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Abstract

As we’ve seen numerous examples of in English television shows, Latinos and Latinas
often are portrayed in ways that are consistent with stereotypes. Latino men are often portrayed
as violent criminals or gangbangers who are bad to women and Latina women are often
portrayed as being very sexual often having roles as prostitutes and things of that nature as well
as being very loud mouthed and obnoxious. The purpose of this research paper is to expose how
Latinos are almost never portrayed as mainstream characters, often being portrayed as sidekicks
or lowlifes. This paper will also seek to expose how Latino characters are portrayed as more
violent on English television than on Spanish television and how these stereotypes in English
television are so recognizable and deeply rooted that even young children are very familiar with
the stereotypes that are being portrayed. This research paper will reference several articles that

take into account Latino and Latina perceptions of themselves on English television.
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Latino Stereotypes in Television

In this day and age, it seems to be common knowledge that Latinos and Latinas aren’t
viewed as mainstream characters in TV shows. Despite being the largest minority in the United
States few, if any, TV shows, namely English speaking ones, feature Latino or Latina characters
who star as the protagonist. Often it seems that Latinos are portrayed as gangsters or criminals
who are bad to women while Latinas are portrayed as extremely loud and obnoxious or as
prostitutes or maids. These characteristics are particularly common in, again, English-language
television. Many of these stereotypes also seem to be recognizable by children with some of
them even being portrayed in TV commercials meant for children. English-language TV also
shows Latinos to be more violent than their portrayals in Spanish-language TV. Latinos always
seem to be portrayed as sidekicks at best, more often being portrayed as lowlifes. Many Latino
actors have pointed this out and have accused Hollywood of depriving them of mainstream roles.
English-language television has seen a consistent portrayal of Latinos as criminals and a

consistent portrayal of Latinas as obnoxious prostitutes and maids.

The first major subject I would like to go into detail about in the difference in Latino and
Latina portrayals in English-language TV vs. Spanish-language TV. In a study done by Ortiz and
Behm-Morawitz conducted in 2015 it was found that, despite Latinos and Latinas consisting of
17% of the U.S. population that only 5% of TV portrayals were of Latino and Latina characters.
In addition, Latinos were portrayed as more lazy on English-language TV than on Spanish-
language TV. Latinas tended to receive similar treatment, often being much more obnoxious and
loud as well as more provocatively dressed than white women on English-language TV.
Unsurprisingly, these constant negative portrayals of Latinos and Latinas make English-language

TV look very unattractive to a Hispanic audience. This study also found that Latinos and Latinas



view television more than any other medium in the United States. This is especially important
when significant portions of Latino and Latina TV viewers want to see characters they are
similar to and characters that they can relate to which can be very difficult to do when the only
Latino and Latina characters on TV are portrayed as the stereotypical lazy Latino or the

stereotypical loud, obnoxious, sex-toy Latina.

The next major subject I would like to cover is the more specific Latino and Latina
portrayals and the consequences of those portrayals on a Hispanic audience. Mastro, Behm-
Morawitz, and Kopacz further elaborated that Latinos and Latinas are restricted to a small
number of parts including, and often limited to, comic-relief characters, criminals, law enforcers,
and sex objects (2008). These stereotypes in television are a subtle form of racism and can
directly lead to judgements by Caucasian TV viewers and possibly others who don’t know any
better simply believing Latinos and Latinas to be exactly what is portrayed on TV. These
portrayals can also lead to low self-esteem by Hispanic English-language TV viewers. The
stereotypes on television can make Hispanic audiences believe that they are simply a lazy Latino
or obnoxious Latina when they are often much more than that. Additional characteristics that we
see of Latinos and Latinas on television include limited intelligence, inarticulate speech, laziness,
and verbal aggression. In addition, many, if not all, Latino and Latina characters we see during

this period tend to be lacking in education.

Now, I would like to further address how Latinos and Latinas are affected in the world of
English-language TV stereotypes. According to Tukachinsky, Mastro, and Yarchi, Latinos and
Latinas have seen a consistent pattern of underrepresentation for decades (2017). Even today, it
is seldom that we see a Latino or Latina character, let alone one who doesn’t fit the usual

stereotypes. In recent years, we have seen a small improvement, with the “unintelligent Latino”



stereotype being used less frequently. However, we still frequently see the crook Latino and
overly-sexual Latina stereotypes. As I’ve mentioned before, these portrayals can have a negative
impact on the self-esteem of Latinos and Latinas as well as some other minority groups including
African-Americans, who experience this but to a lesser extent than Latinos and Latinas.
Hopefully, measures are being taken to represent Latinos and Latinas better on English-language

TV as well as diminishing the stereotypes we’ve seen for decades.

In addition to what I have stated earlier, I would like to elaborate on how television
commercials on children’s TV portray racism. In a study conducted by Maher, Herbst, Childs,
and Finn, they found that on commercials played on children’s TV that often the main characters
of these commercials were white or Asian children, seldom black or Latino (2008). It was also
seen in these commercials that the white and Asian children rarely interacted with black or
Latino children. Latinos, Latinas, and African-Americans tend to have less major roles in these
commercials. They consistently have minor roles and background roles. This is important
because, from a young age, children are influenced easily and when they see commercials where
they, being white or Asian children, don’t interact with black or Latino children they can easily
transfer that over to real life. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Latino and African-American
children may not see themselves as “main characters” and this can, as I’ve mentioned before,
result in them having a diminished sense of value. It is important that children can recognize
themselves as “main characters” and can see themselves interacting with people who may come

from different backgrounds.

Next, Hollywood has been called out by Latino actors for not featuring Latinos as
mainstream characters. Specifically, Jimmy Smits, a veteran Latino actor, has called out

Hollywood (Mittelstadt, 1997). He speaks for many Latino actors and Latina actresses when he



says that Latinos and Latinas rarely receive roles as main characters and are always subject to the
usual Latino stereotypes we see on television. Hollywood rarely shines the light on Latino actors
and when they do it is too often the same negative stereotypes we have seen time and time again.
It is suggested that Hollywood directors don’t view Latinos as mainstream individuals and that
it’s “unbelievable” for them to be seen as educated and normal. However, Hollywood’s top
lobbyist, Jack Valenti, believes that Hollywood does not discriminate. Jack Valenti was quoted

as saying that it's “the least discriminatory business I've ever seen in my life”.

Additionally, children of all backgrounds are familiar with racial stereotypes portrayed on
television. According to Lois Salisbury, the head of a commission which studied this topic, kids
can recognize stereotypes from a very young age and are aware of the ability of the media to
shape people’s opinions (Study Finds Kids Know Television Stereotypes, 1998). The study
found that only two Latino children between 10 to 17 years old out of 10 said that they see their
race frequently on television. Also, only 20% of the children involved in the study believe that
there are enough Latinos on TV. Finally, the study found that children are more likely to

associate positive qualities with white characters and negative qualities with minority characters.

Next, I would like to make some additional comments about the differences between
Latino portrayals on English-language television and Spanish-language television. Latinos are
more violent on English-language television than on Spanish-language television. According to
Huff, “A majority of Hispanic TV viewers report that Latinos are more likely to be portrayed as
violent on English-speaking television than Spanish-speaking channels” (1998). In a survey that
was conducted, it was found that seven out of 10 Hispanics said that when they see Hispanics on
English-language news that it is almost always about crime or immigration. However, 56% of

whites said that they did not believe the coverage of Latinos to be negative. Also, Hispanic



parents said that they do not believe that English-language TV presents positive role models for

their children.

Finally, I would like to discuss how the stereotypes of Latinos and Latinas on TV stand
out as some of the most prominent. The main difference between stereotypes of Latinos and
Latinas as opposed to others is that they are portrayed as the least articulate, have the most
emphasized accents, dress poorly, and have many conversations revolving around crime and
violence (Rivadeneyra, 2006). In addition to this, they are much more likely to be cast as
lawbreakers than any other ethnic group, specifically whites. Also, they are quite possibly the
worst represented ethnic group on television. There is also a significant correlation between poor
academic outcomes and television stereotypes for young Latinos. The portrayals we see on
television too often cause Latinos and Latinas to function poorly and have difficulty overcoming
obstacles. These facts are important because the portrayals of Latinos and Latinas on television
are so significantly absurd compared to reality and it is effecting not only the self-esteem as well
as the success rates of Latinos and Latinas but it is also effecting how they are viewed by other
ethnic groups, specifically the dominant group, that being white Americans. These portrayals
that have been going on for decades are continuing to poison our increasingly diverse society
that we see are seeing in America, consisting largely now of Hispanic-Americans, which exist as

the largest minority group in the United States.

In conclusion, Latinos and Latinas are continuing to be stereotyped in English-language
television that is viewed by practically every demographic in America. We have seen very little
improvement over the past few decades, with the lazy Latino or the violent, crook Latino and
extremely sexual, loud, obnoxious Latina still being common, popular stereotypes on television.

Latinos and Latinas are frequently having their self-esteem impacted in negative ways and



sometimes having this negatively impact the many other pieces of their lives, as well. White
children as well as others recognize how little their characters interact with minorities on
television and when that mixes with seeing the negative, stereotypical portrayals of Latinos and
Latinas it makes it difficult for people from different backgrounds to come together as brothers
and sisters. Children of all races begin seeing and understanding these stereotypes from a young
age causing underrepresented groups like Latinos and Latinas to value themselves less and not
believe they can be “main characters” and causing white children to believe that they alone are
the “main characters” making it more and more unbelievable when we see a normal, educated,
Latino or Latina on TV. There needs to be a change in what people of all ages and demographics

are seeing of Latinos and Latinas on television if we are to break the barrier that divides us.



References

Huff, R. (1998, Sep 22). Survey: Most Latinos Say That TV Stereotypes Them. New York Daily
News. Retrieved from
https://ezproxy.library.ewu.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/31365037

5?accountid=7305References

Mabher, J. K., Herbst, K. C., Childs, N. M., & Finn, S. (2008). Racial Stereotypes in Children's

Television Commercials. Journal Of Advertising Research, 48(1), 80-93.

Mastro, D. E., Behm-Morawitz, E., & Kopacz, M. A. (2008). Exposure to Television Portrayals
of Latinos: The Implications of Aversive Racism and Social Identity Theory. Human

Communication Research, 34(1), 1-27. doi:10.1111/5.1468-2958.2007.00311.x

Mittelstadt, M. (1997, Sep 24). Latino actors blast hollywood // hispanics shunned - from top
ranks of industry, performers tell congressional hispanic caucus. Austin American
Statesman. Retrieved from

https://ezproxy.library.ewu.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/2

Ortiz, M., & Behm-Morawitz, E. (2015). Latinos' Perceptions of Intergroup Relations in the
United States: The Cultivation of Group-Based Attitudes and Beliefs from English- and

Spanish-Language Television. Journal Of Social Issues, 71(1), 90-105.

Rivadeneyra, R. (2006). Do You See What I See?: Latino Adolescents' Perceptions of the Images

on Television. Journal of Adolescent Research, 21(4), 393-414.doi:10.1111/j0s1.12098



Study finds kids know television stereotypes. (1998, May 14). Los Angeles Sentinel. Retrieved
from
https://ezproxy.library.ewu.edu/login?url=https://search.proquest.com/docview/36935870

2?accountid=7305

Tukachinsky, R., Mastro, D., & Yarchi, M. (2017). The Effect of Prime Time Television
Ethnic/Racial Stereotypes on Latino and Black Americans: A Longitudinal National
Level Study. Journal Of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 61(3), 538-556.

doi:10.1080/08838151.2017.1344669



	Eastern Washington University
	EWU Digital Commons
	2018

	Latino Stereotypes in Television
	Michael Haynes
	Recommended Citation


	Microsoft Word - haynesmichael_late_3700031_47736855_Final Research Paper-1.docx

