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			For my beloved abuelo Carlos

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Latino Defectors

			
				defection (noun): 1. abandonment of loyalty, duty, or principle; desertion

			

			“Close your eyes,” said President Joe Biden, imploring Americans to go back to that day. “What do you see?” He was on national TV addressing a divided nation a year after the January 6 insurrection, in which more than two thousand people stormed the U.S. Capitol. When people closed their eyes, they probably saw a sea of violent white Americans clenching their fists and contesting the 2020 election results, fueled by a desire to preserve their diminishing power amid America’s rapidly changing demographics. Or, in Biden’s words: “Rioters rampaging, waving for the first time inside this Capitol a Confederate flag that symbolized the cause to destroy America, to rip us apart.” But in my mind, I zeroed in on the Latinos—inconspicuous among the vast, loud crowd—a significant number of whom were also present that day to make their voices heard.

			That curiosity is what prompted me to attend a small press conference in downtown Miami held the same day as President Biden’s address. When I arrived at around 4:00 p.m., a small crowd of Latino MAGA supporters was gathered outside of Miami’s federal courthouse, waiting for the event—meant to commemorate the anniversary of the Capitol riot—to begin. I wanted to make eye contact with the Latino insurrectionists.

			They were young, old, brown, light-skinned, former Democrats, and lifelong Republicans. Among them were members of Moms for Liberty, the right-wing “parental rights” group; the Proud Boys, an extremist white supremacist organization; and the Miami Springs Republican Club; as well as ordinary Latinos hiding behind large sunglasses, black masks, and baseball caps. Some of them had attended the January 6 rally without entering the Capitol building, while others had never even set foot in Washington, D.C., but all found common ground in their support of the insurrection. After a short prayer vigil to honor rioters who had been sentenced to prison, Gabriel Garcia took the podium. All eyes were fixed on him.

			Garcia was one of the people who appeared in my mind when I closed my eyes and thought about that day. He was a forty-something Cuban American from South Florida who had violently stormed the Capitol, proudly livestreaming his journey through the building on Facebook. Footage from that day shows Garcia basking in glory, perhaps elated to be accepted into the crowd of white supremacists. Yet, that January afternoon in Miami, Garcia, who had a Miami accent and immigrant parents, took a more somber tone as he reflected on and justified his presence at the Capitol. “If we don’t agree with the left, or the media’s bias, we get called ‘white supremacists’ or ‘racists,’ ” Gabriel told attendees and a few journalists present. He paused before adding, “Let me tell you something, there’s nothing racist about a guy called Gabriel Garcia.” His supporters nodded their heads or raised their American flags to the sky in agreement. That a Latino could be a white supremacist, or a racist was simply unfathomable.

			Fourteen months after that press conference, on May 4, 2023, an Afro-Latino man who had as a boy dreamed of becoming a spy was found guilty of seditious conspiracy for his role in the insurrection. Throughout the years, I had followed Enrique Tarrio’s journey as the chairman of the Proud Boys, interviewing him as he became increasingly radicalized and obsessed with the illusion of white power. Even though Enrique would repeatedly deny he was a white supremacist—at times by noting that he was at least 40 percent Afro-descendant—he had turned into one of the far right’s most ardent spokespersons. Enrique wasn’t physically present at the riot, but the jury determined that he had played an even more significant role that day: He was one of the masterminds behind the insurrection.

			Merely two days after Enrique’s conviction made national headlines, leaving pundits aghast that a Latino could carry such weight on the far right, thirty-three-year-old Mauricio Garcia made his way to the Allen Premium Outlets, just thirty minutes outside of Dallas. Immediately after stationing his car in the parking lot, Garcia got out and started walking toward people with his AR-15 in hand. From across the parking lot, Beatriz Leon, a Guatemalan woman, and her sister heard Garcia yelling, and then start firing at people, seemingly indiscriminately. Panicked, Beatriz quietly got inside her car, grateful that she had left her three young daughters at home. Garcia murdered eight people and wounded seven before he was eventually shot and killed by a police officer. After the carnage, Beatriz and her sister were safely escorted from the crime scene.

			Digging into Garcia’s background in the aftermath of his death, the Texas Department of Public Safety quickly learned that he was a neo-Nazi sympathizer and self-described “full blown white supremacist.” He had left behind a long trail of social media posts and handwritten notes that painted a picture of a young brown man tormented by his identity, attempting to reconcile his Latino background with his white supremacist ideals. According to the Anti-Defamation League’s Center on Extremism, Garcia had once posted a meme that depicted Latino children at a crossroads faced with the choice to either turn left toward “act Black” or right toward “become white supremacist.” Garcia had always chosen to turn right.

			A year after the shooting, Beatriz told me that she still feels traumatized—frightened by loud noises and the darkness of nightfall. She has only been able to go back to the Allen mall once and doubts she’ll ever return. It’s too hard. To this day, Beatriz’s sister refuses to go out to public spaces where large groups of people gather, like malls or movie theaters. Both women are still terrified. And knowing that the shooter was Latino adds a layer of betrayal. “It hurts, knowing that we are the same,” Beatriz said when I asked how she felt after finding out that the shooter was a white supremacist Latino. “How is it possible that you can have so much hate in your heart towards your own people?”

			From Gabriel Garcia to Enrique Tarrio to Mauricio Garcia, it’s clear that Latinos, too, can be white supremacists. We can espouse and push principles, systems, and beliefs that uphold racial hierarchies and preserve structural racism. I am convinced that the vast majority of the nearly 64 million Latinos in this country are driven by a desire for social justice and equality. As Latinos, our ancestors’ journeys to the U.S., although individually unique, were all sparked by the promise of greater freedoms. I believe those shared roots are what make us empathetic, open, and compassionate people. Yet, those roots are also what hold us hostage to our past—a past that’s marked by racial baggage, colonial traditions, and political traumas that can evoke a proclivity to white supremacy as we find our place in America. Gabriel, Enrique, and Mauricio are extreme, violent examples of this tendency, but their stories reflect the forces many Latinos are caught between—that of embodying a multiracial America or a white supremacist one; that of being victims or perpetrators; colonized or colonizers. As you’ll see in this book, Latinos, like all Americans, are caught between the pulls of progressive and ultraconservative political beliefs. We, too, dance on this spectrum.

			

			—

			The truth is that we are constantly negotiating the pressures of racial, cultural, and/or political assimilation. The day I got my acceptance letter from Barnard College, the big white envelope also included a welcome package for students of color. I was shocked to receive it. I remember asking my mother if she thought the admissions department had made a mistake: “Who do they think I am?” As a fair-skinned, seventeen-year-old first-generation Latina born in Miami, where being Latino was the norm, most people I grew up with looked and sounded like me: We all spoke English with a slight accent, spoke Spanish at home with our families, and lived unselfconsciously in the world as privileged white people. Unlike darker-skinned Latinos and Afro-Latinos in different parts of the country, many of us were never forced to question our racial and cultural identities. To suddenly feel othered, as Barnard’s welcome package seemed to indicate, just made me want to assimilate even more.

			It wasn’t until I stepped onto Barnard’s campus in New York City that I realized that the image I had of myself was different from the way America saw me. As a light-skinned Latina with a Cuban mom and a Mexican dad, I had never really thought about myself in racial terms. In Miami, I lived in a Latino bubble where both class and skin-color privilege insulated me from my differences from mainstream America and distinguished me from other Miami Latinos often marginalized from the community, such as Afro-Cubans. This bubble of privilege burst on the first day of classes. While most of my peers took the mandatory freshman-year English Seminar in different auditoriums, I was told to go down the hall to the English as a Second Language classroom. I remember how ashamed I felt walking down that hall and how much I wanted to turn back toward the sea of white American students. Wasn’t I supposed to be with them? Weren’t they what success in America looked like, the very success I was being sent to an elite Northeastern college to achieve? Yet the moment I opened the door of the small classroom where ESL classes were being held and sat at a table full of first- and second-generation Mexican, Dominican, Salvadoran, Black, and brown students, I felt more at home than I ever had.

			That classroom is where I became aware of myself as part of a national Latino community; where I became aware of myself racially and not just ethnically; where I became responsible for the privilege my skin, class, and immigration status carried; and where I started to understand how beautifully complex Latino/Latinx identity is in America. More importantly, it’s where I developed a sense of Latino solidarity and allegiance. Regardless of background, skin color, or class position, we had a bond defined by what you couldn’t see: All of us were building on our families’ legacies in America and bound together by the slippery concept of “Latinidad.” Our ancestors, grandparents, and parents left everything behind in search of freedom and opportunity. Some left because of poverty, others disillusioned by revolutions, and many to flee violence. They left by rafts and boats, by plane or by walking across borders. And they stayed and built lives here, even as the freedom they sought ended up being harder to grasp than they imagined when they bought into the American dream.

			So, for the first time in my life, on that Upper West Side campus, not only was I aware of what made me different, I was proud of it. But what if, at that crossroad, I had refused to go down that Barnard hallway with the other Latino students? What if, like Mauricio Garcia’s online meme suggested, I had turned right toward the room that was less racially and ethnically diverse? That choice could have set me off on a different path in life, distinctively shaping my views and future. I would not have been alone. Defection has always been part of the Latino story in this country. That is why we can’t turn a blind eye to it now.

			During the Civil War, which came just thirteen years after the Mexican-American War, there were thousands of Mexican Americans living in the United States, most of them in border states like California, New Mexico, and Texas. Even though most Mexican Americans were violently discriminated against by white soldiers from both sides of the war and many avoided choosing sides, the majority of those who did end up fighting were drawn to the Union’s cause. Over ten thousand joined the Union Army and militia, and historians speculate that some may have joined specifically out of revenge toward the elites who had once stolen land from them. But the driving force of their support was Mexican Americans’ overwhelming opposition to slavery, which slowly became abolished in Mexico ever since the country gained independence from Spain in 1821. By 1837 slavery was fully outlawed in Mexico. In fact, there is evidence that Mexican Americans in South Texas, known as Tejanos, were also involved in the Underground Railroad, and helped those fleeing slavery escape to Mexico.

			But at least 2,500 Mexican Americans, most of them Tejanos, joined the Confederate Army. The most prominent was Colonel Santos Benavides, who lived in Laredo, Texas, steps away from the U.S.-Mexico border. Benavides became the highest-ranking Tejano officer in the Confederate Army and built a reputation as a “slave catcher.” There are records of him crossing into Mexico to retrieve runaway enslaved people and either return them to their enslavers or jail them. There are also records of Benavides defeating fellow Mexican Americans who had joined the Union and invading northern Mexico, the land of his roots, to retaliate against the Union-inspired factions that had formed there. With time, Benavides earned the respect of white Confederates, who praised him for his bravery and commitment to “capture runaway negroes.”

			We’ve always treated stories like those of Benavides, Enrique Tarrio, or Mauricio Garcia as anomalies in American history, as outlier cases that defy our notions of Latinidad and the progressive Latino voter. Yet, through my last few years reporting on the ground, I’ve come across a small but growing group of Latinos who—in big, small, subtle, and loud ways—have fundamentally forced me to rethink what a “majority-minority nation” can look like in the future. Many of the Latinos I’ve come across have shown me that—politically neglected and unengaged—we can end up embracing many of the traits and qualities that perpetuate systemic racism, white supremacy, and inequalities, even while outwardly appearing browner. In the backdrop of the rise of Trumpism, the culture wars, and the rampant spread of disinformation, I’ve met Latino border vigilantes. Latinos who think of themselves as walking Spanish colonialists. Anti-Black Afro-Latinos. Latinos who endorse Christian nationalism. Culture warriors who storm school board meetings and drag shows. I’ve met Latinos who yearn for authoritarianism and strongman rule. Latinos who proudly push the “Big Lie” and COVID-19 conspiracies. Latino Confederates, like Benavides. Pro-Trump undocumented immigrants. And yes, Latino insurrectionists. Together, these people are diving headlong into America’s racial fault lines, reinvigorating the colonized part of our roots that makes us prone to buying into today’s far-right politics.

			

			—

			My fear as I continue reporting is that we risk missing the political complexity within the Latino community and dismiss these trends as insignificant. As journalists and pundits, our tendency is to make sense of these trends through polls, surveys, and reports. Those numbers will confirm that Latinos continue to overwhelmingly support Democratic candidates and continue to constitute the Democrats’ most loyal base. They will confirm that most Latinos back the Democrats’ social agenda, from abortion to affordable housing to Obamacare or their economic vision. But the numbers will also show that Donald Trump made a significant advance with Latino voters during the 2020 election, receiving 38 percent of the Latino vote (historically, conservatives have consistently won about 30 percent of the Latino vote).

			Ahead of the 2024 presidential election, Republicans will likely continue to make inroads with Latinos, and pundits will classify all of this as a “rightward shift,” an overly simplistic explanation. Those numbers, like they always have, will ebb and flow and be contested by both parties. Becoming aware means recognizing that no poll, survey, or report can accurately capture the profound moment of cultural reckoning many Latinos are currently living through, prompting them to ask themselves: What type of American do I want to be? That question can’t be answered through numbers, but rather by finally confronting the entire picture of who we are as Latinos—our rich diversity and our own racism, our easy and hard truths, our promising future and intricate past. It’s not only smart politics. It validates our humanity and is the key to understanding our social, cultural, and political future as a nation.

			Based on my original reporting for MSNBC and Vice News, as well as interviews conducted exclusively for this book, Defectors takes us into the hearts and minds of a segment of Latinos changing the direction of the country. In their quest to find belonging in America, some have been seduced by extremism, white supremacy, and Trumpism. What’s at the heart of that? I have identified three main influences that, I believe, are driving this shift: 1) tribalism, 2) traditionalism, and 3) trauma. These influences aren’t external factors; instead they lie deep inside of us. Tribalism focuses on the internal racism and discrimination we carry; traditionalism focuses on how our conservative moral values coupled with colonialism affect our role in the religious, culture, and information wars; and trauma focuses on the pain we carry from Latin America’s troubled political past. I want to emphasize that this book is not meant to represent the entirety of the Latino population, but rather a segment that, while hard to understand at times, is crucial to finding answers. This is not a book about the “Latino vote.” It is about how mythologies about Latino identity ignore the very real political and cultural changes brought about by the MAGA movement’s efforts to court Latinos. Left unexamined, these changes are causing a ripple effect, exacerbating the crisis of American democracy. My goal is to help us understand and identify this political fault line before Latinos become another cautionary tale of the end of democracy.

			This book will help progressives and people like Beatriz, the Guatemalan mother who saw Mauricio Garcia massacre eight people in that Allen mall, understand why they shouldn’t be surprised by Latino involvement and perpetuation of white supremacist beliefs. The fact that a man by the name Gabriel Garcia stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, should, unfortunately, also come as no surprise. But this book will also help Beatriz and all of us understand that gaining deeper knowledge about who some Latinos are politically today has a lot to teach us about the course of democracy in the United States. That introspection will force us to confront a crisis of America’s own making: The U.S.’s legacy of spreading American exceptionalism in Latin America has cast a long shadow, directly impacting its current battle with democracy.

		

	
		
			Part I

			
				Tribalism

			

		

	
		
			1

			

			Border Vigilantes

			When I met Anthony Aguero in El Paso, Texas, in June 2022, he seemed like a different person from the man I’d gotten to know online. For months, I had been following the content he published at “Border Network News,” an online platform he cofounded with a fellow Latino, who goes by Oscar El Blue, to cover immigration. Anthony’s online persona was, frankly, intimidating—made up of livestreams showing him stalking asylum seekers, alarmist tweets railing against “illegal aliens,” and countless interviews denouncing politicians for “not doing enough” to secure the border. He was loud and forceful, almost frightening, blending in perfectly with the growing chorus of right-wing white voices across the nation fearmongering about the border crisis—or, in Anthony’s words, the “border wars.” But in person, he struck me at first as a timid man with a frontero accent and shaky voice who avoided eye contact and exchanged limited words. Anthony had agreed to allow me to shadow him for a couple of hours for a Vice News story. When I opened the door and hopped inside his car at a gas station in El Paso, Anthony wasn’t alone. His friend Chris, a large white man, former ICE—Immigration and Customs Enforcement—agent and open-carry advocate, was sitting in the back, towering over us. We’d be going on one of the surveillance runs Anthony typically makes along the southern border as an independent journalist, which is how he identifies himself.

			“I live and breathe the border,” Anthony said immediately after closing the driver’s door, now seemingly more comfortable in Chris’s presence. He slowly started to sound more like his online persona. “It makes it hard to even have a relationship or even friendships at times, because I’m just so obsessively, compulsively dedicated to this.” The type of journalism Anthony does is highly partisan and at times he sounds like a Fox News spokesperson. I’ve always considered his reporting deeply flawed, ignoring that the universal story of migration is driven by a powerful urge to survive, not Anthony’s fearmongering narrative. The truth is, Anthony and I were probably both skeptical of each other’s intentions—he likely viewed me as part of the “liberal fake media,” given my affiliation to Vice News and MSNBC, and I admittedly saw Anthony as a “radical right-winger,” but we were both willing to open up to each other’s world in order to break our own stereotypes, and I appreciated his willingness. Yes, Anthony was completely, fanatically obsessed with protecting what he sees as the integrity of the United States–Mexico border, but I suspected he wasn’t always this way.

			In his late thirties, Anthony is a first-generation American who was born and raised in El Paso. His family came to the U.S. fleeing the narco violence that, in the last decades, has swept through Mexico. He’s brown, and even though he’s known around town as “Anthony” and online as “Conservative Anthony,” his real name is Pedro Antonio Aguero. Like most Latinos, Anthony was raised a Democrat. Allegiance to the Dems is often assumed in Latino households; you’re almost born into the Democratic Party—particularly in South Texas, where Latinos have historically supported more lenient immigration policies (until recently). At one point, when he was a student, Anthony was a huge supporter of then Democratic congressman Beto O’Rourke, a fellow El Paso native who represented the Sixteenth Congressional District from 2013 to 2019. As Beto was rising in his political career, Anthony was recruiting people to join Beto’s political movement. That all changed when, one day in class, his professor challenged Anthony to articulate why he was helping Beto. “I didn’t have an answer,” Anthony recalls. His professor’s response would change the trajectory of his life: “Dead fish go with the flow.”

			Since then, Anthony’s guiding principle has been skepticism. He is driven by the need to endlessly, and often baselessly, question everything around him. He began to question his ingrained beliefs—Democrats’ immigration policies in particular—eventually realizing that his values were never aligned with liberals’. He found a home in conservatism, and by 2019, the Southern Poverty Law Center was already flagging Anthony’s connections to the border militia group United Constitutional Patriots.

			In 2020, Anthony ran as a Republican to represent Beto’s former district, which includes most of El Paso and its suburbs, and lost in the primary. But today, his politics don’t fit the traditional GOP framework. Anthony blames both Democrats and Republicans for the country’s immigration crisis. “I feel [like taking the] red pill is understanding the dynamics of the unique parties and how they work together to control the masses,” Anthony told me in the car. The term “take the red pill,” a reference from the movie The Matrix, is increasingly used by conspiracy theorists in search of an alternative or hidden truth that they believe is being kept from them. He channels this paranoia into restricting and policing immigration. It has become his most fervent passion, turning Anthony into a lone wolf who obsessively patrols the border in the name of bringing “truth” to the world. Anthony doesn’t believe that most people are pushed to migrate to the U.S. fleeing dangerous situations—as his own family was—or that they’re drawn to the U.S. by the promise of work. Instead, he thinks many of them are innately bad actors who are set on ruining the U.S. and committing crimes. But Anthony carries a massive blind spot: His eyes have been trained to see criminals everywhere. To him, taking the red pill means viewing the world through a prism of suspicion and distrust.

			In the car, Anthony told me about an undocumented immigrant he had spotted and tailed around town before meeting up with me. “We recorded him, and Border Patrol came by. They made the apprehension,” he said proudly while chugging an energy drink (U.S. Customs and Border Protection [CBP] agents typically enforce immigration law at and near the border, while ICE focuses on the interior of the U.S.). In a sense, Anthony is not wrong to see the border as violent and dangerous. The plight of immigrants has become intertwined with cartel violence, and over the last couple of years I have spent a lot of time with migrants and asylum seekers living in limbo along the Mexican side of the southern border. While many anxious migrant mothers, fathers, and children wait for U.S. officials and immigration policies to determine their fate and ability to enter the U.S., cartel members have made a profit out of their status. I’ve spoken directly to cartel members in Ciudad Juárez, a border town directly across from El Paso, who make a living out of kidnapping Cuban migrants and holding them ransom until their families in the U.S. can pay up to $20,000 for their release. I’ve spoken to desperate Guatemalan fathers in the Mexican town of Reynosa, a few miles from McAllen, who are willing to pay cartel coyotes $10,000 to cross their small children into the U.S. I’ve met migrant women in shelters in Matamoros, across from Brownsville, who are scared to leave their makeshift tents out of fear they’ll be raped again in the streets. Any journalist who covers the area is bound to have been exposed to traumatic scenes at the U.S.-Mexico border.

			However, where Anthony is wrong is in his keenness to conflate that trauma, cartel violence, and the border’s humanitarian crisis with migrants’ personal characters. In the 2022 fiscal year, U.S. border authorities encountered more than two million migrants, a record-breaking number. Anthony leveraged those statistics and images of caravans of migrants forming by the ports of entry to cast a distorted and dehumanizing picture of immigrants. Yet those images are not unrecognizable. They are not scary. They actually demonstrate something most Latinos in the United States can recognize: Desperation knows no bounds. Tens of thousands of the Mexicans, Venezuelans, Nicaraguans, or Cubans in our own backyard today made the very same calculation my grandparents or Anthony’s did years ago, opting to risk their lives for vague dreams that seemed more promising than the dire realities they were facing. But whereas Anthony sees danger in the immigrants themselves, I see it in their circumstances and view in them a resilience, sacrifice, and pain that I try to help my audience recognize, as well, when I am reporting on the ground. Anthony imagines migrants as people who are vastly different from him, inherently violent beings threatening the U.S. and the American dream. But what Anthony doesn’t realize is that he has become the living personification of one of American history’s most violent actors: border vigilantes.

			In this dangerously polarized America, a portion of Latinos are becoming some of the most powerful modern-day border vigilantes. Not all have the same violent nature as the historical white militia groups that have patrolled the border, but they carry an even stronger weapon: their insatiable imagination. There, social anxieties combine with the urge to continue fitting in with America’s mainstream, making space for conspiracy theories and misinformation to grow. Many Latinos have fallen into the traps of white supremacy, diligently conforming (unknowingly or not) to a system that doesn’t just discriminate against them but also sees them as threats to the preservation of whiteness. Like white Americans, these Latinos now perceive that they have something to lose if immigration isn’t more aggressively regulated, but unlike white Americans they also have something to prove: their own belonging in America. And the moment someone reminds these Latino border vigilantes that they are not fully who they think they are, or that they need to validate their presence in this country, the more vigilant they become of their surroundings.

			

			—

			The year I met Anthony is when I realized just how deeply entrenched anti-immigrant sentiments had become among some Latinos. It wasn’t just lone wolves like Anthony who had internalized these beliefs—those sentiments were also reaching the highest levels of power. A couple of months after my first encounter with Anthony, I found myself covering Texas’s Fifteenth Congressional District race during the 2022 midterms. The region, which sits along the southern border, is over 80 percent Latino and has traditionally been a Democratic stronghold. I was naively expecting voters to rally around Democratic nominee Michelle Vallejo, whose campaign was counter to the anti-immigrant rhetoric spewed by her opponent Monica De La Cruz. Instead, De La Cruz made history by flipping this historically blue territory. On election night, I ended up at the Radisson Hotel in McAllen, where supporters were gathered for her victory party. De La Cruz, the granddaughter of a Mexican farmworker, became the first Latina and Republican to ever represent that region. How did she win? By sounding like a border vigilante.

			De La Cruz, who was endorsed by Trump, campaigned on the idea that the American Dream was in peril, jeopardized by unsafe borders and an influx of immigrants who were polluting the country with “drugs, gangs, and violence,” as she put it. She promised voters she would “finish what Trump started.” She meant she was committed to building the wall. Her messaging was in stark contrast to that of Michelle Vallejo, the thirty-four-year-old Latina running as a progressive who campaigned around town in blue jeans, Tejano boots, and a star-spangled button-down, irresistibly emanating every immigrant parent’s dream. When I followed Vallejo earlier that morning, before the results were announced, I couldn’t help but notice the way she acknowledged her dad, Daniel, a humble Mexican immigrant who stood proudly by his daughter as he watched her deliver stump speeches. In between sentences, Michelle would pause to glance back at her dad, as if she was silently nodding to their roots. That gaze felt like a look back across time, across the U.S.-Mexico border. It was a gaze full of admiration. De La Cruz had campaigned by urging voters to look back across the border, as well, but with vigilance and something more akin to a desire for vengeance.

			In one of De La Cruz’s 2022 campaign outreach emails to voters, she wrote something that went unnoticed. It was a message typically heard from white extremists:

			
				Here in my district, people are upset that while they waited their turn to immigrate to the United States, Democrats are actively ignoring laws on the book and allowing millions of migrants to come into our country illegally. Why? Because the thinking goes that if they’re given enough handouts, these migrants will eventually be Democrat voters.

			

			Hidden in between those words was a cryptic and subtle reference to elements of the Great Replacement theory—a dangerous, racist narrative pushed by white supremacists that claims there is an active and coordinated effort to replace white people with immigrants and people of color. Today, many who ascribe to this theory believe that Democrats are behind that effort. Yet the premise of the Great Replacement theory stems from The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a manifesto first published in tsarist Russia in the early twentieth century that characterizes Jews as conspirators secretly plotting to rule and control the world. Protocols didn’t just become the foundation of contemporary antisemitism; it also provided a powerful framework for the evolution of seemingly unrelated conspiracy theories. The Protocols of the Elders of Zion has successfully inserted paranoia in certain segments of U.S. society by pointing to an enemy within the body politic that seeks existential destruction.

			White supremacists have used the ideas at the core of the Protocols in different ways over the years, replacing Jews as the source of their paranoia with other marginalized minorities. Yet the Great Replacement theory’s outlook on migrants and descendants of immigrants from Latin America has become the most consistent and vibrant manifestation of the Protocols since its initial dissemination. Eric Ward, a senior fellow at the Southern Poverty Law Center and expert on authoritarianism, believes the Great Replacement theory has enduring potency among white supremacists in search of a powerful, fearmongering narrative that justifies their politics and efforts at policymaking. “It’s used to justify this idea that we are not dealing with an immigration crisis, but we are in an existential war for the preservation of white America,” Ward said when we spoke.

			The fear of nonwhite majorities taking over the United States has always lived in the minds of some Americans, but it slowly moved from the fringes to the mainstream thanks to people like John Tanton, who is considered the architect of America’s modern anti-immigration movement. In the late 1970s, Tanton, a Michigan-born ophthalmologist, built a network of anti-immigration groups and lobbyists that, to this day, shape the public discourse by spreading the notion that European American culture can only be preserved by restraining the arrival of nonwhite migrants. For decades, Tanton warned of a “Latin onslaught,” belittled Latinos’ intelligence, and advocated for “English-only” efforts. Many of his beliefs later became the core of Donald Trump’s immigration agenda, as officials penned policies like Zero Tolerance, which deliberately separated migrant parents from their children, or the Muslim Ban, which prohibited travel from seven predominantly Muslim nations, among other things. By the beginning of the Biden administration, Tanton’s brand of xenophobia was part of right-wing media’s DNA, with former Fox News anchor Tucker Carlson (who was host of the most watched cable news show before his departure from the network in April 2023) giving endless rants about declining white birth rates and “Democrats’ plot to force demographic change.” As this policy movement was slowly infiltrating the country through the decades, white armed border vigilantes became physical manifestations of America’s anti-immigrant ideology. Ideology and violence worked hand in hand.

			My dad saw this evolution up close. In 1985, he was a young Mexican immigrant journalist who barely spoke English and had just arrived in the U.S. to work for Spanish International Network (which would later become Univision). For the past thirty-five years, my dad has cohosted Univision’s nightly newscast and has become one of the most important journalists in the country, but there was a time when the success of a Latino like him seemed unlikely. He vividly remembers covering the growing vigilante movement that emerged along the southern border in the early 1980s, a movement that was building on the efforts of groups and individuals such as John Tanton and David Duke’s 1977 Klan Border Watch. In 1986, the summer before I was born, thirty-seven-year-old J. R. Hagan led a militia group that rounded up and detained sixteen undocumented immigrants close to Tucson. The founder of a group called the Ranch Rescue proudly claimed they detained “12,000 illegal immigrants” between 1996 and 2006. By the mid-2000s, the Minuteman Project, one of the most prominent militia groups of the era, had thousands of volunteers invested in their cause to take matters into their own hands, patrolling the border and turning anyone they apprehended over for deportation. And when I was thirty-one years old, around the same age my dad was when he was reporting on these movements, it was my turn to cover the tragedy that stemmed from another man who took matters into his own hands and murdered twenty-three people in an El Paso Walmart, fearing a “Hispanic invasion.”

			It all came full circle. I remember walking by the vigil outside of El Paso’s Walmart in 2019 and seeing a poster that read “Hate will not divide the borderland.” In that moment, it was so clear in my mind that Latinos’ common enemy was the anti-immigrant, white nationalist voice. For Latinos who came of age during this era, our collective public identity was developed in juxtaposition to the type of hate embodied by the border vigilantes. It’s hard to fathom that we, too, could be the perpetrators. But this long-held assumption was effectively shattered when I saw Anthony Aguero patrolling the southern border or Monica De La Cruz succeed in her electoral race with ease. Should I have been as surprised as I was? The short answer is: No.

			

			—

			Anti-immigrant sentiment is visceral. It is tribal. And it provokes a feeling that can transcend lines of race and ethnicity, because it taps into one of our most essential human traits: our core sense of identity and belonging. Contrary to public opinion, research suggests that anti-immigrant feelings are less correlated to economic anxieties and more to cultural identity. Jens Hainmueller, a professor at Stanford University, and Daniel Hopkins, who teaches at the University of Pennsylvania, reviewed more than one hundred studies about attitudes toward immigration from over two dozen countries. These concluded that nativism isn’t rooted in the “they are stealing our jobs and lowering our wages” narrative, but rather in native-borns’ perception that newcomers are distorting their national identity and cultural norms. Notably, their research found that natives are more concerned about whether immigrants speak the country’s native language than with their race and ethnicity. In other words, the more immigrants can appear to perfectly blend into that image of America—one characterized by unique norms, culture, and language—the less threatening they become.

			Latinos are not immune to those feelings. In fact, our historic drive to conform and prove ourselves worthy of belonging in America can activate our own anti-immigrant sentiments as a means of reinforcing that we are, in fact, “real Americans.” The political scientist Benjamin R. Knoll began sounding the alarm on this issue in the early 2000s. Knoll, who at the time was a grad student at the University of Iowa, remembers a woman scoffing at the notion that Latinos could be nativists as he presented an early version of his dissertation to a room of intellectuals at a political science conference in Chicago. In his final study, which was published in 2012, Knoll concluded that as Latinos continued to grow up in and assimilate into the country, their pro-immigration bias would slowly dissipate, “perhaps eventually disappear altogether.” Very similar to what Hainmuller and Hopkins found, Knoll concluded that cultural assimilation—the degree to which Latinos are and feel Americanized—was a much stronger predictor of nativism than their concern about economic competition or any other variable. Yet, as opposed to many white Americans, Latinos have to work twice as hard to not just feel “American” but to be accepted as “American” by the larger society. Assimilation is a contractual agreement; it can only work if both parties agree to the terms. Thus, recent immigrants don’t just threaten Latinos’ own sense of belonging—they threaten to taint the image the rest of America has of Latinos.

			That image is in fact delicate. Xenophobia runs so deep it can subdue even this nation’s deepest source of hate: anti-Blackness. A 2021 Cambridge University study investigated the way white people’s attitudes toward Latinos and Black Americans shifted between 1970 and 2010. Over those forty years, they found that as Mexican immigration increased, white people’s hostility toward Black Americans decreased while their disdain toward Latinos grew. In areas with high surges of Latino immigration, the gap in white sentiment toward the two groups was even more accentuated. The researchers wrote: “in parts of the United States that experienced larger increases in the population share of Mexican immigrants, we found that White Americans over time rated Black Americans more warmly on the feeling thermometer—as negative attitudes toward Latinos grew.”

			This also helps explain why, regardless of how assimilated Latinos have become, there’s this deep, hovering feeling that we’ll never be American enough. As Latinos, we spend a lot of time feeling like foreigners in our own country. My dad, who’s lived for over thirty-five years in the U.S., always reminds me that the feeling of being a “perpetual foreigner” never ends. It goes beyond the countless viral TikTok videos of a “Karen” losing it when she hears someone speak Spanish in a supermarket. In 2016, a Pew Research survey found that more than half of Latinos reported experiencing discrimination. Interestingly, their survey found that U.S.-born Latinos (62 percent) were more likely than immigrants (41 percent) to say they had experienced unfair treatment or discrimination. Perhaps because in daring to claim an American identity, U.S.-born Latinos are more likely to face barriers to inclusion and belonging—constantly having to prove that they are worthy of being considered “real Americans.” The truth is, the hate is always staring us in the face. And the quest to fit in to this country could be increasingly driving some Latinos toward extreme nativism, for there is nothing more nationalistic than making immigrants, a sworn enemy of many white Americans, your enemy as well. Especially if the enemy forces others to question your belonging.

			As the tales of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion showed us, immigrants are an easy target when society is trying to figure out whom to blame for its existential problems. That’s part of the reason why Tanton’s anti-immigrant campaign was so successful—because, at its core, it’s based on making concrete a fear that had previously been unrecognized. That fear is universal. That fear reached Monica De La Cruz and Anthony Aguero, who bought into the paranoia that the Great Replacement theory was meant to evoke. De La Cruz and Aguero believed that white America could fully embrace them, even if it couldn’t embrace others who had their same background and brown skin color. That combination of fear, resentment, and delusion morphed people like De La Cruz and Aguero into modern-day border vigilantes. As I saw in El Paso, that delusion can become very dangerous.

			

			—

			The day I met Anthony for the Vice News story, he drove me to a couple of what he called “hot spots
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