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ABSTRACT 

“A Time for Greatness 1960.” This was one of John F. Kennedy’s slogans for his 1960 

presidential campaign. Kennedy wanted to get the country moving again and his narrow victory 

over Republican Richard Nixon brought about a New Frontier. Crucial to Kennedy’s success was 

the creation of Viva Kennedy clubs. The Kennedy campaign set up these local clubs with the 

purpose of appealing to Latino voters by organizing rallies, meetings, and voter registration 

drives. This thesis addresses how Kennedy marketed himself as a candidate within the Viva 

Kennedy campaign to Latino voters during the 1960 presidential election.  

Through a political marketing framework, this thesis analyzes the effectiveness of the 

different strategies used by the Viva Kennedy clubs to mobilize the Latino vote. This thesis pays 

particular attention to Kennedy’s constructed image and how the Viva Kennedy brand with its 

logo and slogan originated. Using local newspaper coverage and campaign documents, this thesis 

argues that grassroots efforts in the Southwest, with large Mexican American populations, and 

New York, with a large Puerto Rican population, allowed Kennedy to carry the Latino vote. 

More importantly, these clubs built upon already-established Latino political organizations by 

bringing new voices to the table and politically empowering them in the longer term. 

This thesis matters because it was the first time a major party candidate actively 

coordinated with a minority group and the Viva Kennedy clubs are in part the main reason why 

Latino voters are so closely associated with the Democratic Party today. Presidential candidates 

must reach out to different groups to build their coalitions. The strategies used by the Viva 
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Kennedy clubs have been expanded upon to not just include symbolic appeals, but strong policy 

proposals as well. It is imperative that presidential candidates from both the Democratic Party 

and the Republican Party pay attention to the needs of the Latino community because it is a key 

voting bloc.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Background and Argument 

 
Americans faced a tough decision in 1960. On the Republican side, Vice President 

Richard Nixon was the frontrunner and he easily won the nomination. On the Democratic side, a 

savvy senator from Massachusetts edged out other contenders to capture the nomination: John F. 

Kennedy. In his nomination acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention on July 

15, 1960, Kennedy declared: “We stand today on the edge of a New Frontier - the frontier of the 

1960’s, the frontier of unknown opportunities and perils, the frontier of unfilled hopes and 

unfilled threats.”1 With that declaration of a New Frontier, Kennedy made it clear that he would 

bring something unique to the White House.  

Following that speech at the convention, Kennedy assembled a group of advisors to meet 

at the Kennedy Compound in Hyannis Port to plan out his general election strategy. One of those 

people was Carlos McCormick. McCormick was a Spanish language expert from California who 

was half Irish and half Mexican American. With McCormick’s insight, the campaign decided to 

form Viva Kennedy clubs to mobilize Mexican American support in the Southwest, with 

McCormick as the National Executive Coordinator. Kennedy’s vision of a New Frontier 

reflected this campaign strategy because he was the first presidential candidate to coordinate 

with a minority group. The creation of Viva Kennedy clubs is an aspect of Kennedy’s 1960 

presidential campaign that has received little attention.  

Viva Kennedy clubs were local, grassroots organizations that were formed in states with 

large Latino populations such as California, Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, and New York. There 

                                                
1 John F. Kennedy, “Address of Senator John F. Kennedy Accepting the Democratic Party Nomination for 

the Presidency of the United States,” Memorial Coliseum, Los Angeles, CA, July 15, 1960, accessed October 9, 
2018, https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/address-senator-john-f-kennedy-accepting-the-democratic-party-
nomination-for-the. 
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was a national structure, but, for the most part, these clubs operated independently of each other. 

Much of the work these clubs did was not about swaying Latino voters because these voters were 

going to vote for the Democratic candidate anyway; rather, this strategy was about outreach, 

voter registration, and mobilization. Some of the club activities included holding signs at events, 

sponsoring rallies and dances, and organizing voter registration drives. These local efforts were 

essential in ensuring that Kennedy carried the Latino vote.  

Within the Latino community, there was internal diversity that must be taken into account 

when considering what voter outreach methods were effective. The states in the Southwest were 

mainly comprised of Mexican Americans, so much of the campaign literature could be 

transferred from state to state because these voters shared the same cultural background. This 

same campaign literature could not be used in New York, where there were Viva Kennedy co-

chairmen, because the target group there was Puerto Ricans and they have a different cultural 

history than Mexican Americans. There was little Viva Kennedy club presence in New York; 

however, the logo of the sombrero with the Viva Kennedy slogan had power because it was a 

recognizable symbol that could be easily transferred from region to region. These efforts to court 

the Latino vote across the country would set a precedent and from that point on, candidates on 

both the Democratic side and the Republican side have made appeals to include this voting bloc 

in their coalitions. The tactics Kennedy’s team used have evolved and for candidates to win 

nowadays, they must pay attention to the needs of Latino voters.   

This thesis addresses the research question: how did John F. Kennedy market himself as a 

candidate within the Viva Kennedy campaign to Latino voters during the 1960 presidential 

election? The Kennedy campaign built upon the “Viva” tradition among Spanish-speaking 

communities by organizing Viva Kennedy clubs during the 1960 presidential election. In this 
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thesis I argue that the Viva Kennedy campaign was effective in bringing different groups to the 

political table due to its marketable logo and slogan that appealed to diverse audiences such as 

Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Puerto Ricans in New York. These voter outreach 

efforts allowed Kennedy to carry the Latino vote in the 1960 presidential election. The main 

argument of this thesis is that the Viva Kennedy clubs were effective. On a basic level, the 

mobilization efforts of the Viva Kennedy clubs were effective because they led to strong voter 

turnout, allowing Kennedy to carry the Latino vote in the 1960 presidential election. More 

importantly, these clubs built upon already-established Latino political organizations by bringing 

these new voices to the table and politically empowering them in the longer term.  

This thesis matters because it was the first time a major party candidate actively worked 

with a minority group and included that group in their voting coalition. It was also the first time 

that Spanish-language campaign advertisements were produced by a presidential candidate; the 

star of these advertisements was Jackie Kennedy because she could speak Spanish. Since 1960, 

presidential candidates, both Democratic and Republican, have been forced to pay more attention 

to the needs of Latino voters and this consciousness began with Kennedy.  

Literature Review 

There has been a great deal written on different aspects of John F. Kennedy’s life, 

especially the 1960 presidential election. In looking at the 1960 campaign, the literature mainly 

focuses on the Kennedy-Nixon rivalry, the first televised debates, and how Kennedy dealt with 

the Catholic issue. There has been little scholarship on the Viva Kennedy clubs, so I fill the 

scholarship gap by looking at this one particular facet of Kennedy’s 1960 presidential campaign 

through a political marketing lens. My work analyzes how Kennedy marketed himself to both 

Mexican American voters in the Southwest and Puerto Rican voters in New York. The focus of 
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my work is specifically on how Kennedy constructed his image to Latino voters by playing with 

language and identity during the 1960 general election campaign.  

Scholarly work that deals with the strategies on the campaign trail during the 1960 

presidential election provides important context for my research. The Making of the President, 

1960 by Theodore White was the first book of its kind to write about a presidential election in a 

narrative style.2 For example, Kennedy is White’s protagonist and he refers to him as “the 

candidate.” In covering the primaries and general election, journalist White’s analysis 

emphasizes the closeness of the 1960 presidential election and how Kennedy needed to court 

new voting blocs to defeat Nixon. White talks about the different marketing strategies used by 

the Kennedy campaign such as the focus on Kennedy’s personal appearance and the organization 

of his staff and volunteers.3 Moreover, Kennedy recognized how television could be used to 

highlight his appearance and carry his message. These marketing strategies relate to my work in 

my second chapter on the evolution of political marketing.  

Additionally, White spends time talking about voter behavior with a section on ethnicity 

and immigrant identity. White writes: “No subject is more intensely discussed in the privacy of 

any campaign headquarters, either state or national, than the ethnic origins of the American 

people and their bloc-voting habits.”4 Yet when White discusses these “bloc-voting habits,” he 

writes only about the African American community and European migration. There is no 

mention of Latino communities, such as Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Puerto Ricans 

in New York. Therefore, I expand upon the initial work White has done by focusing on the 

Latino community and its voting habits.  

                                                
2 Theodore White, The Making of the President, 1960 (New York: Antheneum Books, 1961). 
 
3 White, The Making of the President, 1960, 91. 
 
4 White, The Making of the President, 1960, 222. 
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Works that mention the Viva Kennedy clubs focus mainly on Mexican American political 

history more broadly. There is a fair amount of scholarship on this, but when the Viva Kennedy 

clubs are mentioned, it is brief. In his dissertation “A Social and Political History of the 

Mexican-American Population of Texas, 1929-1963,” Robert Cuéllar begins with historical 

background and then moves into an overview of the different organizations that formed to 

advocate for Mexican American political rights.5 Cuéllar mentions Viva Kennedy clubs when 

writing about how Kennedy’s 1960 bid for president was the first opportunity for Spanish-

speaking leaders to organize. Cuéllar specifically focuses on the network of Viva Kennedy clubs 

that spread across Texas and this relates to the section in my fourth chapter on the Viva Kennedy 

presence in Texas.  

In a similar vein, Kenneth Burt’s The Search for a Civic Voice: California Latino Politics 

focuses on the political history of Mexican Americans in California. 6  Specifically, Burt includes 

a chapter on the Viva Kennedy clubs and how McCormick, who was originally from California, 

was responsible for convincing the Kennedy team that these were necessary. While Burt’s work 

gives me critical information on the formation of Viva Kennedy clubs, it is in the context of 

California, not the broader Southwestern region. This work gives important context for the 

section in my fourth chapter on Viva Kennedy club activity in California. Moreover, Burt’s work 

as well as Cuéllar’s dissertations relate to my third chapter on Latino political participation 

because I discuss the different political organizations that formed in the 20th century, many first 

appearing in Texas and California, and how they served as the foundation for Viva Kennedy 

                                                
5 Robert Cuéllar, “A Social and Political History of the Mexican-American Population of Texas, 1929-

1963,” M.A. diss., North Texas State University, Denton, 1969, accessed October 4, 2018, 
digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc663658/. 

 
6 Kenneth Burt, The Search for a Civic Voice: California Latino Politics (Claremont, CA: Regina Books. 

2007). 
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clubs. Besides Texas and California, I look at Mexican Americans in Arizona and New Mexico 

and Puerto Ricans in New York in my fourth and fifth chapters, which gives a more complete 

picture of how the Viva Kennedy clubs operated from state to state. I paint a broader picture of 

the clubs structure and activities as a whole across the country.  

The most important work that relates to my thesis is Viva Kennedy: Mexican Americans 

in Search of Camelot by Ignacio Garcia. It is the only work that focuses specifically on the 

creation of Viva Kennedy clubs and its key leaders within the Mexican American community.7 

Garcia concentrates mainly on Texas because he found that is where the Viva Kennedy 

campaign had the greatest effect. In his introduction, Garcia writes:  

While more could have been done on his “constructed” image and its influence on the 
Viva Kennedy leaders and Mexican Americans in general, I leave that to future scholars. 
There is much more about the Kennedy image in the Mexican American mind than what 
is covered in this work.8 

 
Kennedy’s constructed image among Latino voters is what I cover in my work. While Garcia 

focuses mainly on the local leaders within the Viva Kennedy clubs, I focus more on the symbols 

and images associated with the clubs. His work gives important context on who these leaders 

were and what they did and while I do pay attention to them, my main focus is on how Kennedy 

marketed himself to Latino voters during the 1960 presidential election.  

Following this book, Garcia narrowed his focus and wrote Hector P. Garcia: In Relentless 

Pursuit of Justice about Hector Garcia, a local leader in Texas who served as a national co-

chairman of the Viva Kennedy clubs.9 Garcia gives a more personalized account of Mexican 

American political involvement from Hector Garcia’s perspective in Texas. These two books 

                                                
7 Ignacio Garcia, Viva Kennedy: Mexican Americans in Search of Camelot (College Station: Texas A&M 

University Press, 2000). 
 
8 Garcia, Viva Kennedy, 9.  
 
9 Ignacio Garcia, Hector P. Garcia: In Relentless Pursuit of Justice (Houston: Arte Público Press, 2002).  
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from Garcia relate to my work, particularly the section on Texas, because they discuss the 

formation of the clubs and how they operated as well as how the local leader Hector Garcia who 

ran the operation. Garcia’s work focuses on the local grassroots leaders and, while my work 

incorporates that, I focus on Kennedy’s image among Latino voters. Furthermore, I explain how 

the formation of Viva Kennedy clubs was the first time a presidential candidate made a 

coordinated effort with a minority group and how these strategies have been expanded upon in 

recent elections.  

Methodology 

To answer this research question and explore the Viva Kennedy campaign, my primary 

sources included speeches, radio and television campaign advertisements, newspaper articles, 

oral histories, and objects. The focus of my work is specifically on how Kennedy constructed his 

image to Latino voters through the use of key words and phrases, so I followed a discourse 

analysis when analyzing these primary sources. I analyzed these sources through both political 

marketing and branding frameworks. There are many different definitions of political marketing. 

The definition that best addresses my project is from political scientist Darren Lilleker:  

Political marketing is the reaching and influencing of decisions, and the formulation of 
strategies and creation of offerings that satisfy the needs and wants of a society that 
exchanges its own representative capacity for that satisfaction.”10  
 

Branding is an aspect of political marketing. Political scientist Jennifer Lees-Marshment writes 

that branding is about how a candidate is perceived; it is concerned with impressions, images, 

attitudes, and recognition.11 When analyzing my primary sources, I referred back to these 

definitions to assess the effectiveness of Kennedy’s campaign strategies.  

                                                
10 Jennifer Lees-Marshment, Political Marketing: Principles and Applications, (London: Routledge, 2009), 

29.  
 
11 Lees-Marshment, Political Marketing, 112.  
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Sources 

I heavily relied on the online newspaper archive Newspapers.com 

(https://www.newspapers.com), which gave me access to historical newspapers from across the 

United States. When using the search tools, I limited my scope so that I was only looking at 

articles from July 1960 to November 1960 because those dates represent the nominating 

convention to Election Day. I did this because the Viva Kennedy campaign was a general 

election campaign strategy. Below is a table of the phrases I searched on Newspapers.com: 

Table 1: Search Terms on Newspapers.com 

Search Term How it Relates to my Project 
“Viva Kennedy” This is the name of the part of Kennedy’s 

1960 campaign designated to mobilize 
Latino voters. 

“Kennedy” AND “Mexican American” The Viva Kennedy clubs were designed to 
reach Mexican American voters in the 

Southwest. 
“Carlos McCormick” Carlos McCormick was the National 

Executive Director of the Viva Kennedy 
clubs. 

“Viva Johnson” Lyndon Johnson was Kennedy’s running 
mate and, as a Senator from Texas, he 

already had a relationship with the Mexican 
Americans there. 

“Viva Kennedy-Viva Johnson” I found that Viva Kennedy clubs were 
called this in some newspapers, particularly 

those from Texas. 
“Dennis Chavez” Dennis Chavez was a National Honorary 

Chairman of the Viva Kennedy clubs. 
“Edward Roybal” Edward Roybal was the National Co-

Chairman from California. 
“Joseph Montoya” Joseph Montoya was a National Honorary 

Chairman of the Viva Kennedy clubs. 
“Hector Garcia" Hector Garcia was a National Co-Chairman 

from Texas. 
“Guild, Bascom and Bonfigli” Guild, Bascom and Bonfigli was a political 

communications firm that produced many 
of Kennedy’s campaign advertisements. 

“Jacqueline Kennedy" AND “Spanish” Jacqueline Kennedy’s ability to speak 
Spanish led to the creation of radio and 
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television advertisements in Spanish. She 
spoke in Spanish at a campaign rally in 

Harlem. 
 

These searches yielded over 100 articles and photographs with high concentrations in 

local newspapers from Texas, Arizona, California, and New Mexico. It makes sense that 

newspapers from these states would yield strong results because they had high levels of Viva 

Kennedy club activity. Some of the events covered in the newspaper articles include the creation 

of clubs, advertisements for rallies, and Kennedy photographed with posters. They gave me a 

better understanding of the structure and activities of these clubs.  

I accessed Kennedy’s speeches on the campaign trail through the American Presidency 

Project (https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu). The American Presidency Project is organized in 

such a way that I could access Kennedy’s campaign documents from 1960, including the 

speeches he made on the campaign trail. After tracing his campaign route, I started looking at the 

content of the speeches themselves in states like California and New Mexico. However, I found 

it difficult to understand their impact because the only content being presented was the speech 

itself; I did not know who was in the crowd. I then decided to use the newspaper archive to look 

up how these speeches were covered in those areas which was extremely helpful in giving me 

context. For example, on April 9, 1960, Kennedy addressed a crowd that greeted him at Tucson’s 

Municipal Airport. The following day, the Arizona Daily Star printed a photograph that showed 

Kennedy among the crowd with Viva Kennedy signs in the background.12 Pairing the speeches 

with the newspaper coverage gave me a better understanding of the people Kennedy interacted 

with while he made stump speeches.  

                                                
12 “Crowd Greets Senator at Municipal Airport,” Arizona Daily Star, April 10, 1960, accessed November 

15, 2018, https://www.newspapers.com/image/?spot=25417098. 
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Another important aspect of my project is visuals such as video footage and photographs. 

I had been aware of the campaign advertisement in which Jackie Kennedy spoke Spanish and I 

accessed it from the Living Room Candidate (http://www.livingroomcandidate.org). From oral 

histories of campaign workers, such as Pedro Sanjuan in New York, in the online archive at the 

John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum (https://www.jfklibrary.org), I found that a 

number of these Spanish advertisements featuring Jackie were created for both television and 

radio. The JFK Library Archive was also helpful in terms of accessing campaign materials such 

as schedules and state reports.  

Latino Voter Analysis 

In the beginning, I thought of Latino voters as one unified bloc. However, through my 

research, I saw two groups emerge: Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Puerto Ricans in 

New York. To analyze the differences between these two groups, I used the online sources 

located in the Portal to Texas History at North Texas University (https://texashistory.unt.edu), 

the Dr. Hector P. Garcia Papers at Texas A&M - Corpus Christi 

(http://library.tamucc.edu/dept/special/hpgarcia.html), and the Center for Puerto Rican Studies at 

Hunter College (https://centropr.hunter.cuny.edu). From the Portal to Texas History, I found a 

letter from Hector Garcia to all Viva Kennedy clubs of the United States, which was helpful 

because it listed all of the national co-chairmen and the states worked in. From the Texas A&M 

archive, I accessed an online exhibit about Hector Garcia with letters, newspaper articles, and 

photographs. Most importantly the archive gave me access to the Viva Kennedy campaign 

buttons and bumper stickers. From the Center for Puerto Rican Studies, I accessed the papers of 

Felipe Torres, the National Co-Chairman for New York. Most importantly, I found a letter from 
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Bobby Kennedy to Torres and this letter relates to my discussion on Kennedy’s awareness of the 

clubs.   

These online resources and archives served as the groundwork of my research and 

allowed me to fully realize the structure of the Viva Kennedy clubs in terms of how they 

operated and how Kennedy as a candidate was depicted within them.  

Overview of Chapters 

The second chapter gives the context surrounding Kennedy and the 1960 presidential 

election. It starts at the 1960 Democratic National Convention and traces how the idea of Viva 

Kennedy clubs came to be at the general election strategy meeting at Hyannis Port. After laying 

the groundwork, there is a discussion on political marketing and aspects of it such as consulting, 

branding, microtargeting, and geographic media marketing are defined. Crucial to this thesis is a 

discussion on political marketing because the clubs used these tactics. 

The third chapter gives a history of Latino political participation in the United States. A 

discussion on Latino organizations in the United States, such as the League of United American 

Citizens (LULAC) and the American G.I. Forum, complements this history. These organizations 

were the foundations for the Viva Kennedy clubs. Once I provide the background, I transition to 

a discussion about Latino attitudes on Kennedy prior to the election. Kennedy’s Catholic identity 

and his family’s immigrant history resonated with Latino voters and the campaign built upon this 

image during the election. Finally, I analyze the Latino vote in recent presidential elections is 

analyzed. It is important to trace the impact of the Viva Kennedy clubs to today and how they 

uplifted the Latino vote.  

 The fourth chapter takes an in-depth look at the club activities in the Southwest and West 

and how they differed from state to state with a focus on Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and 
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California. These states have high Mexican American populations and while they used similar 

tactics, there were some differences across state lines. In this chapter, a few key people emerged 

and their firsthand accounts are important in detailing what happened on the ground: Senator 

Dennis Chavez and Congressman Joseph Roybal from New Mexico and campaign worker Sal 

Castro in California. Along with their accounts, local newspaper articles are crucial in giving a 

better understanding of what these clubs did.  

The fifth chapter looks at New York and the role Jackie Kennedy played in the campaign. 

The landscape in New York was different because its Latino vote was comprised of Puerto 

Ricans. I give a brief overview of Puerto Rican political influence in New York. The area where 

many of these voters lived was Spanish Harlem. Kennedy attended a rally there with Jackie. 

During the campaign, public appearances were rare, but she spoke Spanish at this rally. Her 

ability to speak Spanish led to the creation of Spanish language campaign advertisements for 

television and radio, the first of their kind. Although small, she played a significant role in 

courting these voters.   

 The final chapter is my conclusion in which I discuss the key takeaways. The clubs are 

still relevant today because they are part of the reason why Latino voters are so closely 

associated with the Democratic Party. Republicans have struggled to bring in not just the Latino 

community, but also other minorities into their coalition. The voter outreach program that was 

created through the Viva Kennedy campaign is one that many have tried to emulate over the 

years, as evidenced by recent presidential elections. While the Viva Kennedy clubs mainly 

focused on symbolic appeal, campaigns today must have strong policy proposals surrounding 

issues that are important to these voters. Both parties must grapple with this because winning 

with a white-only coalition is not a viable strategy. Kennedy recognized this in 1960 with the 
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Viva Kennedy clubs and today it is a given that candidates must find ways to bring minorities 

into their voting coalitions.  
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CHAPTER 1: MARKETING JFK 
 

 It was summer; tensions ran high and Democrats felt the heat. After a grueling primary 

season, it was time to decide who would be the Party’s nominee for President and Vice President 

of the United States. At the Democratic National Convention, held in sunny Los Angeles from 

July 11 – July 15, Democrats fought and deliberated over an array of candidates. Ultimately, 

John F. Kennedy received the nomination. In his acceptance speech, Kennedy reflected on how 

these next few months on the campaign trail would be even more demanding and he had one 

request of the country: “Give me your help and your hand and your voice.”13 Part one was 

complete and it was time to turn to the general election where he needed a new strategy to ensure 

victory. Included in that new strategy would be marketing his candidacy to Latino voters through 

the creation of Viva Kennedy clubs.  

Introduction 

Campaigning during the general election is different than campaigning during the 

primaries. The primaries are about appealing to one’s respective political party, while the general 

election is about larger appeal to all those across the country. This was certainly no easy feat and, 

following the convention, Kennedy called together his top advisers to meet at his family’s 

summer home at Hyannis Port to plan out the general election strategy. The chief architect was 

Kennedy’s brother Bobby, his campaign manager. It was a five-point plan that focused on 

electoral strategy, voter registration, campaign scheduling, ideas, and organization.14 With this 

framework in place, the Kennedy campaign felt prepared and Kennedy was ready to take on his 

opponent Richard Nixon in the 1960 presidential election. 

                                                
13 Kennedy, “Address of Senator John F. Kennedy Accepting the Democratic Party Nomination for the 

Presidency of the United States.” 
 
14 White, The Making of the President, 1960, 247. 
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Helping to plan out this strategy was a young man by the name of Carlos McCormick. 

McCormick proposed a Latino outreach program called Viva Kennedy, in which he would serve 

as its National Executive Director.15 The formation of the Viva Kennedy clubs touch upon all 

five aspects of the campaign strategy. The electoral strategy focused on nine large states, one of 

them being California.16 To win California, Kennedy would visit often, but when he was not 

there, it would be up to the Viva Kennedy clubs to keep up the support among Latino voters. The 

main argument for creating Viva Kennedy clubs was outreach, so voter registration was a key 

element of that. Besides voter registration, voter outreach includes actively reaching out to voters 

with information about the candidate as well as how and where to vote. In the case of the Viva 

Kennedy clubs, voter outreach strategies specifically reached out to Latino voters.  

A candidate cannot be everywhere at once, so campaign scheduling was crucial; when 

Kennedy was in states with Viva Kennedy clubs, he made sure to pay attention to them, but 

when he was someplace else, he made sure other representatives from his campaign showed up. 

Ideas have to do with values and the Viva Kennedy clubs looked to persuade Latino voters that 

Kennedy shared their values. Finally, the clubs were organized as local grassroots organizations 

that already had a familiarity with the people there. The Viva Kennedy clubs, under 

McCormick’s direction, used these political marketing strategies to make Kennedy an appealing 

candidate to Latino voters.  

The Evolution of Political Consulting  

 Political marketing and presidential campaign advertising has been around for quite some 

time. For instance, William Henry Harrison’s 1840 campaign for President was the first time a 

                                                
15 Burt, The Search for a Civic Voice, 187. 
 
16 White, The Making of the President, 1960, 247. 
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candidate used image advertising and a songster.17 These early methods were crude and the 

emergence of radio and television truly transformed how a candidate could communicate with 

different audiences. Political marketing became more refined when the media consultant 

emerged. The early role of the media consultant was to create broadcast and print advertising and 

shape campaign strategy as well as the more technical tasks such as purchasing airtime, checking 

lighting, and supervising make-up.18 The media consultant evolved into a campaign insider and 

firms specializing in political marketing emerged in the sixties.19 These firms indicated a shift 

away from specific policies and more toward the image and presentation of the candidate. 

 For the 1960 presidential election, the Democratic National Committee signed a contract 

with Guild, Bascom and Bonfigli (GBB), a political consulting firm out of San Francisco. To 

prepare for the general election season, GBB focused on hiring people with experience in 

specialized media and television production.20 The firm was mostly in charge of the party’s 

television advertising. Kennedy gave a speech to the Greater Houston Ministerial Association on 

September 12, 1960; the speech is credited for ending the stigma surrounding Kennedy’s 

Catholic identity. National television networks broadcast fragments of the speech in the days 

following it.21 Under GBB’s direction, the speech was sent to states with high Catholic 

populations, such as California and New Mexico, to draw out the Catholic vote.22 These 

                                                
17 Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency: A History and Criticism of Presidential Campaign 

Advertising (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 9. 
 
18 Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 35. 
 
19 Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 36. 
 
20 “BBD&O To Do GOP Ads,” Orlando Sentinel, July 24, 1960, accessed January 19, 2019, 

https://www.newspapers.com/clip/27394939/the_orlando_sentinel/. 
 
21 White, The Making of the President, 1960, 262. 
 
22 Jamieson, Packaging the Presidency, 135. 
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advertisements were an example of securing and editing preexisting videotape, which was a 

technique still in its early stages.23 With the political media consulting of GBB, the Democratic 

Party was prepared to market its candidate to the entire country. 

 The Kennedy campaign had worked with filmmaker and television producer Jack Denove 

throughout the primaries. The Kennedy campaign sought Denove out and asked him to produce 

campaign commercials and programming.24 One of the major innovations of the campaign was 

on location shooting, which Denove and his team utilized.25 When it came time for the general 

election, Kennedy wanted to work with Denove and his production company, but the DNC 

already had a binding contract with GBB.26 As a result, the two agencies both created television 

advertisements and print material. One of the television advertisements that came out of GBB 

was one in which Jackie Kennedy spoke Spanish.27 This was the first Spanish-speaking 

television advertisement and it is an example of targeted message distribution. The Jackie 

Kennedy advertisement demonstrates how the Kennedy campaign, with GBB’s guidance, used a 

variety of political marketing strategies to appeal to a specific group, Latino voters, through the 

Viva Kennedy apparatus.   

Branding: The Symbols of Viva Kennedy  

An important aspect of marketing is branding. Branding is central to success in political 

marketing because it helps the candidate curate a specific image of themselves. According to 
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political scientist Jennifer Lees-Marshment, branding is about how a candidate is perceived and 

it is concerned with impressions, images, attitudes, and recognition.28 In regard to the Viva 

Kennedy clubs, the key word is image and there were a few symbols that were used to facilitate 

this relationship between Kennedy and Latino voters.  

Campaign buttons have long been a part of elections and they are an example of imaging 

to create a specific brand for a candidate. The Viva Kennedy clubs had a specific button that 

distinguished them from the standard red, white, and blue Kennedy for President buttons. One 

variation of the Viva Kennedy button had a yellow background with a red sombrero. The choice 

of yellow and red is significant because those are the colors of the New Mexico state flag and put 

side by with the flag, there is a clear resemblance. New Mexico served as stronghold for the Viva 

Kennedy clubs in the Southwest and these colors were recognizable to the Mexican Americans in 

that region. Printed in all capital letters on the sombrero is the slogan: “Viva Kennedy.” Using 

“viva” and a sombrero draw a direct link between Kennedy and Mexican American voters. 

Besides the yellow and red button, there was also a blue and white Viva Kennedy button. One 

possible explanation for these colors is to differentiate from the red and yellow button to appeal 

to Puerto Ricans in New York, where the buttons were also worn. Nonetheless, both Viva 

Kennedy button variations give off a sense of belonging and invite Latino voters into the 

Kennedy coalition.  
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In looking at political campaigns, there has been a tradition of using the phrase: “selling 

candidates like soap.”29 According to political scientist Alex Marland, the phrase is dated and 

should be modernized to “marketing candidates like realtors.”30 The soap analogy is too simple 

because candidates are not like everyday commodities; they are specialized service providers.31 

Candidates promise voters that they will deliver for them on certain ideas and policies. It is up to 

the candidate and their team to persuade voters that they will follow through. The candidate must 

build a sense of trust with voters in order to ensure their vote.  

It is up to the campaign to highlight what makes the candidate unique and how the 

candidate can benefit the voter. Symbols are important in establishing a positive image. The 
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example of the Viva Kennedy buttons shows how a strong brand is essential in forming 

relationships with voters. The buttons were key in cultivating a favorable image. Politicians rely 

on marketing tactics built around establishing an image of themselves.32 The button establishes 

an image of Kennedy as a friend to Mexican American voters as well as a sense of belonging and 

membership. The symbol of the sombrero would be one that continued to appear during the 

campaign; on many campaign stops to states with Latino populations, voters would give 

Kennedy sombreros as a token of support. While Kennedy himself never wore a sombrero, his 

younger brother Ted, who campaigned in the Western states, made campaign history according 

to an article in Express and News covering a visit to San Antonio’s Trinity University: “The 

younger Kennedy… became the first national campaigner on the local circuit swing not only to 

receive a sombrero but to don it.”33 By interacting directly with voters and placing himself into 

their culture, this builds and cements trust.  

Microtargeting and Geographic Media Marketing  

From the beginning, it was clear that Viva Kennedy clubs were a subset of the campaign 

that would strictly focus on targeting Latino voters. This strategy is known as microtargeting. 

When the creation of the Viva Kennedy club structure was first reported in the newspapers, 

McCormick explained its purpose: “The Viva Kennedy clubs would allow some five million 

Spanish speaking Americans a chance to participate actively in the coming presidential 

campaign.”34  
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Microtargeting is a political campaign tactic in which candidates tailor their message to 

appeal to particular audiences.35 Not every message appeals to everyone, so it is important to use 

a variety of tailored messages to target different groups. This is a useful tactic because 

campaigns need to know which voters are loyal, which voters are disloyal, and which of the 

undecided voters are susceptible to appeals.36 As White writes in The Making of the President, 

1960: “Men have made careers and politicians have won office by being (or claiming to be) 

experts on the Polish vote, the Jewish vote, the Irish vote, the Negro vote, the Scandinavian vote, 

the Italian vote, and what the rights, expectations, offices and dignities of each of those blocs 

are.”37 In the case of Latino voters, there was a history with the Democratic Party, so they 

probably were going to vote for Kennedy anyway. However, the use of microtargeting ensured 

that these voters would show up to the polls and vote. It relates to the third plank of the Kennedy 

general campaign strategy: registration.  

Included under the umbrella of microtargeting is geographic media marketing. Since 

presidential elections are determined by the Electoral College system, advertising incentives vary 

across geographic areas.38 In other words, a battleground state, which differs from a blue state 

(predominantly Democratic) and a red state (predominantly Republican) in that it could be won 

by either a Democratic or Republican candidate, requires significant per-capita levels whereas 

the candidate’s home state would probably require little to none because there already is name 

recognition. GBB produced a television advertisement in which Jackie Kennedy speaks Spanish. 
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Following the advertisement’s release, Jackie recorded a number of radio advertisements in 

Spanish that were broadcast across the Southwest.39 Similar to the Viva Kennedy button, the 

Spanish television and radio advertisements established Jackie as a friend to Mexican American 

voters in the Southwest. The targeting in a specific geographic area is also what made them 

successful because the tactic ensured that the advertisements reached the intended group.  

The Jackie Kennedy advertisement along with other advertisements played an important 

role in shaping the electoral decisions of the voters. Besides shaping voter choices, campaign 

advertisements influence whether or not citizens turn out to vote and they help candidates 

acquire voter personal information.40 An advertisement’s effectiveness is based on whether it 

makes the candidate favorable to individuals, encouraging them to show up at the ballot box.41 

This is where microtargeting comes into play because tailoring the message to a specific group is 

what makes it appealing. Besides television advertisements, microtargeting strategies also apply 

to print literature. The print literature was even more focused because, within Latino voters, there 

was a division between Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Puerto Ricans in New York. 

According to Pedro Sanjuan, a campaign worker in New York whose job was to mobilize Puerto 

Rican voters, the material in the Southwest could not be used in New York: “To distribute things 

given to Puerto Ricans among Mexican Americans, that doesn’t really work.”42  There will be a 

greater discussion on the regional differences within the Viva Kennedy campaign later, but 
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Sanjuan’s observation underscores how the Viva Kennedy campaign utilized an early iteration of 

microtargeting. 

Conclusion 

 During the 1960s, the role of the political media consultant shifted from a technical 

position to one of trusted campaign adviser. Firms GBB worked with the Democratic National 

Committee and the Kennedy campaign to create advertisements tailored to specific audiences. 

These advertisements and Viva Kennedy are examples of how campaigns use microtargeting to 

appeal to a particular voting bloc. The Viva Kennedy button cultivated an image of Kennedy that 

was relatable to Mexican American voters in the Southwest. Furthermore, the strength of the 

Viva Kennedy brand geographically extended from the Southwest to Puerto Ricans in New 

York. All of these political marketing strategies would be essential in Kennedy’s quest for the 

White House. Following that July strategy meeting at Hyannis Port, McCormick was ready to 

market Kennedy by establishing Viva Kennedy clubs in states with large Latino populations.   
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CHAPTER 2: LATINO VOTERS IN AMERICAN ELECTIONS 
 

One of the first steps Carlos McCormick took in constructing the Viva Kennedy clubs 

was asking Latino leaders and organizations if they would join the fight. For quite some time, 

Mexican Americans longed for a seat at the political table and the presidential election of 1960 

seemed like the right moment to come together. Since this election, both Democratic and 

Republican presidential candidates have recognized that it is not only crucial, but necessary to 

pay attention to the needs of Latino voters and this consciousness began with Kennedy. Even 

though Kennedy was already an appealing candidate (not only did he share the Catholic faith 

with most of these Latino voters, his Irish family had also experienced the hardships of being an 

immigrant in the United States), his campaign still had to ensure Latino voters showed up to the 

polls on Election Day. The creation of Viva Kennedy clubs and other strategic decisions made by 

his team were groundbreaking because it was the first time a major party candidate included a 

minority group in their voting coalition. This incorporation did not happen overnight and it was 

the bringing together of already established Latino political organizations that formed the Viva 

Kennedy clubs.  

Origins of Latino Political Participation  

 Those of Spanish and Mexican descent have been in the United States long before the 

country’s founding. Spanish and Mexican settlers first arrived in the territory as early as the late 

1500s.43 These settlers governed themselves for hundreds of years in what became the 

Southwestern region of the United States.44 However, the political climate changed when the 

United States annexed Texas in 1845. Ultimately, the United States invaded Mexico in 1846, 
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which led to the Mexican-American War.45 The conflict ended in 1848 and under the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, Mexicans who decided to stay in the areas acquired by the United States 

became U.S. citizens.46 Even though Article VIII and IX of the treaty specified that Mexicans in 

newly annexed areas were to enjoy equal rights as citizens and full protection of property, many 

lost their property as well as their political and legal rights.47 Heading into the 20th century, 

Mexican Americans were treated as second-class citizens in a territory that had been forcibly 

taken from them. 

 As the 19th century ended, Latinos began to engage more with the politics of the United 

States.48 For the Mexican Americans who had been in the educated and landowner classes of the 

territory’s original inhabitants, U.S. citizenship enabled them to hold political positions.49 During 

this early part of the 20th century, Mexican Americans were elected to local offices as district 

judges and marshals in the territories of New Mexico and Arizona (both became states in 1912), 

and the states of Texas, California, and Colorado.50 As Anglo Americans moved westward, 

Mexican influence in politics began to decline, except for in New Mexico; Latino New Mexicans 

outnumbered Anglo Americans and, using political skills, remained in strong political positions 

before its statehood.51 Besides New Mexico, other states in the Southwest experienced a rapid 

decline in the political influence of Mexican Americans. Related to this decline was the 
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restriction of the voting rights of Mexican Americans. In Southern and Western states, the poll 

tax excluded both black voters and Mexican American voters.52 In Texas, both the poll tax and 

white-only primaries suppressed minority voters.53 As a result, Mexican Americans did not make 

major political gains in the first third of the 20th century.  

During the Great Depression, many white Americans blamed Mexican Americans for the 

economic decline, resulting in a brutal period of repatriation organized by many local city and 

state governments.54 When the Depression ended, Mexican Americans made some political 

progress with some elected to several state legislatures in the Southwest and New Mexico 

Democrat Dennis Chavez elected to the United States Senate in 1935.55 Chavez, who was the 

first Latino person elected to a full term in the Senate, would be an important figure in the Viva 

Kennedy campaign because he was named a National Honorary Chairman.56 Chavez is just an 

example of the electoral dominance of the Democratic Party in New Mexico, which would 

become a center of Viva Kennedy club activity, and his election pushed more Mexican 

Americans toward the Democratic Party.  

Latino Organizations 

As the Mexican American population grew in the United States, it sought to organize 

with the goal of securing both civil and political rights. Already put in place beginning in the 19th 

century were mutual aide associations, known as mutualistas, that provided funeral and insurance 
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benefits.57 These local mutualistas would sometimes combine to form larger associations such as 

La Alianza Hispano-Americana, founded in 1894 in Arizona.58 These associations played a role 

in all aspects of daily life. In 1929, the first Latino civil rights organization was established: 

League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC). Founded in Corpus Christi, Texas, 

LULAC represented the middle class with the goals of integrating Latinos into both the 

economic and social mainstream and gaining more political participation.59 Today it is the oldest 

surviving civil rights organization for Latinos in the United States. In 1948, Dr. Hector P. Garcia 

founded the American G.I. Forum, an organization for Mexican American veterans.60 The 

organization was dedicated to combating discrimination and improving the status of Mexican 

Americans in Texas.61 Garcia would be an important figure in the Viva Kennedy clubs because 

he served as a Texas national co-chairman.62 By 1949, the American G.I. Forum had established 

over 100 chapters in Texas.63 It was a more local organization, but it brought together Mexican 

Americans in the large state of Texas. 

Besides Garcia, Edward Roybal, who would be named a California national co-chairman, 

also founded a political organization of his own. Roybal created the Mexican American Political 

Association (MAPA) in 1959, after experiencing what he saw as discriminatory attitudes within 
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the California Democratic Party.64 He was one of two Mexican Americans who had been 

nominated for California statewide office in the fifties when he ran for lieutenant governor in 

1954. The other was Henry Lopez, who ran for Secretary of State in 1958; Lopez was later 

named the other California national co-chairman.65 The California Democratic Party tried to 

dissuade both candidates from running and gave no support to either of them, ultimately leading 

to both of their defeats.66 Fed up with this lack of support, Roybal formed MAPA. 

LULAC, the American G.I. Forum, and MAPA were all influential in politically 

empowering Latinos. Besides LULAC, these organizations did not really have a national 

presence; the American G.I. Forum was founded in Texas, while MAPA was founded in 

California, so the organizations mainly had influence in their respective states. When 

McCormick proposed the idea for the Viva Kennedy clubs, these organizations came together. 

Garcia’s American G.I. Forum and Roybal’s MAPA were part of the foundation for the Viva 

Kennedy clubs. 67 Their members created local Viva Kennedy chapters of their own and Garcia 

and Roybal were an integral part of the leadership.   

Before Kennedy signed on to the Viva Kennedy campaign, the idea of a Latino voter 

outreach program was floated through the Nixon camp. Eisenhower had done somewhat well 

with Latino voters, so Latino Republicans thought they could do something similar with Nixon.68 

The Latin American Veterans and Volunteers for Eisenhower-Nixon organization assisted 
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Eisenhower at the county and local levels in California during his two presidential campaigns.69 

Given the fact that Nixon himself was from California and had been the vice presidential 

nominee for both of Eisenhower’s presidential campaigns, one would think he would 

immediately latch onto to this proposal. However, Nixon did not feel comfortable with an ethnic 

appeal, so he turned it down.70 Moreover, Eisenhower and Nixon did not have a good 

relationship, so there was really no chance of a carry-over effect in any aspect of the campaign.  

Kennedy, on the other hand, recognized that he could not win with only white voters, so 

he quickly accepted McCormick’s proposal. In fact, McCormick admitted that the name first 

came from the Nixon team.71 The story with “Viva Nixon” goes to show that it is important to 

build a coalition that includes those outside of the white electorate and many presidential 

candidates have recognized the necessity of appealing to different minority groups to win 

elections.  

“I Am Not the Catholic Candidate for President” 

Besides being a Democrat, Kennedy’s identity as a Catholic and his family’s immigrant 

history appealed to Latino voters. Many scholars have previously shown that Latinos remain a 

highly religious group in aggregate.72 Moreover, Protestants have tended to support Republicans, 

while Catholics have tended to support Democrats.73 The Kennedy campaign had to carefully 

navigate the Catholic issue by responding to critics without alienating those who shared his 

                                                
69 Garcia, Viva Kennedy, 34. 
 
70 Garcia, Viva Kennedy, 48. 
 
71 Garcia, Viva Kennedy, 47. 
 
72 Ali Adam Valenzuela, “Tending the Flock: Latino Religious Commitments and Political Preferences,” 

Political Research Quarterly 67, no. 4 (2014): 939, https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912914543835. 
 
73 Valenzuela, “Tending the Flock,” 931. 
 



30 
 
 

religion, some of whom belonged to the Latino community. Those within the Viva Kennedy 

campaign, such as McCormick, saw his religion as a positive: “He’s a Catholic like us, who’s 

running for president and sees our problems and concerns.”74 Being a Catholic benefitted 

Kennedy in his appeal to Latino voters, but presented a challenge when courting a majority 

Protestant United States.  

 To answer back to those with discriminatory sentiments, Kennedy gave a speech to the 

Greater Houston Ministerial Association, a group of Protestant ministers, on September 12, 

1960. The speech made waves, particularly this line: “Finally, I believe in an America where 

religious intolerance will someday end; where all men and all churches are treated as equal.”75 

Kennedy’s media consulting team broadcasted clips of the speech in states with high Catholic 

populations, such as California and New Mexico.76 In New Mexico, the video was aired three 

times to draw its Catholic population to the Democratic Party.77 The speech resonated with 

Catholic Latinos because many of them had experienced that same religious discrimination. 

Latino civil rights activist Cesar Chavez supported the Kennedy campaign’s strategy in 

discussing the Catholic issue: “Every time that he got put down for being a Catholic this made 

points with the Mexicans who are all Catholics. [Latinos] looked at him as sort of a minority 

kind of person.”78 Latino voters related to Kennedy because of these shared experiences with 

religious intolerance.  
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Besides religious identity, Latinos also connected with Kennedy due to his immigrant 

family history. Their experiences were very similar to those of the Irish immigrants of previous 

decades. These shared immigrant experiences are part of what made Kennedy an appealing 

candidate to Latino voters. Kennedy made it clear to Latino voters that his family shared these 

immigrant experiences by acknowledging the issues they faced once they were in the United 

States. In his opening remarks at the first ever televised presidential debate on September 26, 

1960, Kennedy said: “If a Negro baby is born, and this is true also of Puerto Ricans and 

Mexicans in some of our cities, he has about one-half as much chance to get through high school 

as a white baby.”79 McCormick encouraged Kennedy to include Puerto Ricans and Mexican 

Americans in his opening statement.80 Mentioning these groups sent a clear sign to these voters 

that he cared about their hardships and wanted to find ways to alleviate their struggles. It was a 

significant moment because it was the first time a major party candidate included a minority 

group in their voting coalition.  Since then, the relationship between Latino voters and the 

Democratic Party has continued into today and they make up an important component of its 

coalition. 

Democratic partisanship among these two groups has been high for quite some time. 

Conducted in 1989-1990, the Latino National Political Survey (LNPS) was the first major 

national survey that included an exploration of Latino partisanship.81 The survey found that 71% 

of Puerto Ricans and 67% of Mexican Americans identified themselves as Democrat or 
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Democrat-leaning.82 More recently, the Pew Research Center released a report in 2016 on Latino 

voters and party affiliation. In 2016, 64% of Latino voters said they identified with or leaned 

toward the Democratic Party.83 Furthermore, 54% of Latino registered voters said the 

Democratic Party has more concern for them than the Republican Party, while only 11% said the 

Republican Party has more concern than the Democratic Party.84 The percentage of Latinos who 

affiliate themselves with the Democratic Party has remained strong and these high percentages 

can be traced back to the creation of Viva Kennedy clubs.  

The Latino Vote in Recent Presidential Elections 

In 2000, Republican George W. Bush and Democrat Al Gore made efforts to court Latino 

voters. Both candidates spent millions of dollars on Spanish-language advertising and utilized 

Latino volunteers to canvass predominantly Latino neighborhoods.85 In the case of Bush, his 

team produced a campaign advertisement for television in Spanish because he knew how to 

speak the language.86 As Governor of Texas, Bush had formed a relationship with the Latino 

community there. Bush’s numbers among Latino voters ended up being better than years past, 

earning 32% of the Latino vote overall.87 Gore ended up with 59% of the overall Latino vote.88 
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Even though the Bush campaign did better than years past in bringing Latino voters into the 

Republican coalition, the party’s anti-immigration message kept some of these voters within the 

Democratic Party. Bush won in 2000, but the issue of immigration continues to be a problem for 

the Republican Party in appealing to those outside of its white base.  

Looking ahead to 2008, Barack Obama captured a large percentage of Latino voters. 67% 

of Latinos voted for Obama and Joe Biden compared to 31% voting for Republicans John 

McCain and Sarah Palin.89 In states with large Latino populations, Obama did exceptionally well 

carrying 78% of the Latino vote in New Jersey, 76% in Nevada, and 74% in California.90 

Looking at Florida, he won 57% of the Latino vote, which was impressive because it is a state 

where Latinos have historically supported Republican candidates; in fact, Bush carried 56% of 

the Latino vote there in 2004.91 Obama’s campaign included three Spanish language 

advertisements with focuses on the economy and jobs, education and health, and an attack 

advertisement linking McCain to anti-immigrant statements and criticizing Bush's tax cuts for 

the rich.92 These efforts proved successful as Obama was elected president in 2008. 

Obama did even better in 2012 when he faced Republican candidate Mitt Romney. 

Obama defeated Romney 75% - 23% among Latino voters and that was the highest Latino vote 

margin ever for a Democratic presidential candidate.93 Obama built upon his Latino outreach 
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strategies from 2008. He emphasized ethnic appeals by relying on a combination of campaign 

rhetoric and executive branch policy.94 What was key in Obama’s Latino strategy was the fact 

that several officials from Senator Harry Reid’s team worked for Obama and implemented 

similar strategies from his Latino outreach component.95 Reid was a Senator from New Mexico, 

a state with a high Latino population. As president, Obama’s policies were generally favorable 

toward immigrants; for example, he announced an executive order that created the Deferred 

Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program. Compared to the hardline immigration stance 

of Romney and the Republican Party, Obama highlighted his positive record on immigration and 

that, in turn, mobilized Latino voters. Ultimately, Obama won reelection and Latino voters were 

an important part of his coalition.  

In the 2016 presidential election, immigration remained a contentious issue. Democratic 

candidate Hillary Clinton faced off against Republican candidate Donald Trump. From the start 

of his campaign, Trump’s rhetoric targeted Latino immigrants. In his official campaign 

announcement, Trump said: “When Mexico sends its people, they're not sending their best… 

They’re bringing drugs. They're bringing crime. They're rapists.”96 Trump proposed policies that 

targeted immigrants such as the Muslim travel ban, tripling the number of Immigration and 

Customs Enforcement (ICE) officers, creating a new special deportation task force, and building 

a wall along the southern border of the United States.97 This combination of campaign rhetoric 
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and policy proposals greatly impacted how Latino voters turned out at the polls. Only 18% of 

Latinos voted for Trump, which is the lowest level of Latino support of any candidate in any 

presidential election ever.98 There was a significant increase in Latino turnout from 2012 to 2016 

for the Democrats, indicating that Trump’s negative messaging mobilized Latinos to vote against 

him.99 It was also the most lopsided vote choice among Latinos ever recorded with 79% voting 

for Clinton, 18% for Trump, and 3% for third-party candidates.100 If anything, the 2016 election 

shows how important rhetoric and policies regarding issues such as immigration matter to Latino 

voters.  

Conclusion 

 The relationship between the Democratic Party and the Latino community continues into 

today, but it should not be taken for granted. Candidates cannot just make strong symbolic 

appeals; there has to be strong policy proposals as well. In recent elections, the Republican Party 

had tried to make these ties with Latino voters. Bush was somewhat successful in brining Latino 

voters into his coalition, but McCain, Romney, and Trump unraveled that work. Obama was 

successful in 2008 and he built upon his Latino outreach strategies in 2012. The election of 2016 

indicates an even further emphasis on policy issues and the rhetoric surrounding them. These 

candidates took a page from Kennedy in 1960 and, with new technology and political marketing 

strategies, were able to make even stronger appeals with greater results. The work of the Viva 

Kennedy clubs was important because it reached beyond the white electorate and brought a 

minority group into the Democratic coalition. The activities that members organized and led on 
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the ground in each of the states is what made Latino outreach successful, leading to Kennedy’s 

victory in 1960.  
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CHAPTER 3: VIVA KENNEDY CLUBS IN ACTION  

 
On November 3, 1960, five days before Election Day, Texas co-chairman Hector Garcia 

sent a letter to his fellow Viva Kennedy co-chairmen. In this letter, Garcia thanked them for their 

hard work in mobilizing the Latino vote and outlined a plan to ensure victory that included 

telephoning houses, sending out campaign material, and providing transportation to the polls on 

Election Day. Garcia closed the letter with these words of encouragement: “Senator John 

Kennedy and Senator Johnson have asked me to thank you in person. Let us not fail them. Our 

united efforts will guarantee victory for Kennedy and Johnson.” 101 Garcia felt a sense of urgency 

because it was his job to make certain that Latino voters would contribute to the election of 

Kennedy as the 35th President of the United States. 

Garcia, along with the 15 other co-chairmen, represented the nine states that were 

included in the Viva Kennedy campaign: Arizona, California, Colorado, Illinois, Nevada, New 

Mexico, New York, Pennsylvania, and Texas.102 This wide network allowed for the exchanging 

of campaign materials and events that crossed through different states. Based on newspaper 

coverage, the states with the strongest Viva Kennedy club presence were Arizona, New Mexico, 

Texas, and California, so this chapter details the activities that took place in each. Kennedy 

visited all of these states during the general election, but he obviously could not be there all the 

time. The Viva Kennedy co-chairmen acted as surrogate speakers, campaigning for Kennedy at 

various functions. Besides speaking events, Viva Kennedy club members showed up at rallies 

with signs and distributed pamphlets to drum up support for Kennedy. These strategies set out to 

create a cultural connection that would bring Latino voters into Kennedy’s Democratic coalition.  

                                                
101 Garcia, “Letter from Hector Garcia to all Viva Kennedy Clubs.” 
 
102 Garcia, “Letter from Hector Garcia to all Viva Kennedy Clubs.” 



38 
 
 

Beginnings in Arizona 

The stirrings of a national Latino voter outreach program began in Arizona, prior to 

Carlos McCormick’s proposal to Kennedy at the general election strategy meeting in Hyannis 

Port. A young man by the name of Joe Huerta initially thought of the idea. According to the 

Tucson Daily Citizen, Huerta, a member of the Young Democrats Club in Arizona, organized a 

“Viva Kennedy Club” in May of 1960 and his plan was to flood the floor of the Democratic 

National Convention with posters and signs.103 While this did not end up actually happening, the 

enthusiasm of these young Latino voters probably struck a chord with McCormick, a young 

Latino person himself. Later that year in October, when the Viva Kennedy clubs were in full 

force, Huerta was named a Viva Kennedy club officer for the Pima County Democratic Central 

Committee in Arizona.104 Not only was Huerta instrumental in bringing in Latino voters, but he 

also encouraged college students to participate. 

It was a common tactic of the Viva Kennedy club members to attend rallies or show up at 

airports with signs and banners. In April, three months prior to the Democratic National 

Convention, Kennedy paid a visit to Tucson. When Kennedy touched down at Tucson’s 

Municipal Airport on April 9, the crowd greeted him with a large “Viva Kennedy” banner.105 On 

this particular day, there were about 150 people waiting at Tucson’s Municipal Airport to greet 

Kennedy, including the group with the “Viva Kennedy sign.”106 In reporting the impromptu 

rally, a journalist wrote about Kennedy’s reaction: “[He] either did or did not notice a large 
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‘Viva Kennedy’ sign welcoming him.”107 As a candidate, Kennedy knew the importance of 

appearance and image. Instances of Kennedy at rallies or landing at airports photographed with 

“Viva Kennedy” signs in the background and interacting with members of the crowd are 

examples of the campaign presented an image of connecting with Latino voters. Holding up 

signs is a visual tactic and it is reflective of the mission of the local leaders within the Viva 

Kennedy clubs, which was to be seen and to be heard. 

Throughout the general election, the Viva Kennedy clubs of Arizona brought energy and 

enthusiasm across the state. Orren Beaty, who was the administrative assistant to Arizona 

Congressman Stewart Udall, recalls a rally in south central Arizona where the Viva Kennedy 

club members were in full force: “They had burros and Mexican hats with Viva Kennedy 

stickers around the tops of these Mexican sombreros. They had Mexican music. It added a lot. It 

got a lot of people out that normally don't show up at these rallies.”108 Beaty’s last comment 

touches upon why these clubs were important. It was the first time a major presidential candidate 

made a coordinated effort with a minority group and this relationship brought Latino voters to 

the political table and drove up political participation.  

New Mexico: Chavez And Montoya 

 New Mexico was a Democratic stronghold. Even when white Americans began to expand 

westward, Latinos in New Mexico remained in political positions, so the state served as a central 

point for the Viva Kennedy clubs. The first Latino elected to a full term in the United States 

Senate was Dennis Chavez from New Mexico in 1940. Another important Latino figure in New 

Mexico politics was Joseph Montoya, who was elected to New Mexico’s at-large district in 
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1957. Chavez and Montoya were popular in the state of New Mexico as well as among Latino 

voters outside of the state. In the case of Chavez, John Herrera, a member of the Texas Viva 

Kennedy clubs, requested a pamphlet featuring Kennedy and Chavez together to be distributed 

among Mexican Americans.109 On September 11, 1960, the Kennedy campaign decided to name 

Chavez and Montoya the National Honorary Chairmen of the Viva Kennedy clubs.110 In these 

roles, the two men had even greater responsibility outside of their respective state of New 

Mexico. They traveled to other states in the Southwest and stood in for Kennedy as surrogate 

speakers while he was campaigning in other states.  

Chavez and Montoya’s common identity was essential in mobilizing the Latino vote in 

New Mexico and beyond. On September 23, 1960, Montoya spoke at a rally organized by the 

Viva Kennedy Clubs of Los Angeles County.111 The mechanism in which people found out 

about these rallies was through newspaper advertisements. For example, the announcement about 

the Montoya rally was printed in the Los Angeles Times. The Albuquerque Journal also reported 

on Montoya’s trip to California: “Rep. Joseph M. Montoya (D-NM) will fly to California this 

weekend to address Spanish-speaking rallies for Jack Kennedy, Democratic presidential 

nominee.”112 During this time, Kennedy was campaigning in Colorado, so it was essential that he 

could count on Montoya to spark excitement about the campaign among the Viva Kennedy clubs 

in California.   
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 The main point of the Viva Kennedy clubs was to mobilize the Latino vote and Chavez 

traveled extensively in the Southwest to speak to clubs in different states. On October 8, 1960, he 

attended a Viva Kennedy club luncheon in San Bernardino, California. According to the San 

Bernardino County, the plan for the day was for Chavez to briefly speak at a rally in a park and 

then from there move inside to the Orange Empire Room of the National Show grounds for the 

luncheon where Chavez would give his main address.113 Chavez’s main address touched upon 

many themes of the Kennedy campaign such as the urgency of voting, as reported by the San 

Bernardino County the following day.114 He spoke in English and then proceeded to give the rest 

of the address in Spanish. He also addressed the age issue: “They say Jack is young. All of those 

who have studied history know from ancient history to the present moment that young men have 

been significant.” From there, Chavez made allusions to Caesar, Jesus Christ, Napoleon, and 

Thomas Jefferson. This lofty language is reflective of Kennedy’s own rhetoric, which hinged 

mainly on idealism. As Chavez indicated in his address, the alternative to voting was facing the 

consequences of a Nixon presidency.  

 One might wonder why Chavez and Montoya were so dedicated to the Kennedy cause. A 

final campaign stop of Chavez’s in Las Cruces, New Mexico, where the Dona Ana County Viva 

Kennedy club organized a rally, gives insight into the commitment these men felt. On November 

6, 1960, two days before Election Day, Chavez criticized his own state of not being supportive 

enough of Kennedy. When interviewed after the rally, Chavez said: “Without going into 

personalities I don’t feel Kennedy has received adequate support from the Democratic 
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organization. That’s why I’m working so hard.”115 In his address to the crowd of about 200 

people, the most notable part came toward the end when Chavez spoke about what it was like 

growing up in New Mexico: “There were no schools for the Spanish-speaking people in New 

Mexico under Republicans.”116 Chavez put his weight behind the Kennedy because he had not 

seen Republicans in office do anything to support him and others in the Latino community. 

Chavez wholeheartedly believed that a Kennedy presidency would uplift the Latino community. 

Many other Latinos in New Mexico had shared these experiences and could relate to Chavez. 

Therefore, he was an effective surrogate speaker because he addressed issues that were important 

to Latino voters. Since he was a part of that community, his message had even more salience. 

Texas: Viva Kennedy-Viva Johnson  

 In looking at Texas, Kennedy had made ground there when he announced his pick for 

Vice President: Senator Lyndon Baines Johnson of Texas. However, he still had to make efforts 

to court the large Latino population in the state. Kennedy visited Texas a few times throughout 

the campaign and his first time there was on September 12. He was greeted at Dallas/Fort Worth 

International Airport with signs and supporters. According to Express and News, the largest sign 

was “a 20-foot sign with a sombrero painted on one side and a shamrock on the other” with the 

message “Viva Kennedy, Tambien Johnson and Gonzalez.”117 The “Gonzalez” referred to on the 

sign was State Senator Henry Gonzalez, who was one of the Texas co-chairmen along with 

Hector Garcia and the Honorable Albert Pena.  
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The use of a sombrero and shamrock on the sign speaks to the shared immigrant 

identities between Texans of Mexican origin and Kennedy with Irish ancestry. These shared 

identities, however, were not a given that Latino voters would support Kennedy and this is where 

the Viva Kennedy clubs came in. It was the job of these local Viva Kennedy clubs to mobilize 

voters and give out information. For example, Democrats in Texas’s Hidalgo County set up an 

office that included a Viva Kennedy branch with the purpose of distributing “campaign 

literature, stickers, buttons and factual information,” as reported in Brownsville, Texas’s Spanish 

newspaper, El Nuevo Heraldo.118  

Symbols and images became an important part of the Viva Kennedy brand. The slogan 

itself was simple and to the point. Besides the example of the sombrero-shamrock sign, the 

image of Kennedy on a burro wearing a sombrero became associated with the Viva Kennedy 

clubs, especially in Texas. According to the News Bulletin, a publication from Hector Garcia’s 

American G.I. Forum, the image was printed on all Viva Kennedy membership cards.119 The 

caption under a photograph of the symbol in the November-December 1960 edition of the News 

Bulletin reads: “The above drawing together with a button that showed a Mexican sombrero and 

the word ‘Viva Kennedy’ became the rallying cry and symbol for the Viva Kennedy Clubs and 

the Spanish-speaking people.”120 The use of a burro could be read in two different ways: as a 

symbol of Mexican identity and as a symbol of the Democratic Party.  
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Given the fact that Johnson was from Texas, many of the Viva Kennedy clubs established 

there included his name. For example, the Victoria Advocate reported that a Viva Kennedy-Viva 

Johnson club was formed there on September 30, 1960.121 Hector Garcia was present at the 

session and the article explained how the club would begin its work the following week with 

house-to-house canvassing, phone calling, and the distribution of Viva Kennedy buttons. Again, 

the local newspapers played a key role in advertising club meetings, rallies, and even dances. As 

Texas co-chairman, Garcia was particularly active and, in the days leading up to Election Day, 

he asked his fellow national co-chairmen to obtain a poll tax list or registration list in order to 
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call these voters to make sure they knew when and where to vote. 122  On Election Day itself, 

Garcia urged club members to continue calling, canvassing, and using the radio to advertise 

transportation to the polls. Collectively, these small actions added up and were essential in 

ensuring a strong Latino turnout.  

Kennedy in California 

 As part of the campaign trail, Kennedy stopped in San Francisco on September 3, 1960. 

According to the Oakland Tribune, the plan was for Kennedy to stop over at San Francisco 

Airport for two and a half hours to give a speech and then head to Anchorage, Alaska.123 When 

Kennedy arrived at the airport, a large crowd greeted him. One of the members of the crowd, a 

Latino man, gifted Kennedy a Mexican sombrero. Given the fact that the Viva Kennedy clubs 

were a participating group in organizing the rally, it is very likely that this man was a part of a 

local Viva Kennedy club. The gesture of gifting a Mexican sombrero and the fact that it was 

covered in the newspaper gave those clubs visibility. In his remarks at the airport, Kennedy gave 

a generic stump speech in which he alluded to the presidencies of Democrats, who had come 

before him: “Only if the President of the United States sets before the American people the same 

kind of unfinished agenda which Franklin Roosevelt set before us in the 1930’s.”124 As a 

candidate, he wanted to make a clear link between himself and past Democrats to show that his 

party was the one that had always and would continue to look out for the needs of Latino voters.  
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With the Democratic National Convention in Los Angeles and an early stop in San 

Francisco, California was a place of significance for Kennedy. In fact, he would close out the 

final days of his campaign before Election Day in Los Angeles. On November 1, 1960, one week 

before the election, Kennedy made a two-day stop in Los Angeles. According to newspaper 

coverage, 200,000 people flooded the streets to catch a glimpse of Kennedy as his motorcade 

made its way through the city.125 During this campaign stop, Kennedy made a few gestures to 

signal how important Mexican American voters were to his campaign. First, Kennedy made his 

way down Olvera Street, described in the newspapers as the “symbolic heart of the city’s huge 

Mexican-American colony.”126 From there, he had lunch, which was a “Mexican plate and cola 

drink” at Casa Avila, the oldest standing residence in the city.127 While at Casa Avila, the crowd 

started to chant “Viva Kennedy,” so Kennedy decided to go outside and respond back with 

“Viva,” which ended up sounding like “Viver” due to his Boston accent.128 According to 

campaign worker Sal Castro, the crowd was enthused: “As far as they were concerned, he had 

spoken Spanish to them.”129 By taking these actions, Kennedy inserted himself within the 

Mexican American culture of Los Angeles.  

Kennedy ended the day with a speech at East Los Angeles Junior College Stadium, a 

school with a large Hispanic population. Castro also worked this event and he saw there was a 
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large number of Mexican Americans in the audience.130 In his speech, Kennedy touched upon a 

variety of topics such as how Nixon and the Republicans represented the past while himself and 

the Democrats represented the future.131 It was a pretty standard stump speech, but nonetheless 

drew great applause. To ensure that it reached an even greater audience, Kennedy paid to have 

the rally broadcast live on television.132 His time in Los Angeles was an even clearer sign that he 

recognized who made up his coalition and made sure they felt seen and heard.  

Conclusion 

 The Latino community has a long history with the Democratic Party. However, it was the 

task of the Viva Kennedy clubs to ensure that these voters actually showed up on Election Day. 

From Arizona to Texas, the clubs employed a variety of tactics to draw up support such as 

distributing campaign literature, canvassing, attending rallies, and holding signs. New Mexico’s 

Chavez and Montoya traveled around the Southwest to represent Kennedy at different speaking 

events. On Kennedy’s end, he made strategic moves to show these voters that he was aware of 

their presence. At rallies, Kennedy would pose in front of Viva Kennedy signs and interact with 

members of the audience. Finally, his campaign stop in Los Angeles, where he visited Olvera 

Street, the heart of Los Angeles’s Mexican American population, and chanted with the audience 

at Casa Avila, were even more clear indications of his knowledge of the Viva Kennedy clubs and 

their activities. He attempted to speak Spanish while in Los Angeles, but there was a member of 

his family who was fluent and that was Jackie Kennedy, who would play a crucial role in 

courting Puerto Rican voters in New York.  
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CHAPTER 4: CAMPAIGNING IN EL BARRIO 
 

On September 26, 1960, John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon participated in the first 

ever-televised presidential debate. In his opening statement, Kennedy said: “If a Negro baby is 

born, and this is true also of Puerto Ricans and Mexicans in some of our cities, he has about one-

half as much chance to get through high school as a white baby.”133 Carlos McCormick 

encouraged him to include Puerto Ricans and Mexican Americans in his remarks.134 While much 

of the Viva Kennedy club activity was in the Southwest among Mexican Americans, Puerto 

Rican voters in and around New York took notice of the Viva Kennedy brand. Activity looked 

different on the ground in New York, but the Viva Kennedy logo and brand also resonated there.  

What also made New York different from the Southwest was the fact that it was easily 

accessible for Jackie Kennedy to visit. She helped her husband appear as a friend and insider to 

the Latino community, particularly to Puerto Rican voters in New York. Most of the Puerto 

Ricans in New York lived in Harlem and Kennedy held a rally there in October of 1960. The 

special guest at this rally in Spanish Harlem was Jackie and she spoke to the crowd in Spanish. 

Her ability to speak Spanish was utilized not only at that rally, but also in television and radio 

advertisements broadcast across the country.  

Puerto Rican Voters in New York Elections 

 The United States acquired Puerto Rico in 1898 during the Spanish-American War in 

which it invaded the island. In 1917, the Jones Act granted U.S. citizenship to anyone born in 

Puerto Rico during or after 1898. With citizenship came the right to vote and it was not until the 

post-World War II period that Puerto Ricans became a strong voting bloc because that was when 

there was a large wave of migration from Puerto Rico to the United States, particularly to New 
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York City.135 According to the New York Times, 600,000 Puerto Ricans had migrated to the city 

by August of 1947.136 This wave of migration, however, was not well received in New York City 

where the news media dubbed the influx as the “Puerto Rican problem.”137 With its growing 

influence, the government of Puerto Rico became involved in the local politics of New York 

City, one of the first times being the 1949 mayoral election.  

In the New York City mayoral election of 1949, Vito Marcantonio, who was a member of 

the U.S. House of Representatives from New York, ran as part of the American Labor Party. His 

district included Harlem where many Puerto Ricans and Italians resided. Up until the mid-1940s, 

the Popular Democratic Party, the governing party in Puerto Rico, considered Marcantonio as 

“Puerto Rico’s best friend.” 138 Marcantonio’s association with Puerto Rican voters in New York 

began in 1934 when he was elected to the House, earning 28% of the Puerto Rican vote; in 1936, 

his numbers increased when he received 40% of the Puerto Rican vote.139 When in office, 

Marcantonio built upon this relationship; he supported statehood for Puerto Rico and his East 

Harlem office provided welfare, housing, education, and healthcare services to his Puerto Rican 

constituents.140 Initially, Marcantonio had run as a Republican, but he changed parties in 1937 to 

the more leftist American Labor Party.  
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As the third-party candidate, he faced off against Democratic incumbent William 

O’Dwyer and Republican Newbold Morris.141 Marcantonio’s shift to more radical politics in a 

time of fear of Communism led to the Puerto Rican government’s intervention in the election 

because it believed that Marcantonio’s negative reputation was starting to become associated 

with Puerto Rican migration to New York.142 Instead, Puerto Ricans began to align themselves 

with the Democratic Party as a result of O’Dwyer creating the Committee on Puerto Rican 

Affairs in September of 1949.143 The Committee openly campaigned against Marcantonio and 

did work in El Barrio, the area of Harlem where many Puerto Ricans resided, to build up Puerto 

Rican support for O’Dwyer.144 O’Dwyer ultimately won reelection and Marcantonio would lose 

his congressional seat in 1950. This example shows how Puerto Ricans became more politically 

involved in New York politics as well as the influence of migration in campaign strategy.  

Even on the federal level, Puerto Ricans in New York took a more active role in the 

political process. In the presidential election of 1940, 30,000 Puerto Ricans registered to vote in 

New York City and 80% of registered Puerto Rican voters voted for Democratic candidate 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt.145 Since there was a great attraction to Roosevelt, it would make 

sense for Puerto Ricans and other Latino voters to mobilize behind the Democratic Kennedy, 

who would often allude to Roosevelt in his campaign trail speeches. Courting Latino voters was 

not necessarily about winning them over because there was already an established with the 
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Democratic Party; it was about ensuring they showed up on Election Day and the Viva Kennedy 

clubs facilitated that.  

Viva Kennedy in New York 

On the ground in New York, Tony Mendez and the Honorable Felipe Torres served as the 

co-chairmen for the state’s Viva Kennedy clubs. Mendez was the first native-born Puerto Rican 

to become a district leader of a major political party in New York City.146 Torres served as an 

assemblyman from the South Bronx.147 He was born in Puerto Rico and immigrated to New 

York in 1919.148 Torres was in direct contact with the Kennedy campaign, specifically Bobby, 

who served as his brother’s campaign manager.  

In a September 30, 1960 letter from Bobby to Torres, Kennedy highlighted the 

importance of Spanish Americans and how their participation in the election would greatly 

benefit the Kennedy-Johnson ticket.149 Kennedy thanked Torres for agreeing to serve as a co-

chairman and he recommended that Torres contacted Carlos McCormick to ensure that the 

campaign reached the Spanish-speaking community. Most importantly, he underscored how the 

Democratic Party will, in turn, serve the needs of the Latino community: “In short, we want to do 

everything possible to assure them that a vote for the Democratic candidates is a vote for their 

own interests.”150 As part of Kennedy’s inner circle, Bobby’s direct contact with the local Viva 

                                                
146 “Antonio Mendez Dead at 80; East Harlem Political Leader,” New York Times, January 10, 1982, 
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Kennedy leader Torres demonstrates how there was awareness in the leadership of the overall 

Kennedy campaign. Bobby and others running the campaign saw the Viva Kennedy clubs as a 

significant mechanism in the effort to reach minority voters.  

While there was clear communication between those on the ground in New York and 

campaign leaders at the national level, the Viva Kennedy organizational structure was different 

in every state, especially when comparing Southwestern states and New York. Pedro Sanjuan, a 

campaign worker in New York whose job was to mobilize Puerto Rican voters, was aware of the 

Viva Kennedy clubs in New Mexico and California, but he could not use the same material: “To 

distribute things given to Puerto Ricans among Mexican Americans, that doesn’t really work.”151 

The Latino community is a broad group and there are cultural differences between Mexican 

Americans in the Southwest and Puerto Ricans in New York. Furthermore, E. William Henry, 

who worked on the campaign as part of the Nationalities Division of the Democratic National 

Committee, emphasized the differences between New York and the Southwest: “Certainly 

organizationally we [put the two together] although I’m sure they were treated differently in that 

Puerto Ricans… in New York were treated differently from the Mexican Americans in the 

Southwest. We had a very interesting operation run by Carlos McCormick.”152 

Although Sanjuan used the slogan and the buttons, all of the other campaign material was 

different because it was made specifically for New York. Rather than using the campaign 

material from the Southwestern states, he focused on creating his own Spanish-language 
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pamphlets that were made specifically for Puerto Rican voters in New York.153 Sanjuan created 

two pamphlets in Spanish, one having to do with registration. However, what was most effective 

in ensuring that Puerto Ricans registered to vote was, under Sanjuan’s direction, persuading local 

newspapers to finance buses that would take people to registration locations. Therefore, it was 

not a matter of persuading Puerto Ricans in New York to vote for Kennedy, but a matter of 

ensuring that they were registered to vote and would show up on Election Day in November.  

“Queridos Amigos” 

Besides voter registration, Sanjuan was instrumental in planning a rally in Spanish 

Harlem. This rally was significant because it was one of the only appearances that Jackie 

Kennedy made on the campaign trail. Jackie’s traveling during the 1960 presidential election was 

limited because she was pregnant with her second child. Nonetheless, when asked by reporters 

about it, she said: “I can’t do too much, but I’ll do everything I can.”154 What Jackie did do was 

use her ability to speak multiple languages to win over different ethnic groups. Jackie could 

speak French, Italian, and Spanish. Sanjuan worked with her to produce one-minute radio spots 

in these respective languages for the Democratic National Committee.155 A fourth radio spot in 

Polish was also recorded, but it was not Jackie; her sister Lee Radziwill could speak Polish and, 

since their voices were similar, no one could tell the difference156. All of this was done before the 

election and, once recorded, they were sent to different radio stations across the country.  

                                                
153 Sanjuan interview, 15. 
 
154 “Mrs. Kennedy Will Not Run For First Lady,” Wilkes-Barre Record, July 15, 1960, accessed December 
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Besides the radio advertisements, Jackie starred in the first Spanish-language television 

presidential campaign advertisement. It is simple with just a shot of her speaking directly into the 

camera. The fact that she is speaking in Spanish is what makes it groundbreaking and, translated 

into English, her commentary is as follows:  

My dear friends, I am the wife of Senator John F. Kennedy, candidate to the Presidency 
of the United States. In these times of danger when world peace is threatened by 
communism, it is necessary to have in the White House a leader who is capable of 
guiding our destiny with a firm hand. My husband will always watch over the interests of 
all sectors of our society who are in need of the protection of a humanitarian government. 
For the future of our children, and to achieve a world where true peace exists, vote for the 
Democratic Party on November 8. Viva Kennedy! 157 

 
By addressing Spanish-speaking voters as her “dear friends,” the campaign was projecting a 

friendly and warm relationship. Jackie used the phrase “dear friends” frequently when addressing 

the public, so by saying it in Spanish, she was including Spanish-speaking voters in her circle. 

The main point of the advertisement was the growing threat of communism. In fact, communism 

was the central theme at the Democratic National Convention in July.158 Throughout the 

campaign, Kennedy stressed how he was the candidate who would protect Americans from this 

threat because he wanted to appear tough on the Soviet Union. Moreover, he talked about how 

communism could spread to Latin America, signaling to Latino voters.  

 In looking at Jackie’s relationship with Puerto Rican voters in New York, Jackie made 

her first speech on the campaign trail at a rally in Spanish Harlem, which was orchestrated by 

Sanjuan. At first, Kennedy was advised not to go into Spanish Harlem, but Sanjuan was able to 

convince head speechwriter Ted Sorenson that it was a worthwhile endeavor. Once he was given 

the go-ahead, Sanjuan set up a stage in the streets of Spanish Harlem and hired sound trucks. A 

group of district leaders appeared on stage with the Kennedys, one of them being Torres. Most 
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importantly, Jackie spoke in both Spanish and Italian at the rally. According to press coverage, 

she said this in Spanish: “Dear friends, I am so happy to be with you. My Spanish is poor but my 

knowledge of your history, culture, and problems is better. I can assure you if my husband is 

elected president you will have a real friend in the White House. Many thanks. Viva 

Kennedy!”159 According to Sanjuan, there were around 15,000-20,000 people who attended the 

rally. Even though Jackie spoke briefly, it is an example of her symbolic appeal.  

Conclusion 

 The incorporation of Puerto Rico into the United States added a new voting bloc to the 

electorate. Migration to the United States, specifically New York City, brought about a new set 

of issues and challenges. Puerto Ricans in New York recognized their political power and used it 

to participate in local elections. When it came to elections on the national level, Puerto Ricans 

tended to vote Democratic and the Kennedy campaign, through its Viva Kennedy structure, 

recognized the need to appeal to these voters. Campaign workers on the ground in New York, 

such as Pedro Sanjuan, saw a different experience than those on the ground in the Southwestern 

states. Although considered Latino, Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans have different 

experiences and issues that are important to them. Nonetheless, there was a power behind the 

Viva Kennedy slogan and logo. Jackie’s ability to speak multiple languages was an effective 

campaign tactic. Her radio spots were broadcast in different parts of the country and her 

television advertisement in Spanish was the first of its kind. Furthermore, her trip to Harlem 

showed that the campaign cared about the needs of Puerto Rican voters. Overall, Jackie was a 

valuable campaigner and contributed immensely in courting the Latino vote.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

 On November 8, 1960, Americans cast their votes for the 35th President of the United 

States. In one of the closest presidential elections in American history, Kennedy defeated Nixon 

by 84 electoral votes. There was a great deal of anxiety as the results came in and it was not until 

the following afternoon that Nixon conceded and Kennedy was declared the winner. His 

inauguration on January 20, 1961 was a historic day as Kennedy became the first Catholic and 

the youngest person elected as president. In his inaugural address, he famously said: “And so, my 

fellow Americans: ask not what your country can do for you - ask what you can do for your 

country.”160 Within the Viva Kennedy clubs, Mexican Americans in the Southwest and Puerto 

Ricans in New York had done their part in electing Kennedy; nationally, 85% of Mexican 

Americans gave Kennedy their votes.161 Breaking that vote down even further, 91 percent of 

Mexican Americans gave him their vote in Texas, 70 percent in New Mexico, and 85 percent in 

California.162 There was hope that from this day on, their needs and concerns would finally be 

addressed. Whether Kennedy forgot or simply ran out of time, the call for an end to 

discrimination and poverty was never fully realized. 

 About a month into office, Kennedy participated in a news conference on February 8, 

1961 in which a reporter asked him about his campaign promises made to the Mexican American 

community: 

QUESTION: Sir, the Mexican Americans are very concerned because you have not 
named one of them to a high place in your administration. They say that they are the only 
ethnic group that worked for you nationally, in the “Viva Kennedy” clubs and G.I. 

                                                
160 John F. Kennedy, "Inaugural Address" (speech, Washington, DC, January 20, 1961), National Park 
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forums, and that has not been recognized. I wonder if you plan to give them some 
recognition?  

 
THE PRESIDENT: Well, we have, I think, Dr. Garcia, from the State of Texas, I believe, 
has gone with Ambassador Whitney to Jamaica this week end.163 We did offer a position 
of responsibility to an American of Mexican extraction who is unable to accept it, but it 
was a position of high responsibility. I quite agree with you that we ought to use what I 
consider to be a great reservoir of talent, and I think this is particularly true in our 
relations with Latin America. So I will just say to you that it is a matter of interest, and 
that we will continue to see if we can provide for - if we can associate them with our 
Administration more closely.164 

 
For Kennedy, representation in his administration, while it may have been something he had 

though about, was not a top priority. This frustrated the Viva Kennedy club leaders because they 

had worked hard during the campaign. There was a plan to build upon the existing Viva 

Kennedy club structure for the 1964 presidential election, but that never came to be; Kennedy 

was assassinated on November 22, 1963. Nevertheless, Latino voter outreach programs have 

been a critical aspect of presidential elections ever since the formation of Viva Kennedy clubs in 

1960. 

 At the general election strategy meeting in July, the Kennedy campaign determined that it 

would market its candidate to Latino voters using a variety of political marketing strategies. 

During this time, the political media consultant emerged and the role evolved into one of trusted 

advisor. The creation of Viva Kennedy clubs was an early form of microtargeting and 

geographic media marketing. Part of political marketing is branding and the Viva Kennedy 

button appealed across geographic and cultural lines. The Kennedy team had a modern campaign 

that was innovative and used television and advertising in a way that had not been done before. 

The Viva Kennedy clubs constructed a favorable image of Kennedy to Latino voters. If Carlos 
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McCormick had not been at the general election strategy meeting, there probably would have 

been no proposal for reaching out to Latino voters. This speaks to the importance of having a 

diverse team in the room where the decisions are made.  

Mexican Americans came together during the presidential election of 1960 and it was this 

moment that set the foundation of this voting bloc. The Viva Kennedy clubs are part of the 

reason why Latino voters are so closely associated with the Democratic Party today. On the other 

side of the aisle, Republicans have since struggled to bring in not just the Latino community, but 

also other minorities into their coalition. This can be traced back to Nixon’s rejection of the 

“Viva Nixon” proposal. This decision led the Republican Party to adopting the southern strategy 

and only focusing on white voters. The Republican Party has always had trouble appealing 

beyond the white electorate and, with the death of the southern strategy, it is going to have to 

moderate some of its stances if it wants to have any chance of courting Latino voters and even 

African American votes. According to political scientists Lisa Garcia Bedolla and Kerry L. 

Haynie, winning with just a white-only coalition is not a viable strategy anymore.165 Therefore, 

both Democratic and Republican presidential candidates presidential candidates have been 

forced to pay more attention to the needs of Latino voters. 

The focus of this thesis was on Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans. Both groups are 

part of the Latino pan-ethnic identity and each has worked to wield political power. The 

Kennedy team worked with already established Latino political organizations, showing that it is 

key to work with insiders when building a voting coalition. Already established groups such as 

LULAC and the American GI Forum streamlined the Viva Kennedy clubs. Coalition building 

does not happened overnight and it takes effort to establish and build trust. The voter outreach 
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https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2012.758593. 



59 
 
 

program that was created through the Viva Kennedy campaign is one that many have tried to 

emulate over the years. As a Catholic, Kennedy appealed to many of those in the Latino 

community, who shared his religion. Furthermore, his family’s immigrant ancestry also appealed 

to these voters because they had both experienced some form of discrimination. However, 

Kennedy was not part of the Latino community himself. As candidates look to build their voting 

coalition, simply speaking a different language is not enough; there has to be an 

acknowledgement of the issues that are important to these voters. In the case of Latino voters, 

immigration is a top priority, so candidates must have some kind of strong policy stance on 

immigration.  

One of the most interesting findings was the role Jackie played in the Viva Kennedy 

campaign. Her ability to speak multiple languages built upon the campaign’s radio and television 

strategy and is an early example of geographic media marketing. Her television advertisement 

was the first Spanish language advertisement of its kind. Since then, many candidates have 

followed suit; if they could not speak the language themselves, then they found someone in their 

family or part of the campaign that could. Again, this type of symbolic appeal is not enough 

today to court voters because it seems like pandering. There has to be strong policy proposals as 

well as a diverse group of people working with the candidate.  

Another family member embraced the Viva Kennedy clubs and that was campaign 

manager Bobby. Bobby signed off on the clubs and, from the start, he kept in contact with its 

leaders. When Bobby ran for president in 1968, his campaign built upon the Viva Kennedy clubs 

and he even had his own variation of the button. Bobby’s time was cut short, but he recognized 

the importance of bringing people together.  
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All in all, this thesis on the Viva Kennedy clubs is important because candidates today, 

on both sides of the political spectrum, are grappling with how to appeal to Latino voters and 

bring them into their coalitions. Latino voters will continue to be a critical voting bloc in 

elections to come at the local, state, and federal levels.   

 For future research questions and opportunities, there are many possibilities. The scope of 

this thesis was the general election from the convention in July of 1960 to Election Day in 

November of 1960. There could be a study focusing on representation and whether Kennedy 

appointed Latinos to his cabinet. Additionally, his policy while in office, particularly in regard to 

immigration and Latin America relations, could be studied. A focus on representation and policy 

would also bring about a conversation on Kennedy’s own awareness. While there was contact 

between campaign officials and Viva Kennedy leaders, it does not seem like Kennedy ever really 

tailored his speeches to them. It makes one wonder whether he was just going along with it or if 

he simply did not find targeted messaging like that necessary at this time. Overall, a study like 

the one described above would assess whether the policies of the Kennedy administration and 

were favorable to Latinos. 

 This thesis focused on Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans. This brings about 

questions on other ethnic groups within the Latino identity. For example, Cuban Americans tend 

to vote Republican. A closer look at the different ethnic groups that make up the Latino identity 

and why some identify with the Democratic Party and others with the Republican Party would 

add to the scholarship on this voting bloc. Moreover, as time goes on, the alignment of these 

groups become more cemented. The focus of this thesis is on the Democratic Party, but there 

could be a study on what the Republican Party is doing to court Latino voters, especially 

considering George W. Bush’s somewhat success in 2000 and 2004. One wonders if it is 
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possible for Republicans to soften their stances on immigration to bring Latino voters into their 

coalition.   

 With the upcoming 2020 presidential election, it will be interesting to see how those on 

the Democratic side bring in minority voters to their coalitions and what issues they talk about. 

One of the important issues for Latino voters is immigration. Incumbent President Donald Trump 

has made his hardline stance on immigration very clear with his advocating of a wall on the 

Southern border. Democrats must find a way to counter his stance with practical immigration 

policy proposals. Democrats want comprehensive immigration reform, but there has yet to be a 

policy proposal put forth. As the Latino population increases, it becomes an even more important 

voting bloc and to keep them in the Democratic coalition, there has to be meaningful action 

inside the White House and not only promises made on the campaign trail. Those in the Viva 

Kennedy clubs felt as though the promises made to them were not kept; Democratic candidates 

today can act differently.  
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