
 149

Identifying and Understanding Latino Stereotypes as Portrayed in Film 
 

Ilene Scoratow 
Oliver High School 

 
Overview 
 
This unit was designed to aid Spanish 1 students in grades 9-12 in the breaking 
down of stereotypes they have about Latinos living in the United States.  The unit 
takes them from identifying the stereotypes they have about Latinos, to 
understanding why they have those stereotypes, and attempts to break down the 
stereotypes and create a new view of Latinos for the students.  Film is the primary 
source of my students’ awareness of Latinos and thus the source of the 
stereotypes they have about them.  Therefore, in this unit, I use film as the 
medium for bringing to light the creation and purpose of perpetuation of 
stereotypes about Latinos and minorities in general in American society.  The unit 
contains a series of activities meant to fulfill the objective of reinventing the 
image of Latin Americans in the minds of my students. 
 
 Rationale 
 
 Throughout history stereotypes of various ethnic groups have formed in 
the minds of citizens of the United States.  These stereotypes serve different 
purposes depending on the group using the stereotype and the group being defined 
by it.  A stereotype can be defined as many different things. One meaning of the 
word was used by Walter Lippman in 1922 and is defined as a necessary 
psychological tool used by all people for contextualizing information from their 
environment, when defined this way, a stereotype remains value neutral.  Another 
way of defining stereotype, which is more commonly used in today’s society is as 
a prejudice; a way of judging others as innately inferior based on traits such as 
skin color, language, religion, and basic cultural differences.  This way of “bad” 
stereotyping was described by Arthur Miller in his work Historical and 
Contemporary Perspectives on Stereotyping, this meaning of stereotypes will be 
the basis for this unit. (Ramirez-Berg 14) 
 
    In the media, stereotypes are assigned by a dominant group as a way of 
projecting negative images of other groups to anyone who is exposed to that 
particular media outlet, whether they are members of the dominant group or of 
any marginalized group.  This phenomenon is discussed by Charles Ramirez-Berg 
in his book, Latino Images in Film and is explained by the following quotation.  
“…clearly the mass media is the dominant’s media and routinely reflects 
dominant attitudes.  Furthermore, mass media reaches the widest audience.  
Where mass media is concerned…stereotypes generally go one way: from the 
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dominant to the disenfranchised in the margins.” (Ramirez-Berg 21)    These 
stereotypes stem from basic cultural differences between the two groups and 
become part of a society’s belief structure through personification in radio, 
television, and movies.   As noted by Ramirez-Berg, “The images (of Latinos) in 
American film exist not in a vacuum but as part of a larger discourse on Otherness 
in the United States…Beyond their existence as mental constructs or film images, 
stereotypes are part of a social conversation that reveals the mainstream’s 
attitudes about others.” (Ramirez-Berg 4)  Thus, the negative images of others, in 
this case, Latinos, portrayed in film do not exist solely in film, but in the 
consciousness of the population of the United States in general.   
 
 The use of the negative stereotyping of minority groups by a dominant 
group, in the case of the United States, Anglos, is done to maintain a societal 
status quo.  In order to continue perpetuating the image of the Anglo American as 
dominant and powerful, negative stereotypes have been assigned to all minority 
groups and perpetuated based on cultural differences.  Richard Dyer discusses this 
theory in “Stereotyping.”  He states that stereotyping is the way that a dominant 
group tries “to fashion the whole of society according to their own world view, 
value-system, sensibility and ideology.” (qtd. In Ramirez-Berg 22) Ramirez-Berg 
uses the term “illegal alien” as an example of the way Anglos dominate Latinos.  
The connotation of the term gives the immediate feeling that Latinos are all 
criminal as opposed to being productive participants in society. (Ramirez-Berg 
22)  Thus, by continuing to show Latinos in a negative light in mass media, the 
view in society remains negative and they remain dominated by Anglos. 
 
 American mass media uses a variety of cinematic conventions in order to 
portray minorities in a negative light.  The framing, mise-en-scène, camera 
movement, camera angles, music, sound effects, costuming, makeup, set design, 
scripting, acting conventions, and lighting all contribute to the feeling a film 
creates.  In that respect they all contribute to creating stereotypes that the 
dominant group wants to perpetuate about minorities.  Where framing is 
concerned; the dominant character, usually an Anglo male is the center of interest 
in a film.  Thus, he occupies the center one-third of the frame and minor 
characters are use to fill out the sides of the shot.  Mise-en-scène or staging of a 
scene is another way cinematographers perpetuate stereotypes.  Scenes are staged 
to portray minorities as being removed from traditional society and acting in 
savage ways while dominant characters are able to remain calm and collected 
under pressure.  Camera movement and camera angles aid the connotation of a 
scene by shooting scenes from the dominant character’s point of view rather than 
the point of view of a minority character.  Music and sound effects are used to 
create feeling in movies.  Movies are not only visually stimulating, but they 
appeal to other senses as well, by having a viewer associate a visual with 
particular sounds; the impact of a scene is much more forceful.  In movies 



 151

costuming is important because people associate certain colors with personality 
traits and behaviors.  Protagonists usually wear lighter colors while antagonists 
wear dark ones.  Thus in film Anglo people usually wear light colors while 
minorities wear dark colors.  In the past makeup played a different role than it 
does today, when white actors played both protagonist Anglos and antagonist 
minorities, makeup was used to darken the skin of Anglo actors to make them 
look Hispanic or of another ethnicity.  Now, minorities often play parts written for 
them and make up is used to enhance certain traits associated with minority 
appearance; for example a visible tattoo or scar.  Set design is important in 
creating stereotypes, because when depicting where minorities live, a set is 
usually designed to look like the ghetto.  Scripting is of the utmost importance for 
media perpetuation of stereotypes; lines which indicate “intelligence, rationality, 
or wit,” always go to the dominant character. (Ramirez-Berg 51)  Whereas lines 
that indicate negative personality traits are assigned to characters from minority 
backgrounds.  Acting conventions are important because both villains and heroes 
behave in predictable ways, ways that contribute to a negative image of minorities 
and a positive image of a dominant race.  Even the lighting of the scene plays a 
role on creating stereotypes in that it effects how we perceive particular 
characters; dark and shadowy or overly sweaty, this effects how an audience 
perceives certain characters and thus particular groups of people.  Although it 
appears in a subconscious manner to the viewer, cinematic conventions are 
purposely put into film in order to portray society’s minority groups negatively 
and the dominant group positively.  These aspects of filmmaking create an 
unsettling feeling of minority groups that becomes part of society’s 
consciousness. (Ramirez-Berg 38-56) 
  
 Because society’s dominant group usually deems so many of the minority 
group’s traits to be negative it would be impossible to personify all of the traits in 
one character.  However, since the stereotypes are put into human form in the 
movies, negative traits are mixed among several stereotypical characters meant to 
define the entire Out-group being represented.  Ramirez Berg has broken down 
the Latino stereotypes into six characters commonly seen in American film: el 
bandido (the bandit), the harlot, the male buffoon, the female clown, the Latin 
lover, and the dark Lady.  These six characters in some manner contain all of the 
negative traits that the dominant society believes Latinos possess.  Because 
negative stereotypes of Latinos are portrayed over and over in the media, in the 
United Sates we have come to think of Latinos as being defined by several 
unflattering characteristics clarified in the work of Stuart Fischoff.  We have 
come to define the following as synonymous with Latin Americans anti-
social/criminal behavior, laziness, idiocy, promiscuousness, and 
helplessness.(Fischoff 39)  
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 I have been a teacher at Oliver High School in Pittsburgh’s north side for 
four years.  Oliver High School is a predominantly minority and low income 
school.  Eighty percent of the students at Oliver are African American, the rest of 
the school is 18% Caucasian and 2% are Hispanic, Hispanic-American, or Asian-
American.  The students with whom I have come into contact over the past four 
years do not have much interaction with people from backgrounds other than their 
own, and also do not possess knowledge of cultures other than their own.  With 
the exception of movies many of the students I have taught have no understanding 
of the Latin American community.  However, as the racial make-up of Pittsburgh 
changes, it will become increasingly important for the students at Oliver to have 
some basic understanding of Latino culture, and how it is both similar and 
different to their own. 
 
 At the beginning of every school year, I provide each student with a multi-
cultural survey so that I can better assess what they know about native Spanish 
speakers both in the United States and abroad, and also get an understanding for 
the preconceived notions they have about the Latino community based on 
previous Spanish classes or their experiences outside of school.  Every year what I 
find from my students is that most of what they “know” about the Latino 
community is predicated upon what they see on television or in movies.   
 
 As a teacher who spends a lot of time traveling back and forth between 
Mexico and the U.S., I believe it is important to provide the young people in my 
Spanish classes with an alternative view of Latin culture and Latin Americans.  I 
hope that through this unit my students will come to see Hispanic-Americans as 
more than dirty, lazy, poor, and undereducated people holding down poor jobs 
and acting in an overly sexual manner; but rather, as productive citizens with a 
rich culture.  I would also like for my students to be able to recognize the 
stereotypes, where they stem from, and understand that the stereotypes are just 
that, stereotypes.  Education is the key factor in the breaking down of societal 
stereotypes and, unfortunately, in my opinion Pittsburgh is still a fairly segregated 
city.  Our students do not interact to a high degree with people from cultures 
outside of their own.  In addition I do not feel that the schools or teachers in 
general do enough to educate students about other cultures or groups with whom 
students do not have contact.  Therefore, I would like to use this as an opportunity 
to teach students about a culture that exists in most large cities in the United 
States, but is just becoming an important part of Pittsburgh’s population.  
 
 This unit will be written for Oliver High School students taking Spanish 
level one and who are in grades 9-12.  The unit will be completed over a month 
long period at the beginning of first semester in order to provide students with an 
understanding of why it is important to study Spanish at the high school level.  
This unit will involve using clips from several movies and documentaries both by 
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and about Latinos in the United States.  The unit will also span aspects of several 
curriculums including: World Language, Math, Social Studies and English.  I plan 
to incorporate math and social studies in a group project that will have students 
graph the population of several major cities by ethnicity, compare and contrast the 
Hispanic populations of those cities on another graph, and create maps of the 
United States, locating those cities and indicating using some form of coding the 
amount of Hispanic people living in that area.  I plan to incorporate the English 
curriculum by having students complete several writing pieces before and after 
the project culminating in a piece comparing their views of Hispanic-Americans 
both before and after the unit. 
  
 
Objectives 
 
The primary objectives of this unit include: having students identify the 
stereotypes they have about Latin Americans, explore where these stereotypes 
come from, describe how the stereotypes are perpetuated through American Film, 
and to redefine for themselves and their peers the image of Latinos as it should be 
portrayed in society or in a school context at the very least.  In addition to the 
primary objectives that I would like to reach through this project, there are 
secondary objectives that also must be reached in order to reach the primary 
objectives.  These objectives are interdisciplinary in nature and include elements 
from the English, Social Studies and Math curriculums.  These objective include 
the writing of coherent essays on topics relating to the various aspects of this unit, 
identifying major US cities on a map and indicating what percentage of the 
population of these cities is made up by Latin Americans, and how this affects the 
culture of each city individually.  Due to the nature of the curriculum unit and the 
objectives described above the unit addresses a number of content standards for 
the Pittsburgh Public Schools in several disciplines.  They are described below: 
 
Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening 
 
1. All students use effective research and information management skills, 
including locating primary and secondary sources of information with traditional 
and emerging library technologies. 
 
2. All students read and use a variety of methods to make sense of various kinds 
of complex texts. 
 
3. All students respond orally and in writing to information and ideas gained by 
reading narrative texts and use the information and ideas to make decisions and 
solve problems. 
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4. All students write for a variety of purposes, including to narrate, inform, and 
persuade in all subject areas. 
 
5. All students analyze and make critical judgments about all forms of 
communication, separating fact from opinion, recognizing propaganda, 
stereotypes and statements of bias, recognizing inconsistencies, and judging the 
validity of evidence. 
 
6. All students exchange information orally, including understanding and giving 
spoken instructions, asking and answering questions appropriately, and promoting 
effective group communications. 
 
7.  All students listen to and understand complex oral messages and identify their 
purpose, structure, and use. 
 
8.  All students compose and make oral presentations for each academic area of 
study that are designed to persuade, inform, or describe. 
 
Mathematics 
 
1. All students use numbers, number systems and equivalent forms (including 
numbers, words, objects, and graphics) to represent theoretical and practical 
situations. 
 
2.  All students compute, measure and estimate to solve theoretical and practical 
problems, using appropriate tools, including modern technology such as 
calculators and computers. 
 
6. All students evaluate, infer and draw appropriate conclusions from charts, 
tables, and graphs, showing the relationships between data and real-world 
situations.  
 
Arts and Humanities 
 
2. All students evaluate and respond critically to works from the visual and 
performing arts and literature of various individuals and cultures, showing that 
they understand important features of the works. 
 
3. All students relate various works from the visual and performing arts and 
literature to the historical and cultural context within which they were created. 
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Citizenship 
 
1.  All students demonstrate an understanding of major events, cultures, groups, 
and individuals in the historical development of Pennsylvania, the United States 
and other nations, and describe the patterns of historical development. 
 
2.  All students demonstrate understanding of themes and patterns of geography, 
know the location of major bodies of water, land masses and nations, and describe 
the relationships between geography and historical, economic, and cultural 
development. 
 
 
Strategies 
 
This unit will involve a variety of classroom strategies.  Discussion, group work, 
and project based learning will all be used throughout the unit.  Discussion will be 
used to help students make sense of the input they are receiving in regards to 
stereotypes and other cultural information.  It will be employed as a mechanism 
for students to indicate what they already know and what they feel about each 
topic covered and then for them to indicate what they learned and how their 
perceptions have changed or how they have not changed after each lesson.  Group 
work will be employed at several stages in the unit.  Students will assist each 
other with various assignments related to this unit.  Project based learning will be 
used so that students will be able to teach their peers about the geography of the 
United States and the Hispanic culture evident in major cities.  
 
Classroom Activities 
 
The first activity that will take place will be a cultural survey.  This survey will be 
the basis for my judgment of the students’ predisposed knowledge surrounding 
Hispanic culture.  The survey asks questions about students’ knowledge of the 
Spanish speaking world and about the world in general.  It asks for students’ 
opinions of Hispanics and about people they associate with Spain and Latin 
America.  It is a gauge of where they are at the beginning of the unit and will also 
gauge how far they have come by the end of the unit.  The multi-cultural survey 
will be both the first activity and the last activity recorded in a journal that the 
students will maintain during the completion of this unit. 
 

Multi-Cultural Survey 
 

Answer all of the following questions to the best of your ability.  Remember, 
opinion questions have no right or wrong answer. 
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1. What is the capital of Spain:  
 a. Barcelona 
 b. Seville 
 c. Madrid 
 d. Caracas 
 
2. Name two capital cities in Latin America 
 
3. Name two countries that border Spain. 
 
4. What regions in North America are Spanish speaking or have Spanish heritage. 
 
5. Approximately how many native Spanish-speakers live in the U.S.A? 
 a. more than 20,000,000 
 b. between 10 and 15 million 
 c. fewer than 1,000,000 
 
6.  Which continent does not have a Spanish-speaking country? 
 a. Africa 
 b. North America 
 c. Asia 
 
7. Name two famous Spanish or Latin American personalities. 
 
8.  Name two commercial products that you associate with Spain or Latin 
America. 
 
9. Which Spanish-speaking country lies right on the equator? 
 a. Peru 
 b. Mexico 
 c. Ecuador 
 d. Spain 
 
10.  Write down three words that come to your mind when you think about 
Hispanic people. 
 
 
After the survey will come a series of map activities followed by a map test.  
Through my years at Oliver, I have found that my students come to high school 
with little knowledge of geography.  The first map activity will be locating all of 
the continents and the coloring of continents with Spanish speaking countries.  
The second activity will be to label a map of Europe and highlight Spain and its 
capital, Madrid.  After students complete these activities there will be a map quiz 
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dealing with the world map and the European map.  After the quiz I plan to 
introduce maps of North and South America.  Students will label the countries 
and the capitals.  They will color in the Spanish speaking countries.  The final 
map project will be locating and naming all fifty states in the United States and 
the capitals of the states.  Students will be responsible for highlighting certain 
states as they will be the focus of the following project. 
 

World Map Activity 
 
Name__________________________________________  
Date___________________ 
 
Directions: Step 1: Label the six continents pictured: Africa, Asia, Australia, 
Europe, North America, and South America. 
       Step 2: Color: Europe blue, North America yellow, South America 
green, and Africa purple.   
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United States Map Activity 
Name__________________________________________
 Date__________________ 
 
Directions:  On the following map locate the following states by coloring them 
the colors indicated below: California and Maryland- red, New York – orange, 
Texas – yellow, Florida – green, Pennsylvania – blue, Illinois – purple, New 
Mexico and Washington D.C. – pink, New Jersey – brown, Arizona – black,  
Then fill in the capitals of each state in space provided below. 
 

 
 
 
State        Capital 
 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
________________________  _______________________ 
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The next activity in the unit is a group project.  The purpose of the group project 
will be to investigate major cities in the United States with large Hispanic 
populations.  Students will break up into groups of 3-4 students.  Each group will 
be assigned a major city: Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, Washington 
D.C., Chicago, Houston, Miami, Trenton or Pittsburgh.  Through graphing and 
other methods the will express the total population of the city and the number of 
Hispanics in the city, the group will state what percentage of the total population 
of the city is represented by Hispanics. They will identify which country most of 
the Latinos in the city come from and some of the customs that characterize the 
people from that nation.  For example they will identify major foods, religious 
beliefs and holidays.  They will also discuss major industries in the city and how 
these industries are affected by the Hispanic population if at all.  These projects 
will be presented in poster form to the class accompanied by a short speech 
explaining the information.  This project will require about three days of research 
in the school library using various texts and internet sources.  In order to compile 
the information two days of classroom time will be allotted and the presentations 
will take two days.   
 
After students have a general idea of where Latinos live and where they come 
from they can begin the work on stereotypes.  I plan to have students begin to 
understand stereotypes by listing five ethnic groups on the board: African 
American, Anglo American, Latino, Middle Eastern, and Asian.  I will have 
students brainstorm stereotypes for each of the groups.  In their journal they will 
have to answer the following questions:  Can they identify at least two positive 
stereotypes for each ethnic group?  Are the positive stereotypes that they came up 
with 100% positive?  After students complete this assignment they will write a 
personal definition of the word stereotype.  Then one student will look up the 
word stereotype in The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 
and they will write the actual definition along with their definition.  The word 
stereotype is defined as: “1. A metal printing plate cast from a matrix that is 
molded from a raised printing surface, such as type. 2. A conventional, formulaic, 
and usually oversimplified conception, opinion, or belief.  3. A person, group, 
event, or issue considered to typify or conform to an unvarying pattern or manner, 
lacking any individuality.”(Morris stereomicroscope-stevedore)  Then each of the 
definitions will be discussed for clarification.  In the journal students will write 
which definition(s) of stereotype they think we are using in class and why.  They 
will also compare and contrast the actual definition of stereotype to their personal 
definition of the word. 
 
 The next activity will introduce the six stereotypical Latino figures 
commonly shown in American film.  Only the name of each figure will be written 
on the board.  Students will identify characteristics for each of these figures based 
on movies they have seen.  Next actual characteristics for these figures will be 
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presented to the class and together we will compare and contrast our lists with the 
actual characteristics as presented by Ramirez-Berg.   
 
 We will then get into the cinematic conventions used by the film industry 
in order to maintain these stereotypical images.  Students will be broken up into 
groups of 3-4 students.  Each group will be assigned one of the cinematic 
conventions as described in the rationale: The framing, mise-en-scène, camera 
movement, camera angles, music, sound effects, costuming, makeup, set design, 
scripting, acting conventions, or lighting.  They will summarize what Ramirez-
Berg wrote about the convention in conjunction with the movie, Falling Down.  
As a class we will watch the scene from the film described in this activity, and 
each group will take note of the cinematic convention assigned to them as 
described by Ramirez-Berg.  Each group will then present to the class their 
summarized information and explain how the scene reflects what Ramirez-Berg 
had written. 
  
 Students will then watch a series of film clips that depict Latin Americans 
in a negative light.  These clips will come from the movies: Mi Vida Loca, 
Cheech and Chong: The Next Movie, I Like It Like That, and Colors.  They will 
look at specific scenes from the movies in which cinematic conventions are used 
to portray Latinos in a negative manner.  Each group will watch the scene and 
describe if and how their convention was used in the scene. As a class we will 
discuss the overall use of these conventions to create an image and how they see 
Latinos after watching the movies.  In their journals students will write how they 
feel about Latinos, how movies may or may not have effected their opinion and if 
and how their understanding of their opinion or their opinion has changed after 
receiving the information about the perpetuation of stereotypes through film. 
 
 Students will then watch the film Real Women Have Curves, a newer 
movie that portrays Latinos in a more positive light.  Students in their groups will 
watch to see if the same cinematic conventions are still present in this film.  They 
will then write a journal piece comparing and contrasting this film with one of the 
other films in terms of the portrayals of Latinos. 
 
 Finally students will read a series of articles about Latinos in the United 
States.  They will also view the documentary, 20th Century: Hispanics in America 
which shows both the positive accomplishments and some of the negative issues 
surrounding Latinos in America.  This will be done to provide information about 
Latinos in a less biased manner than film.  Students will write a final reflective 
essay describing if and how their views have changed regarding Latinos since the 
beginning of the unit. 
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A Latin Power Surge 

 

By Arian Campo-Flores and Howard Fineman 

Newsweek 

May 30 issue - Antonio Villaraigosa's cell phone was trilling incessantly. Every 
Democrat in the nation, it seemed, wanted a piece of the newly elected mayor of 
Los Angeles, the first Latino to win the office in 133 years. John Kerry phoned to 
congratulate him, as did John Edwards, Howard Dean, Al Gore and Sen. Chris 
Dodd. Driving to city hall last Friday as he spoke by phone with a news-week 
reporter, Villaraigosa interrupted the interview to field yet another call on a 
different phone. "Yes, I would like to speak to Senator Clinton," he said. "Can I 
call you back?" he told the reporter. Afterward, Villaraigosa recounted his 
exchange with Hillary: "She said that she and President Clinton were just elated 
with my victory," and "if they could be helpful in any way in the coming weeks 
and months," they were eager to do so. Villaraigosa said he had responded with a 
few admiring words of his own. She was "an example of what I need to do as 
mayor of the city of Los Angeles," he had told her. "Not get so caught up in all of 
the national attention and focus on my job." 

Good luck. The stream of calls may well build into a deluge. Dashing and 
charismatic, with street smarts bred in the barrio, Villaraigosa accomplished what 
Democrats dream of doing nationwide: he energized Latino voters to turn out for 
him at historic levels and stitched together the sort of multiracial coalition that has 
often eluded less-gifted politicians. Though they won the Hispanic vote last 
November, Democrats lost ground to Republicans for the second straight 
presidential-election cycle. President George W. Bush captured roughly 40 
percent (the exact figure remains in dispute) of the Hispanic vote, compared with 
35 percent in 2000 and Bob Dole's 21 percent in 1996. For the Democrats, the set-
back came in just the year that Latino voters, long considered a sleeping giant, 
stirred from their slumber. With turnout increasing from about 6 million in 2000 
to an estimated 8 million last year, the Hispanic vote has become the El Dorado of 
American elections. To remain viable as a party, Democrats need to win Latinos 
back. At stake is nothing less than control of the presidency and Congress. If the 
GOP maintains its current share of the Latino vote, says Simon Rosenberg of the 
New Democrat Network, "then the Democrats will never be the majority party 
again in our lifetimes." 

How did things become so dire for the Democrats? For starters, John Kerry's 
campaign botched its Hispanic outreach, according to many accounts. Latino 
operatives complained that the campaign leadership marginalized and undermined 
them at every turn. The leadership's assumption, according to Paul Rivera, a 
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senior political adviser on the campaign: that Latino votes would break down 
roughly as they did in 2000, as a Democracy Corps poll last July wrongly 
suggested. The Hispanic team struggled constantly for resources, the operatives 
say, and assurances of ad buys in battleground states often went unfulfilled, 
keeping Kerry off the Spanish-language airwaves for days at a time. "If the Kerry 
campaign had won Nevada, Arizona and New Mexico," all Latino-rich states, 
says Tom Castro, the campaign's deputy national finance chair, "John Kerry 
would be president right now." 

Over at the Bush-Cheney campaign headquarters, where Latino outreach was 
embraced zealously, a different world order prevailed. "We were sitting at the big 
kids' table," says Frank Guerra, a consultant on the national media team. He and 
Lionel Sosa—a Hispanic marketing guru and veteran of six presidential 
campaigns—joined weekly conference calls with campaign strategists and chimed 
in freely with suggestions for Hispanic ads and even general-market ones. A 
master of the softly lit spot saluting Hispanic heritage and patriotism, Sosa built 
his ads around a consistent theme: "Nos conocemos" ("We know each other"). As 
he puts it, "We have a great leader, a man of his word, a man that truly is close to 
us." But Sosa also cut attack ads, an infrequent tactic in Hispanic political 
marketing. For one series of spots, he dispatched a cameraman to a Latino 
neighborhood within miles of Kerry's Beacon Hill home in Boston. "Have you 
ever seen him here?" the interviewer asked people on the street. "Has he been to 
any fiesta?" (He hadn't.) 

With Karl Rove, a direct-mail devotee, at the helm, Republicans tailored 
messages to particular segments of the Latino electorate—a strategy they hope 
will keep winning over converts on the road to 2008. They targeted first-
generation Hispanics with Spanish-language ads and second- and third-generation 
Latinos with English-language spots. "The day of advertising simply in Spanish to 
reach the Hispanic voter is dead," says Guerra. The campaign also tweaked some 
messages to appeal to particular nationalities clustered in different regions—like 
Cuban-Americans in Miami or Mexican-Americans in the Southwest—using 
radio announcers who could summon an array of accents and local idioms. "You 
don't dare use one accent in the wrong place," says Blaise Underwood, a grass-
roots organizer for the campaign. 

But the segmentation strategy that most worries Democrats involves religion. As 
with voters generally, last year the campaign courted Hispanic evangelical 
Protestants, who make up a growing portion of a traditionally Roman Catholic 
constituency. "In some states, such as New Mexico," says Underwood, "most of 
the evangelicals we were targeting were Hispanic." By reaching out to such 
churches, the campaign tapped into large concentrations of potentially 
sympathetic souls. "Many evangelical communities are greatly identified with the 
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Hispanic community," says Roberto Suro, director of the Pew Hispanic Center. 
"That explicit ethnic connection is considerably more rare in the Catholic 
Church." The Republican effort reaped rewards. According to a Pew Hispanic 
study scheduled for release this week, Bush's support among Latino Protestants—
who comprise one third of the overall Latino electorate—grew from 44 percent in 
2000 to 56 percent in 2004. Democrats were caught flat-footed. They "were so 
focused on the 527s, I'm not sure... they paid sufficient attention to the 3:16s," 
says Luis Lugo, director of the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, referring to 
the Biblical passage from the Gospel of John. Unlike black churchgoers who 
remain mostly Democratic for socioeconomic reasons, Lugo says, Latinos are 
"not a community in which economic issues alone are going to win it." 

Outmaneuvered and outspent, the Kerry campaign learned a definitive lesson on 
Election Day: Hispanics had become much more of a swing constituency than a 
base, and no one could take their votes for granted anymore. In the aftermath, 
Kerry's Latino staffers and advisers, who had warned of such an outcome, vowed 
never to let it happen again. On Nov. 23, about 30 Latino Democrats convened in 
Washington, D.C., to plot strategy for future battles. Among the results: a 
proposal to create a new partisan Latino organization—for which $25,000 was 
quickly raised for a feasibility study—and a new group called the Coronado 
Project, composed of several members of Kerry's Hispanic team. This week the 
Coronado group will send a 12-page memo to a variety of Democratic bigwigs 
with a caustic critique of the party's handling of Hispanic outreach and a set of 
recommendations. "Failure to reform the party's approach to Latino voters," the 
memo reads, "maintains a caste system that is ineffective, if not suicidal, for the 
party." Recently, Kerry himself acknowledged his campaign's anemic Hispanic 
effort. During a dinner for Latino backers at his Georgetown home last month, he 
offered what two guests called "a full mea culpa" and the assurance that he'd 
strive to avoid a similar fiasco in the future. (The two guests asked not to be 
named because they considered it a private event.) 

As a party, the Democrats' renewed commitment faces its first test in the midterm 
elections next year. On his travels as head of the Democratic National Committee, 
Howard Dean is making sure to schmooze Hispanics along the way—granting a 
recent interview, for instance, to El Latino, a Spanish-language weekly in 
Arkansas. The DNC has also run Spanish-language ads as part of its assault on 
Bush's Social Security plan. And the New Democrat Network, which poured $6 
million into a comprehensive program to target first-generation Hispanics during 
the 2004 cycle, is eying potential races to direct resources to next year. 

Some Latinos see a political opening in Bush's immigration policies—arguing 
that the president's guest-worker program, for example, does not do nearly enough 
to help the community that has shown him so much support. For their part, 
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Republican ardor for Hispanics is as caliente as ever. Dean's counterpart at the 
Republican National Committee, Ken Mehlman, recently formed a Hispanic 
advisory committee with an impressive cast of luminaries, including George P. 
Bush, the president's half-Mexican nephew. Mehlman recently addressed the 
Latin Chamber of Commerce in Las Vegas and has held a "conversation with the 
community" in Orlando, Fla. Underwood, the GOP grass-roots organizer, says the 
party will be trying to master the complex brew of Hispanic nationalities in 
Florida during next year's Senate contest. "President Bush has given Republicans 
an opportunity," says chief polling strategist Matthew Dowd. "He's tilled the soil 
among Hispanics. Now we have to work it." 

Faced with such GOP incursions, Democrats will be studying Villaraigosa's 
formula for victory, hoping to replicate it in other races nationwide—where the 
terrain may be more challenging than two Democrats squaring off in a Left Coast 
city. Villaraigosa captured 84 percent of an energized Latino-base vote, combined 
with half the white vote and nearly half the black one. Villaraigosa's "coalition-
building is a map to be followed," says U.S. Rep. Luis Gutierrez of Illinois, a 
Democrat, who hopes to emulate him in a future Chicago mayoral run. To cobble 
his alliance together, Villaraigosa had to perform an adroit balancing act—
galvanizing his Hispanic supporters without coming across as ethnocentric and 
thereby alienating other racial groups. "He neither played [his ethnicity] nor 
downplayed it," says Rodolfo de la Garza of Columbia University. "It was just 
there." Villaraigosa assured he'd be a mayor "for all of Los Angeles," and 
assiduously courted other groups, most importantly blacks, who voted 
overwhelmingly for his opponent during their previous face-off in 2001. This 
time, his efforts paid off: he secured key endorsements from leaders like U.S. 
Rep. Maxine Waters and former L.A. Lakers star Magic Johnson 

The experiences of Villaraigosa's predecessors offer insights as well. Back when 
black mayors were sweeping into power in major metropolitan areas, many of 
them also knit together multiracial coalitions. David Dinkins—New York's first 
and only African-American mayor, elected in 1989—brought together black, 
brown and white folks on a foundation of organized labor, recalls Bill Lynch, who 
helped build the bloc. "If you energize your core base [blacks], it has a contagion 
effect on the other parts of the coalition," he says. It's what Fernando Ferrer needs 
to address in his current New York mayoral run if he has any chance of reviving a 
candidacy hobbled by some controversial remarks he made about the case of 
Amadou Diallo, who was gunned down by police in 1999. "If the Latino vote is 
going to count, it needs to be cohesive and establish a strong link to other groups," 
says de la Garza. "My own sense is that Ferrer is not energizing the base." But 
Lynch, who's advising Ferrer, says "it's still early in the process." 
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Increasingly, Latino candidates must confront another barrier: African-American 
misgivings about a surging Hispanic population. While blacks are accustomed to 
playing the dominant role in multiracial coalitions, says Lynch, "what happened 
in L.A. sends a clear signal that that could be about to change. There's always 
potential for power struggle in a coalition." Historically, de la Garza argues, 
blacks have hesitated to share the stage with Latinos. "They initially opposed 
extending the nomenclature of 'minority' to Latinos in the Voting Rights Act," he 
says. As much as things have evolved since then, "the romantic image of blacks 
and browns uniting is just that—romantic." 

Which may lead some Latinos to ask: will there be a day when they can simply 
rely on their own demographic power to propel candidates into office? In recent 
years Hispanics have made considerable gains, winning in some unlikely places, 
such as Wichita, Kans. (mayor), Idaho (state senator) and Carrboro, N.C. 
(alderman). There are now more than 6,000 Hispanic elected officials, according 
to the National Association of Latino Elected Officials. Just last year the Senate 
gained the first two Latinos in recent times: Republican Mel Martinez from 
Florida and Democrat Ken Salazar from Colorado. Yet in most of these cases, the 
candidates won because they either resided in majority-minority districts or they 
fashioned new iterations of multiethnic and multiracial alliances. Even if Latinos 
were to pursue a singularly Hispanic campaign strategy in a competitive race, 
their dizzying diversity—with recently arrived Dominicans, Cuban-American 
exiles and 10th-generation New Mexicans living under one umbrella—would 
raise its own prickly issues. Whatever the strategy, though, the bottom line is that 
Latinos are steadily securing higher office. While the traditional critique of 
Hispanic politics has been "that you guys aren't ready for prime time," says 
Antonio Gonzalez of the William C. Velasquez Institute, Villaraigosa shows that 
"Latinos can win the big one." Surely the next victory can't be too far away. 
Democrats had better pray they're part of it. 

With T. Trent Gegax, Andrew Murr and Jonathan Darman 
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The Survivor's Story  
 
By Andrew Murr 
Newsweek 

May 30 issue - Bridging communities "is what my whole life has been about," 
says Los Angeles Mayor-Elect Antonio Villaraigosa. But few of those hailing the 
victory of the first Latino elected to lead the City of Angels since frontier days 
know just how big a gulf he's had to span. 

Antonio Villar, as he was born in 1953, grew up a poor Chicano kid from East 
L.A., raised by a single mom who worked as a part-time secretary in a state 
office. His father drank, and his parents divorced when he was 5, but he still 
remembers terrible fights. "I saw my father beat my mother," he recalls. "I 
remember my sister hiding under the bed when he'd come in screaming in a 
drunken rage." Studious and well dressed in grade school, young Tony made 
money by taking the bus downtown to shine shoes and sell newspapers. "I used to 
sell La Opinion in front of the Olympic Auditorium on the boxing nights," he 
says. "I've been working since I was 7 years old." 

But his school career soured after he was diagnosed in 10th grade with a tumor in 
his spine that began to paralyze his legs. Once he recovered, he started getting 
into fights; he got a tattoo that read born to raise hell. He was kicked out of one 
high school and dropped out of a second. He eventually went back to school, 
where teacher Herman Katz noticed him in his remedial English class. "He stood 
out," recalls Katz. "He was bright, good-looking and brash." Katz mentored the 
young man, and even paid for him to take the SAT. "He just needed somebody at 
that particular time to say you could be something and do something in life," Katz 
says. The young Villaraigosa finished high school, graduated from UCLA in 1977 
and went to law school at night. (He also got married, to Corina Raigosa, and 
merged their surnames.) 

And last Tuesday he did something more, building a rainbow coalition—in a city 
where Latinos make up 48 percent of the population but just a quarter of the 
electorate—to become the first candidate to oust a sitting L.A. mayor in 32 years. 
The charming 52-year-old did it handily, capitalizing on widespread disaffection 
with the lackluster incumbent, James Hahn, to register a resounding 59-41 percent 
win. 

But the bridge-building is just beginning, and Villaraigosa knows it. This city of 
3.9 million—the nation's second largest—is as fractured as the seismic blocks on 
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which it is built: ethnically, geographically, economically. Tensions between 
blacks and Latinos boil just below the surface, as recent outbreaks of violence in 
the city's schools make clear. Unemployment in the black community remains 
high, despite gains for the city's other ethnic groups. Angelenos all over town are 
frustrated with crime and traffic and failing schools. "We have to create a city 
where more people are making it. That has a broad appeal," Villaraigosa says with 
his usual eager manner. But solving L.A.'s problems means risking alienating one 
group in order to devote scarce resources to another. "It's easier to put an electoral 
coalition together than it is to keep it together in a governing coalition, when the 
bullets are live," says UCLA political scientist Franklin Gilliam. 

Villaraigosa got a crash course in those dynamics just minutes into his first press 
conference as mayor-elect. Violence had just erupted at a high school where 
Villaraigosa was planning to take a victory lap later that day, a TV reporter 
informed him. Would the mayor-elect cancel his visit? "I'm going over there," he 
shot back. "I'm not going to be a mayor who hides under a rock." A school-district 
official tried to dissuade Villaraigosa's staffers from letting him go, but he 
wouldn't have it, and when he arrived at Taft High School in the San Fernando 
Valley, the scene was "completely out of control," he said later. The campus had 
been in lockdown, and frustrated parents were banging on the doors as the media 
swarmed outside. "It's important that we calm the waters and not incite fears," 
Villaraigosa lectured the cameras and the parents, after learning that the violence 
wasn't, in fact, race-related. But knowing too well this won't be the last time he 
has to deal with this kind of situation, Villaraigosa hastened to add, "I'll have zero 
tolerance for racial violence." 

He's been calming the waters his entire political career. In the 1980s he worked as 
a union organizer representing black workers at the school district, and he served 
as head of L.A.'s ACLU office, which brought him in touch with Jewish liberals 
on the city's west side, an important part of this year's coalition. Along the way, 
he made friends who continue to be his allies. Assemblyman Mark Ridley-
Thomas was the local head of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
when he and Villaraigosa cofounded a Black-Latino Roundtable in 1985. "He has 
always demonstrated a collaborative or unifying presence," says Villaraigosa's old 
ally. Elected to the California State Assembly in 1994, he became speaker four 
years later, and showed an ability to broker deals between rival camps. In 2001, 
he tried for the mayoralty, running on a labor-left platform. But excitement about 
the possibility of making ethnic history overshadowed his message. After losing 
to Hahn in a bitter runoff battle, Villaraigosa retooled, pledging to be a mayor "for 
all of Los Angeles." That approach comes at a cost: "My whole life there's been 
criticism that I wasn't Latino enough," Villaraigosa says. He's proud of his 
Mexican heritage, but, he says, "I don't wear it on my sleeve." 
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This week Villaraigosa will announce a transition team. And he's rushing to put 
together an administration that he promises will be "the most diverse in Los 
Angeles history." Big problems loom. More students in the public schools drop 
out than graduate, according to a recent Harvard study (Villaraigosa says he wants 
power over the school district, something current law prohibits). L.A.'s roadways 
remain hopelessly clogged (more reversible lanes and staggered work hours will 
help, he says). And his is "the most underpoliced big city in America," 
Villaraigosa says—a hole he hopes to fill by pledging to hire 1,600 cops in the 
next several years. "He's committed to that," notes a delighted L.A. Police Chief 
William Bratton. It's a daunting challenge. But a weary Villaraigosa leans back in 
his chair and smiles as he contemplates it. The poor kid from the east side knows 
a thing or two about getting from here to there. He's survived worse.  

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc. 
 
 
 

Why We're the New Irish 
By Gregory Rodriguez 

Newsweek 

May 30 issue - Antonio Villaraigosa may not realize it, but his election as mayor 
of America's second largest city borrows a page from Al Smith. Like a lot of 
Irish-American politicians of his day, Smith knew how to play the ethnic card to 
great effect. After all, "shamrock politics" had helped the Irish establish a firm 
grasp on power throughout the Northeast in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
But as Smith rose through the ranks in New York politics, from speaker of the 
Assembly to the statehouse in the 1910s, both he and Irish-controlled Tammany 
Hall, the powerful Manhattan Democratic Party organization, agreed that he 
needed to build out his base. While never forgetting his ethnic roots, Smith 
broadened his outlook and became more politically independent, seeking allies in 
all corners of the state. Smith's political success helped normalize the image of the 
Irish as mainstream Americans throughout the Northeast. 

As with the Irish, so too with Mexican-Americans, as Villaraigosa's comfortable 
margin of victory in the Los Angeles mayor's race attests. Villaraigosa, a onetime 
militant campus activist, fashioned his first race for the mayoralty in 2001 around 
a labor-left-Latino alliance. He lost. Four years later he broadened his message, 
built a more ideologically moderate multiethnic coalition and won by nearly 20 
percentage points. 
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Villaraigosa's political ascent is a metaphor for the maturation of Mexican-
American politics—a process that is more evolutionary than revolutionary, and, at 
bottom, a classic American story of ethnic integration into the mainstream. 

Throughout American history, countless other ethnic groups have been stripped of 
their foreignness and have achieved mainstream acceptance. Political and cultural 
icons are often the vehicles for this cultural shift. In 1939, Life magazine 
complimented Italian-American ballplayer Joe DiMaggio for not reeking of garlic 
or using grease in his hair. By his retirement in 1951, however, it called him an 
all-American hero. 

Of course, while European immigrant experiences generally had a beginning and 
an end, Mexican immigration has been virtually continuous for the past century. 
This has made the process of Mexican integration a perpetual one. But this 
dynamic hasn't so much retarded assimilation as it has sown confusion in the 
formulation of political and cultural identities. Though the self-definition of 
European-American groups gradually evolved from an immigrant to an ethnic 
American identity as time passed, Mexican-Americans have always had to 
contend with the presence of unassimilated newcomers as well as cyclical waves 
of anti-Mexican sentiment. Consequently, Mexican-Americans have had to battle 
against the presumption of foreignness longer than other ethnic groups. 

What's happening with Mexican-Americans is happening to some extent among 
other Latino groups as well. In New York City, Puerto Rican mayoral hopeful 
Fernando Ferrer's only hope of catching the wealthy Republican incumbent 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg is to build bridges to blacks and other ethnic-minority 
groups in the metro-politan mosaic, while denting Bloomberg's base among 
middle- and upper-class whites. A growing number of immigrants from Latin 
America are flooding into south Florida, teaming with non-Latinos to chip away 
at the Cuban hold on political power there. Those groups pale in comparison to 
the political clout of Mexican-Americans, though. While Latinos now live in all 
parts of the country, two thirds of the nation's Hispanics are of Mexican origin—
and their heavy concentration in Texas and California, the country's two most 
populous states, gives Mexican-Americans extraordinary clout. 

Villaraigosa's overwhelming victory is a reminder that despite the uniqueness of 
Mexican immigration, the process of—and desire for—achieving "Americanness" 
is as strong as it ever was. Over the next generation, Mexican-Americans will 
only produce more of their own modern Smiths and DiMaggios. In so doing, they 
will be exchanging the now outdated language of multi-culturalism for an updated 
version of the melting pot. 
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Rodriguez is an Irvine Senior Fellow at the New America Foundation and a 
contributing editor of the Los Angeles Times. 

© 2005 Newsweek, Inc. 
 
The final assignment in the unit will be a second completion of the Multi-Cultural 
survey to gauge how much the students have learned about the Spanish speaking 
world and if their feelings have changed through this unit. 
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