaign, Ferrer was dubbed “gaffe-prone and ignorant” by New 
York Times reporter Diane Cardwell. The problem, in her view, was his “slip-ups, 
his seeming misstatements and the substance of his proposals.”61 Ferrer criticized 
Bloomberg’s subway-frisking policy during a July television debate (while he had 
supported it earlier),62 accused the mayor of making contributions to anti-abortion 
politicians, lambasted Bloomberg for endorsing push-polls attacking him,  
but nothing stuck. The mayor was still considered competent, smart, and even 
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good-looking, a reference that was played out in the press as a factor with the female 
vote.63 Yes, he seemed to be using his wealth to the tune of $140 million a year in 
charitable donations to buy political support from 843 recipient organizations.64  
But the press found Ferrer’s flip-flopping a bigger flaw, worth highlighting 
repeatedly. This enhanced Ferrer’s image as inconsistent and incompetent.65  

The primary race was interesting because voters appeared sharply divided by race.  
A preliminary analysis of selected districts published by the New York Times showed 
that Ferrer was largely supported by Latinos, Fields was largely supported by blacks, 
while Anthony Weiner, a congressman representing portions of Brooklyn and Queens, 
and Gifford Miller, the speaker of the city council, were more strongly supported by 
whites than Ferrer and Miller were by Latinos and blacks respectively. This preliminary 
analysis also showed that, of all the candidates, Ferrer had the greatest support  
among Latinos and blacks with a combined 94 percent support in selected districts;  
in contrast, in those districts, support for Fields was 88 percent.66 In Richmond,  
the city’s whitest county (71 percent white), Ferrer lost to Weiner by 2,420 votes.67 
In the Bronx, where Latinos and blacks were 80 percent of the population, Ferrer 
won with 62 percent of the vote. These results still begged the question whether the 
divisions were a reflection of racism or other factors. After vowing to fight Ferrer 
to the bitter end, Weiner reconsidered his position and withdrew from the race 
in what many considered a decision fraught with lofty as well as opportunistic 
considerations. The Elections Board insisted on holding a runoff even after Weiner 
dropped out, but in the end Executive Director John Ravitz declared that “after 
doing a very thorough recanvassing of the paper ballots and machines, … there will not 
be a runoff between Anthony Weiner and Fernando Ferrer.”68 The recanvassing put 
the vote for Ferrer at 192,243 or 40.15 percent of the total.

HOW COULD ANYONE TAKE 
SERIOUSLY A CANDIDATE WHO 
CAMPAIGNED IN PUERTO RICO TO 
PERSUADE PUERTO RICAN NEW 
YORKERS TO VOTE FOR HIM?

From thereon, nothing worked for Ferrer. If he didn’t attack the mayor he was 
too soft; if he attacked the mayor he was too negative. His criticism of Bloomberg 
as racially insensitive for refusing to debate him at the Apollo Theater was thrown 
back at him as race-baiting.69 His calls for more affordable housing and universal 
health insurance became cries in the wilderness. How could anyone take seriously a 
candidate who campaigned in Puerto Rico to persuade Puerto Rican New Yorkers to 
vote for him?70 This was one of the silliest and most wasteful moves of his campaign. 
On October 16, 2005, Daily News reporter Michael Goodwin wrote: “In the Bible, the 
Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse are named Death, War, Famine and Pestilence.  
If you’re a New York City Democrat, they are named David Dinkins, Ruth Messinger, 
Mark Green and Fernando Ferrer. Like some ancient scourge, those four have taken 
turns killing their party’s dreams of winning City Hall.”71 At that point, even the 
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Democratic Party was certain Ferrer would lose. By then the party put a hold on a 
February promise of $1 million in campaign funds. According to party insiders it was 
imprudent to invest so much money on a candidate with no chance of winning.72  

The general election vote went just about as predicted by many after the primary, 
except that it went worse for Ferrer. In September, it was expected that Ferrer 
would lose to Bloomberg 47 to 53 percent.73 The results were not even close to the 
prediction. Ferrer received 477,903 votes to Bloomberg’s 723,635, losing 39 to 59 
percent. About half of the black vote went to Bloomberg and close to 3 in 10 Latinos 
supported the incumbent. Bloomberg lost Harlem but the vote for him there was a 
significant 45 percent. Most of his black support came from middle-class African-
Americans and West Indians. In southeastern Queens he carried the entire 29th 
assembly district and also beat Ferrer in several largely Caribbean districts in central 
Brooklyn. For his part, Ferrer won the Bronx, Washington Heights, and did best in 
neighborhoods with high Puerto Rican concentrations.74 

According to a poll by Pace University, 30 percent of Latinas supported 
Bloomberg; they were the least likely to vote for him. Jews were the most likely 
to support Bloomberg’s re-election, with 7 out of 10 doing so. This poll attributed 
less support for Bloomberg from blacks—46 percent compared to 53 percent for 
Ferrer. In this survey, Ferrer also edged Bloomberg among Democrats—50 to 
48 percent. The findings for Latinos were 62 to 36 in favor of Ferrer. Bloomberg 
was found winning the votes of whites at 66 percent and the votes of all religious 
groups—72 percent of Jews, 58 percent of Protestants, and 57 percent of Catholics. 
Astonishingly, even a majority of those making less than $20 thousand a year—56 
percent—voted for Bloomberg.75 

The Role of Money in 2005 

According to Ferrer’s chief fundraiser, Leo Hindery, Jr., Bloomberg’s deep pockets 
were Ferrer’s biggest challenge.76 By May, Bloomberg had spent about $5.6 million 
on his campaign out of $6.5 million he had at his disposal from his own money.  
In contrast, Ferrer had spent only $245,000.77 Ferrer was limited by law to spending 
only $5.7 million in the primary race. The mayor faced no limits due to his reliance 
on private resources. Another angle in the use of personal resources concerned the 
role played by philanthropic giving by the mayor in his political fortunes. In 2004, 
Bloomberg’s giving to city charities amounted to millions of dollars, including 
organizations in black and Hispanic neighborhoods. To many, this was an avenue  
for obtaining political support that was not only questionable, but also unavailable to 
the mayor’s opponents.78 The practice and the charges were repeated in 2005.

Was Bloomberg predestined to win because of his financial resources? In 2001, 
he spent $74 million of his own money on the campaign, outspending Mark Green 
five times over. Yet his victory was initially too close to call.79 His margin was a little 
over 43,000 votes or 3 percentage points. Bloomberg received 719,819 votes, or 50 
percent, while Green had 676,560 or 47 percent.80 In 2005, he spent a slightly larger 
amount of money but, as noted above, his margin of victory was 20 points. How does 
one explain a similar amount of money producing widely different margins of victory 
in two different races?

Two days before the election, Democratic leaders were already providing a money 
rationale for Ferrer’s anticipated defeat. “This is now a major problem for us,” said 
Charles Rangel, “that the guy from the block who works hard for the party doesn’t 
stand much chance against the guy who has $75 million.”81 In a post-election analysis, 
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another Democratic Party leader claimed that “money was everything” in the race. 
According to Assemblyman Herman “Denny” Farrell, Bloomberg spent so much 
money in advertisements that his campaign de facto suppressed the vote. In his view, 
this was all with the blessing provided by the rules of the city’s Campaign Finance 
Board.82 Turnout was indeed dismal. According to the Board of Elections, the 
total number of active registered voters in the city as of March 2005 was 3,903,852. 
According to the New York Times of November 10, 2005, the mayoral vote was 
1,201,538 or 30.7 percent of registered voters. Thus, if turnout was critical to a Ferrer 
victory, the explanation of his defeat is simple. Bloomberg deployed close to 10,000 
volunteers on election day in a get-out-the-vote (GOTV) blitz. Ferrer had only a few 
thousand people working the streets and the phones. His GOTV effort was highly 
reliant on the hope that his supporters would turn out in droves.83

There is no reason why the Democratic Party organization had to be left behind 
by the Bloomberg campaign’s GOTV effort. Bloomberg mobilized volunteers rather 
than paid workers. The Democratic Party could have matched that number instead 
of making a minimal effort and wishing for the best. In fact, it could be argued that 
the abandonment of Ferrer by the Party contributed more to his defeat than his 
money troubles.84 In any event, turnout in 2005—31 percent—was much higher than 
in 2001—14.5 percent—even though Bloomberg overspent his rivals in both elections 
by large margins.85 This inconsistency makes the claim of vote suppression due to 
campaign spending suspect.

In 2005, Bloomberg spent just as much as in 2001. Was his victory a case of 
“votes count, but resources decide”? The answer to the question comes down to 
this: despite his failings, Bloomberg was a relatively popular incumbent and Ferrer 
proved to be an ineffectual challenger. As the New York Post put it on election day: 
“Michael Bloomberg, he’s proven his competence, kept crime down and breathed 
hope into the schools; his opponent, Fernando Ferrer, has no viable plan.”86 Money 
or not, Bloomberg had so much going for him that even a better and better-funded 
challenger may not have stood a chance of defeating him. Only those willing to 
ignore the role of incumbency, Democratic infighting, racial conflict and resentment 
between blacks and Latinos, and the contrast between the campaign performances of 
Ferrer and the mayor can claim that Bloomberg’s money was everything in 2005.

A Puerto Rican (Latino or Minority) Mayor for New York?

Herman Badillo was able to win a seat in Congress in 1970 for a number of 
reasons, the most important being running in a congressional district that was 
demographically tailored for victory. This was not the case when he sought the 
mayoral candidacy in 1969, 1973, and 1977. Babby Quintero was right in noticing 
the demographic spread of Puerto Ricans in the city during the 1960s, but she 
overestimated the impact of their growth in population. By 1970, Puerto Rican 
numbers had increased by 33 percent but they were only 10 percent of the total 
population and about 9 percent of the electorate.87 Fourteen years later, their share 
of the electorate had increased by only one percentage point. In 1977, an important 
segment of the white electorate may have been ready for a Puerto Rican mayoral 
candidate, as reflected in the endorsements of the New York Political Action 
Council and sociologist Herbert Gans, but, as the actions of Percy Sutton, David 
Dinkins, and Charles Rangel suggest, African Americans were not. Even in 1985, 
when Badillo’s chances for the nomination were best, the city’s Puerto Rican/Latino 
electorate was still small and African Americans were still not ready for him.88 
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The problem of the size and nature of the electorate was an issue later on as well. 
In 2001, Hispanics were between 15 and 18 percent of voters, but the Hispanic 
electorate was highly fractured and riddled with fault lines and tensions.89 In 2005, 
Rodríguez was the most common surname in New York voter registration rolls and 
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the city was majority minority. But Mexicans felt ignored by Ferrer, C. Virginia 
Fields drew resources away from him in the Dominican community, and unlike in 
Los Angeles, Hispanics were not key coalition partners.90 In 2001 and 2005, these 
contextual factors simply compounded a critical situation created by the lack of an 
effective candidate.

Badillo was perceived as rigid and arrogant, lacking in support from key elements of 
the labor movement, and in one instance, unable to meet the legal requirements necessary 
to run. Badillo prided himself as a maverick, but this also cost him. He was not always 
able to rally the necessary troops fully behind him in part because of his reputation as 
nobody’s yes-man and in part because Puerto Rican elites and the community itself were 
divided.91 All this notwithstanding, given his background and the context in which he 
ran, it is remarkable that he was able to mount four credible attempts to gain the mayoral 
nomination. To follow his ambition, Badillo had to fight the party organization and he 
had to fight the system. But neither the party structure nor the political establishment 
was foreclosed to his overtures. He was never a party regular yet he used party resources 
when it suited him. He successfully challenged the rules of the game when they were 
unfavorable to his goals and he did so with the very tools provided by the political  
system. Ultimately, he was an odd figure: a reformer to some, a loose cannon to others.  
When the Democratic Party was king, he fought the Party. Others were successful 
running as outsiders, most notably Wagner in 1961 and Puerto Rican Frank Torres in 
1962. But Torres ran in an assembly district, not citywide, and Wagner had a citywide 
base of support outside the machine that Badillo never had.92 

In 2005, Fernando Ferrer was rightly characterized as an imperfect candidate. If there 
had been a better Puerto Rican candidate, could he have won? This is unlikely. As early 
as August 2005, Latinos, for example, were persuaded that Bloomberg had a good record. 
The leadership qualities they were looking for in the next mayor pretty much described 
the incumbent: independent, knowledgeable, and decisive.93 Bloomberg had plenty 
of money to get his message across in targeted fashion. But he was also able to craft a 
message that appealed to a broad spectrum of voters across class, race, and ethnicity. 
He successfully distanced himself from President George W. Bush. His criticism of 
the administration’s response to the Hurricane Katrina disaster in Louisiana helped 
him with minority voters. His rejection of John Roberts for the Supreme Court 
endeared him to pro-choice Democrats. Finally, his campaign was managed efficiently, 
in a way that Ferrer’s was not. Compared to Ferrer, whose gaffes destroyed his 
credibility, the mayor appeared to be a man of principle and a superb manager.94

According to Newsday, Ferrer lost because he ran an inefficient campaign.  
Money was a factor but it was not decisive; in fact, even among supporters of Ferrer, 
the analysis of the role of money is contradictory. As noted above, Farrell thought 
that money was everything in 2005. Roberto Ramírez boasted that in 2001 Ferrer 
raised as much money as everybody else while Assemblyman Peter Rivera argued  
that Ferrer lost because “he was never taken seriously by the people with money.”95 
The lack of an effective message also played a role. The Amadou Diallo remarks 
in March and his stock trades tax proposal in April turned the tide of support 
against him. His lack of a concrete agenda and Democratic defections were crucial 
as well.96 In Brooklyn and Queens counties, party leaders provided little or no 
support to Ferrer’s campaign.97 Ferrer’s appeal to Democrats in the organization was 
undermined by lingering resentment over his refusal to actively support Mark Green 
in 2001. For their part, many Democrats in the electorate saw no reason to oust a 
Republican incumbent that promoted Democratic policies.98
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Ferrer also fought against significant historical odds. Only twice in fifty years 
had a challenger unseated a mayoral incumbent after one term—when Abraham 
Beame was replaced by Ed Koch in 1977 and when Rudolph Giuliani defeated David 
Dinkins in 1993. In both cases, the voters perceived the incumbents as failures,  
an assessment that very few shared about Bloomberg. Like Badillo, Ferrer was an odd 
historical figure as well: a product of the regular Democratic organization at a time 
when machine politics was discredited.99 Widely reported feelings of despair among 
Democrats about their prospects, including public discussions about the possibility 
of the late entrance of a better challenger, also undermined Ferrer’s standing among 
voters.100 Had the nomination been a formal contractual arrangement,  
such discussions would have been tantamount to a breach of contract.

IN FACT, THE LOS ANGELES 
MAYORAL ELECTION HOLDS  
A LESSON FOR THE FUTURE BUT  
IT IS NOT THAT COMPETENCE 
TRUMPS IDEOLOGY.

Did polls cause Ferrer’s defeat, as Roberto Ramírez declared emphatically 
after the election?101 Polls both reflect and shape public opinion. Push polls 
in particular, shape more than reflect public opinion. The polls that suggested 
that Ferrer might not be able to avoid a runoff and the ones that measured his 
popularity and predicted his defeat were not push polls but rather legitimate 
surveys. It is impossible to know whether the forecast that he would be short of 
the 40 percent support required to avoid a runoff primary was a factor shaping the 
primary result. But if anything, Ferrer beat the prediction of that particular poll by 
a significant margin—the forecast was that he would receive 33 percent of the vote; 
instead he obtained a little over the required 40 percent.102 One thing is clear: 
as Ferrer’s behavior became more and more erratic, his support in the polls went 
down accordingly. The positions Ferrer took were his own. No poll told him to 
flip-flop or to show his incompetence. The fact that polls predicted his failure is  
no evidence that pollsters conspired against Ferrer. 

Did the election show that pragmatism and competence trump ideology? 
Giuliani’s wide-margin victory over Ruth Messinger in 1997 was seen as proof 
that competence was more important than ideology. The same claim was made 
immediately after the 2005 election. To win, the Democratic Party should 
emphasize managerial ability, not ethnic appeal. But why should voters need to 
choose one or the other? If the history of New York City politics shows anything is 
that ethnic appeals are part and parcel of the city’s political process. Ethnicity is real, 
it cannot be wished away. Changing demographics change the character of ethnicity 
over time, but ethnic identity and the role it plays in the political process, for better 
or for worse, is a constant variable.

Before ballots were cast in New York, many wondered if Ferrer would be able to 
follow in the footsteps of the newly elected mayor of Los Angeles, Antonio Villaraigosa. 
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Ferrer even sought the endorsement of the Los Angeles mayor, hoping it would help 
his efforts.103 In fact, the Los Angeles mayoral election holds a lesson for the future 
but it is not that competence trumps ideology. Mayoral candidate James Hahn’s 
inability to consolidate his alliance with African-Americans benefited Villaraigosa. 
Hahn also alienated key supporters by fighting the secession movement in the  
San Fernando Valley and was hurt by charges of administrative improprieties.  
He was unlucky rather than incompetent. Villarraigosa did not campaign on the 
basis of competent solutions to the city’s problems. He avoided ideological posturing 
rather than ideology. His plans were ambiguous and his emphasis was on the need 
for change. He also built a broad coalition of supporters. He was competent but, 
perhaps more importantly, he was also lucky (Sonenshein and Pinkus 2005).

THE FACT THAT SOME BLACKS 
WERE READIER THAN SOME 
WHITES TO OVERLOOK FERRER’S 
POSITION ON THE MURDER OF 
AMADOU DIALLO WAS A GOOD 
ILLUSTRATION OF INOCULATION: 
BLACKS WERE MORE TOLERANT 
THAN WHITES EVEN THOUGH 
FERRER’S POSITION WAS AN 
AFFRONT TO BLACKS.

Finally, there is the issue of race and ethnicity. For Badillo, ethnicity was a double-
edged sword. But as we have seen, ethnicity was not the only factor that militated 
against him. Running against Ferrer, Bloomberg did very well among minority voters, 
particularly Latinas, even though they were the segment of the electorate least 
likely to favor him. Blacks were supportive of Ferrer, but in districts where West 
Indians predominated, support was less than in those where native-born blacks 
were more populous (Mollenkopf et al. 2006: 21). This strongly suggests that racial 
and ethnic prejudice was not Bloomberg’s trump card against Ferrer. Nevertheless, 
what do we make of the racially divided primary vote? Despite the primary’s racially 
delineated results, it is unlikely that racial and ethnic prejudice were the driving 
force. By September, it was clear that Ferrer’s overall loss of credibility and support 
was the result of other factors. Ferrer still held sway over black and Latino voters, 
and his support among whites was significant. The willingness of whites, mostly 
hardcore liberals but also some Catholics, to support an out-group candidate was 
demonstrated in 1989 with the election of David Dinkins (see McNickle 1993: 305; 
Arian et al. 1991).104 Polls in 2004 and early 2005, suggested a Ferrer victory over 
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Bloomberg in accordance with perceptions of Ferrer as an attractive alternative to 
an embattled incumbent. Once Ferrer’s true colors began to show, he began to lose 
support; nothing he did after the primary stemmed the tide. Thus, the racial and 
ethnic delineation of the primary vote is more likely a case of ethno-racial solidarity 
and racial inoculation than racial polarization (Howell 2000).105 

Divisions in partisan voting by race and ethnicity are sharp and persistent, for 
African Americans more so than for Latinos.106 While racial and ethnic divisions 
in voting generally are problematic, survey research shows that, even though they 
are willing to support out-group candidates, given the choice, Latinos prefer to 
support a co-ethnic. No one can question the willingness of African Americans to 
support white candidates but when given a choice they also have preferred their own 
candidates (De La Garza, et al. 1992: 136, 138).107 This dynamic may have been at play 
during the primary. The statement by Raul Amador in 2001 that he was willing to 
support Bloomberg, but only if Ferrer was not a candidate because Ferrer was “one of 
us,” suggests a calculation along those lines. While Latinos, blacks, and whites could 
agree that Ferrer was not the best candidate, Latinos and blacks were more willing 
than whites to put that aside for the sake of ethnic solidarity. The fact that some 
blacks were readier than some whites to overlook Ferrer’s position on the murder of 
Amadou Diallo was a good illustration of inoculation: blacks were more tolerant than 
whites even though Ferrer’s position was an affront to blacks.

In sum, this historical account suggests that the path to mayoral power in  
New York City is open to all. The keen reader can rightfully say that this is not 
news. In addition to the sources cited in note 9, the specific study of New York City 
mayoral politics by Chris McNickle, also cited throughout this article, clearly shows 
this to be the case. McNickle concludes his analysis showing how blacks tread that 
path successfully. He suggests that “the times [mid-1990s] do not yet favor a Hispanic 
candidate for mayor” (McNickle 1993: 323). But why not, exactly? Puerto Ricans have 
yet to make it, but this reflects their inability to match capability with feasibility rather 
than being the result of insurmountable structural obstacles or entrenched racism. 
To say that the system is open is not to suggest that failure boils down to cultural 
traits or agency factors, as some claim.108 The burden of proof is sometimes systemic 
and sometimes not. When Puerto Ricans had a good candidate, the context was not 
favorable; when the context was favorable, they did not have a good candidate; the lack 
of a good candidate magnified the impact of unfavorable contextual factors. When the 
party mattered most, their candidate was a reformer; when the party was over,  
their candidate was an organization man. This is what the mismatch between 
capability and feasibility is about. Puerto Rican ethnic identity is part of that equation 
and it has played contradictory roles, thrusting and energizing candidates, as well 
as being the proverbial albatross around the candidate’s neck. It has been a source 
of support, a rationale for participation, and a proxy for substantive concerns—an 
element of capability. But it has also been a barrier to participation, an artificial 
boundary, and a rationale for prejudice and discrimination—an element of feasibility. 

In the future, to be successful, Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) candidates 
should exhibit a moderate, conciliatory leadership style that is also principled.  
They must be firm enough to win respect and flexible enough to avoid acrimony and 
stalemate. In 1997, Ferrer behaved accordingly and Al Sharpton, who also contested 
the nomination in that year, did not. After the primary and runoff election, Ruth 
Messinger was distracted by Sharpton’s continued challenge. His accusations of 
fraud created suspicion and discord among Democrats, especially blacks, and this 
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contributed to Messinger’s loss to Giuliani.109 Weiner’s decision in 2005 to drop out, 
whether calculated or selfless, also evidenced a moderate and conciliatory disposition 
that was useful to Ferrer. It is easy to know that such a style is necessary and not 
know the best way to behave in specific situations. How do we know when to be 
conciliatory as opposed to feisty? We may think we do know and still blunder.  
The important thing above all is to be pragmatic without appearing to lack conviction.

A successful candidate will also be careful enough to avoid association with 
polarizing figures. This is extremely difficult because we cannot fully control the 
actions of others; but it is not impossible. While Ferrer could not tell Sharpton to be 
quiet, he had no need to court him either. If a candidate is endorsed by an extremist, 
he can talk himself blue in the face dissociating himself from the endorser and the 
damage will still be irrevocable. Moreover, if rejecting an unpopular supporter means 
alienating an in- or out-group member, the risk of losing support from the in- or out-
group at-large is much greater. Sharpton’s support created such a dilemma for Ferrer 
and his campaign did not address it properly. When the in- or out-group in question 
is a numerical minority of the electorate, the consequences of alienating its members 
are not dire. But even in that case, the dilemma is real and significant, especially if it 
is not entirely clear whether the polarizing figure is such because of unpopular but 
legitimate views or because of racial, ethnic or gender prejudice.

A variant of this challenge is the problem of in-group division and/or lack of 
support from akin out-groups. It is unreasonable to expect unanimous support for 
any given individual, but Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) candidates must aspire 
to maximum feasible support from co-ethnics. The easiest and often quite powerful 
way to dismiss a minority candidate (or any candidate, for that matter) is to point 
out that he/she is not fully supported by his/her own: for example, Puerto Ricans 
not supporting Badillo or Ferrer. (Other examples include a son not supporting his 
father, a state not supporting a native son, a husband undermining his candidate wife, 
and so forth.) A group like the Movimiento Pro Independencia, and its successor 
the Puerto Rican Socialist Party, would not have supported Badillo or Ferrer under 
any circumstances. But for MPI leaders to call Badillo a rotten leader in 1985 was 
more than just being unsupportive. Maximum feasible support from akin out-groups 
is also critical. Badillo fumed over Bella Abzug’s reversal of promise in 1977, but this 
was minor compared to the entrance of Percy Sutton in the race. Black support was 
critical to a Puerto Rican mayoral candidacy then and it will be so in the foreseeable 
future, just as Puerto Rican support was critical to David Dinkins in 1989 and  
Mark Green in 2001; the former had it and won, the latter didn’t and lost.  
Blacks (Puerto Ricans or Latinos) do not necessarily have to be the predominant 
element within a coalition of akin out-group supporters, but they have to be included 
and the coalition must be sufficiently broad to make a difference.

Instead of rejecting ideology and projecting pragmatism, it may be more important 
for Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) candidates to avoid running against an 
incumbent with a good record. Major campaign gaffes should not be the norm in their 
performance. As far as projections are concerned, a positive message emphasizing 
collective goods can go a long way in luring either the broadest aggregation of the 
electorate or the broadest electoral segment necessary to win. Candidacies based on 
radical normative platforms such as that of Jerónimo Domínguez are doomed to fail. 
In fact, in 2001 there was a faint echo of Domínguez’s 1981 campaign against the rich in 
Ferrer’s “other New York” slogan, which, however mild compared to Dominguez’s war 
cry, was perceived as racially divisive.110 Four years later, Ferrer was unable to allay the 
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suspicion of many voters that his administration would favor only the “other”  
New Yorkers. Thus, a serious challenge facing Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) 
candidates in the future is figuring out how to avoid the so-called Dinkins trap.  
In 1993, Dinkins was unable “to appease the city’s influential white voters and business 
community while satisfying the black and Latino activists who formed his core 
support.” He secured the support of 60 percent of Latino voters but Giuliani finished 
the race with 70 percent of the more mobilized white vote. Dinkins lost the business 
community and therefore he lost the race.111

A Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) candidate with sufficient money to get his/
her message across, with an efficient campaign, and a machine-like GOTV effort, 
is more likely to win, provided the price of his candidacy is not a bitter internecine 
fight. Anthony Weiner’s sensible decision to withdraw from the race shortly 
after the September 2005 primary echoed Fernando Ferrer’s decision to let Ruth 
Messinger run in 1997. This is what the New York Times said concerning Ferrer’s 
exit: “If Mr. Ferrer did the sensible thing in withdrawing, however, it should also 
be said that in four months of campaigning he showed an impressive command of 
city government, a feel for its issues and a personable style. As a strong favorite for 
re-election as Bronx borough president, Mr. Ferrer still has an excellent future in city 
politics.”112 Unfortunately, doing the right thing in 1997 meant nothing for Ferrer’s 
prospects in 2001 or 2005. Once it became clear that his qualifications were a mirage, 
he was done for; his actions in the past became irrelevant. 

Future Puerto Rican (Latino or minority) mayoral candidates need to look 
backward before looking forward, if only to realize that the only decisions that 
matter are those made here and now. Warnings about the pitfalls of trying  
to develop insights for the future from historical experience are plentiful  
(Cruz 1998b).113 Because nothing remains the same, solutions that worked in 
the past may not work in the present and the insights gained from failures may 
be anachronistic. The solutions we identify may be misleading if the past is 
inaccurately represented. But even if we get the story right and we can glean 
from it the right advice, who’s to say that anybody will listen? Can we guarantee 
that rational thought will lead to rational action? We can find lessons in history 
but we must be self-conscious about their limitations. Historical wisdom is 
invaluable and it can offer guidelines for action so long as we recognize that  
before action, knowledge of the past is rarely, if ever, tried and true.
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N O T E S
1 I use the term political incorporation to signify political recognition and access to 
representation. I don’t make a distinction between representation and power although certain 
forms of representation entail greater power than others. A full survey of the history of efforts by 
Puerto Rican political leaders to secure the nomination and obtain the mayoralty would include a 
detailed narrative and analysis of the role of party organizations, labor unions, community groups, 
and voter behavior over time. While this article offers some references to the larger context in 
which Puerto Rican political elites carried out their efforts, such an account is beyond its scope.
2 The only noteworthy books that focus exclusively on Puerto Rican politics in New York City 
are Jennings (1977) and Estades (1978). 
3 Paul Peterson suggested this as early as 1981 in his City Limits; Clarence Stone followed suit in 
his study of Atlanta (Stone 1989). Higley et al. (1991) found supporting evidence in Australia, the 
U.S., and West Germany. The debate was recapitulated in Cruz (1998a: 15–8).
4 State Assemblyman Oscar García Rivera was elected as early as 1937. In 1953, thirteen years 
after García Rivera’s stint ended, Felipe N. Torres came to the Albany legislature. From 1953 to 
2008 the number of Puerto Rican members of the state legislature grew from 1 to 16. The first 
Puerto Rican elected to New York’s city council was Carlos M. Rios who took his seat in 1965,  
the same year that Herman Badillo was elected Bronx borough president. Puerto Ricans have 
worked as mayoral advisors for over three decades. And they have occupied administrative posts 
with jurisdiction over city matters at the municipal, state, and federal level. 
5 Recent studies support the contention that the urban political system is open. See Kasinitz, 
Mollenkopf and Waters (2002); Mollenkopf and Logan (2003). Kasinitz, Mollenkopf and Waters 
note the existence of social prejudice and discrimination while also observing that the response 
is often “increased effort and a sustained focus on success” (2002: 1030). Their study also notes 
that “the struggle for minority empowerment has established new entry points into mainstream 
institutions and created many new minority-run institutions” (2002: 1032). The system is open 
but nothing is given away without struggle. Similarly, Mollenkopf and Logan (2003) note the 
existence of a representation gap between minorities and their elected officials while suggesting 
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national level, the nomination of Barack Obama as the Democratic presidential candidate and his 
election in November 2008, offers unequivocal evidence of accessibility. The cost of this particular 
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6 ASPIRA, The Puerto Rican Forum, The Puerto Rican Legal Defense and Education Fund, to name 
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