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Abstract  

 

 

Representational roles of Latinx Characters on Primetime Television  

 

 

By  

Mario Martinez 

Master of Arts of Chicano and Chicana Studies 

 

 

 This thesis examined seven primetime television shows on CBS to determine 

contemporary images of Latinx on television. A content analysis of the main character’s gender, 

character’s sexual orientation, actor’s ethnicity, character’s ethnicity, character’s occupation, and 

the character’s role were documented. Across the seven shows there were 35 main characters 

with many (2/3) of them being White heterosexual males. Thus, demonstrating that there 

continues to be a white centric view provided during primetime. While there were some Latinx 

characters (on average one per show), they tended to be supporting actors. Future research is 

discussed.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 When I was a kid and growing up in a rural migrant town on the outskirts of suburbia, my 

brothers and I usually had a typical routine planned out afterschool that involved homework and 

outdoor activity. Given this was the early to mid-80’s there was no technology that kept us busy -

at least that was hand-held, nor did information exist aside from print and nightly local news. 

Our day was pickup basketball games, street ball (football or baseball) and riding bikes and even 

the occasional throwing dirt clogs in an open field at whatever target we could fashion. Of 

course, we had variations on how we engaged one of these activities, say when it came to riding 

bikes and that was to pretend that we were characters from a popular TV show, like Bo and Luke 

Duke from the Dukes of Hazzard.  

 This kind of “pretend game” worked well on bikes because not only could you pretend to 

be a character from a popular television show, but you could also act out the most fun part of this 

running show and that was a “car chase.” While my brothers or neighborhood friends could take 

the part of Bo or Luke the rest of the group could chase us up and down the streets by playing the 

parts of the bumbling cops that were usually in pursuit. Variations in activity were not only 

relegated to the outdoors, but we sometimes found ourselves portraying TV characters like 

Smokey and the Bear, CHIPS, or even the Brady Bunch and Happy Days when we had the good 

fortune to be indoors while parents were out and had not come home from work yet.  

 These activities and games were the mainstay of my youth, and we were part of a 

generation in which the wonderment of all that is possible was left to our own creative devices. 

We did not rely on simply voicing our daily query into the wireless world of information for an 

answer or solution. In short, we were carefree and lived life as youth exposed to our immediate 

environment; however, I also acknowledge that we were not exclusively left beholden to our 



2 
 

imaginations for amusement. We were after all TV kids at the same time. This was a medium 

that had captivated us by absorbing our daily lives with cartoons on weekends to eventually 

capturing our interests in the action-adventure genre and mature serio-comic themed shows.  

 While much of this subject matter was being played out in front of us and whether it was 

deemed appropriate for pre-teens to be viewing this sort of material, I knew then that being the 

children of a working-class single mother, television in the 80’s was just as much for 

entertainment as it was a pseudo babysitter. This is not to say that our parents didn’t have the 

desire to give us their attention and induce family-oriented games, but this was our life and 

television had its impact on how we could see the world around us, even if it was in the form of a 

game or something to muse about at school. What we took from this form of entertainment was a 

slice of the imaginary by utilizing the scenarios and actions that allowed us to insert ourselves 

into these images.  

 Although none of us even remotely resembled any of these characters that graced our 

screens, we did not think too much of the color of their skin or what language or the type of 

words they used to convey a thought and expression. I can recall an instance when my neighbor 

friend Jimmy and I were going to jump on our bikes and pretend we were the Dukes of Hazzard 

and in choosing who was going to portray whom, he was quick to choose Luke Duke. The 

reasoning according to Jimmy was - he’s the one who looked like a Mexican! I couldn’t argue 

with the fact that Tom Wopat (the actor who portrayed Luke Duke) was in fact a brunette and, 

therefore likely resembled Mexican American according to Jimmy, compared to the very blonde 

John Schneider (the actor who portrayed Bo Duke).  

Although it was only make-believe and in good fun, it did cause me to feel rather out of 

place at that moment, like I had an audience watching me and being the butt of a joke. It wasn’t 
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so much that Tom Wopat resembled or even looked Mexican; he was fair skinned and blue eyed 

as well, but it was the fact that John Schneider was the furthest thing from the Mexicans in my 

neighborhood and family because of his bleach blonde hair, tall stature on top of his bright eyes. 

This kind of self-reflection was my earliest recall of the differences of self to popular media and 

their images. We as kids pulled from this medium regardless of the skin color because we felt we 

could emulate their actions and translate them to neighborhood games, or could role play 

because they made us feel grown up which was fun! We didn’t take too much stock into who 

was playing what or how many times a new show or character actor appeared before us and 

looked nothing like us, but this is what television was.  

 Sufficed to say, not a whole lot has changed in the last 30 or so years of programming 

(Deggans 2020 NPR.org). Although you may encounter Latinos being cast in major network TV 

programming these days, unless you are an ardent fan of a particular TV show you would be 

hard pressed to identify Chicano or Latino actors in more than one ensemble of characters at a 

time. There have been strides in major networks being led or developed by people of color and 

for the African American community, there has been progress in developing shows that touch on 

themes closely resembling their experiences as well as contributing positively regarding dialogue 

and articulation (Monk-Turner et al. 2010).  

 Today, Chicanos and Latinos can continually be found in marginal roles that are more 

likely supportive of casts with White actors performing varying degree of positions within law 

enforcement, military, or the medical profession (Stamps, 2019). Storylines today have no 

shortage capitalizing on our current headlines and seemingly Latinos are at the forefront of 

fulfilling those characters that are either exploited for physical labor or positioned within the 

context of wrongdoing. As a Chicano actor, I know from a personal perspective the struggle to 
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ascend to a position of achievement much less discover roles that portray oneself with a sense of 

capital and agency. I feel this thesis will position me with a better understanding of the broad 

construct of the structures of television, but further benefit me in drafting material that is 

personal and beneficial to the advancement of Chicana/o actors. The progress of a few fresh 

faces making appearances in mainstream programming cannot be accepted as a moral victory for 

people of color until there is a stronger inclusion of those at the forefront of media content 

creators (Stamps, 2019). The white hegemonic atmosphere that is prevalent in positions of 

creating shows has shown to be influential in how characters and storylines are created. The 

viewpoints and character representation that are conceptualized from this lens may ultimately 

contribute to a “narrative that supports racial hierarchies and a distorted historical depiction of 

racialized people and their cultures” (Roma in Stamps, 2019).  

 In support of counteracting this narrative, this thesis research will examine the current 

trends in mainstream television media by looking at a fall lineup of shows from the CBS 

network, that will bring to fruition the ever-present need for quality in representation of Latinx 

actors. My research will look at the actors and characters within these shows as well as 

representational roles to expand upon current research in support of the disproportionate 

representation of Latinx actors in mainstream media.   

Critical Race Theory as a Framework 

 This thesis will draw upon Critical Race Theory (CRT) in support of my examination of 

what I feel is the misrepresentations of Latinas/os through a continued use of stereotypes and 

omission that is in conversation with the belief that racism can reveal itself in the manner of 

cultural deficit discourse (Keller in Yosso 2002). In Tara J. Yosso’s Critical Media Literacy: 

Challenging Deficit Discourse about Chicanas/os, CRT is a framework that can address the 
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racism, sexism, and classism embedded in entertainment media (Yosso 2002). It addresses the 

notion that Hollywood in film has typically highlighted the human-interest stories of youth 

through academics. This script has perpetually done so at the expense of categorizing 

Chicanas/os and Afro American youth as the outlawed, wayward bunch climbing through an 

entangled environment of poverty and drug violence.  

 Her critical analysis demonstrates how young Latinas/os can critically review 

Hollywood’s mainstream movies based on the inequities and challenges that these actors face on 

a daily basis and offer up a critical response that leaves students feeling a sense of challenge and 

motivation to prove the masses wrong. It is in this manner that I hope to continue the same type 

of conversations that need to be challenged within the mainstream television genre; that there 

needs to be a viable discourse as well as a reimagining of what Latinx strive to be. Still, instead 

of addressing these blatant inequalities, mainstream social science and entertainment media 

choose to blame Chicanas/os themselves for not “succeeding” in this “meritocracy” (Yosso 

2002). It is in this same vein the inequalities that are overlooked and glossed over to create a 

fictionalized microscope for the public to view also reveals how the industry wishes to inform 

the lack of professionalism that Latinx are quite capable of conveying. To say that we are being 

held accountable for not taking advantage of all the resources to achieve a higher rate of 

academic success through film, is misleading and erroneously conveying these media messages 

for society to accept. While the use and reliance on stereotypes is an unavoidable cognitive 

action taken to deal with the complexity of modern life, the process may become harmful when it 

is based on inaccurate information provided by institutional forces like the dominant mass media 

(Tamborini et al. 2000) 
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 It is my desire to inform audiences and contribute to this topic as CRT lends itself to a 

framework that utilizes themes which support how educators and members of the media alike 

can influence our perceptions of self and race. “Indeed, both inside and outside our classrooms, 

CRT in education can challenge the social construct of race, the multiple forms for racism, and 

the damaging racial stereotypes that too often inform educators and filmmakers about Students 

of Color” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). This theory will advance a discussion on how popular 

mainstream media has its foundational exploits and continued reliance on constructing messages 

through suppressive and racial images via their structures. This work can be a continued 

instrument in revealing the exposure of institutional racism that fuels a corporate interest in 

affecting Latinx communities in how Yosso states: “because they are bombarded with media 

message from birth, students’ critical media literacy education should begin early and be ongoing 

(Yosso, 2002). 

Research Questions 

 This thesis plans to enhance our understanding of how characterization in primetime 

television shows play a significant role in how the public’s perception can be swayed when they 

continue to view a recycling of negative stereotypes attributed to them in such programming.  

The literature demonstrates that there are slight increases in the quantity of actors of color 

portrayed on such television shows, but the types of roles are minimally improved. As such the 

omission on shows that take place in dense urban locations are far from the proportionally 

correct populace in cities such as Los Angeles or New York. This thesis examined how 

television programming can affect a social stereotype and influence the public’s perception of 

Latinos. Therefore, this thesis will answer the following research questions: (1) What roles do 
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Latino characters play during prime-time television programming? and (2) What image of 

Latinos do these characters provide the viewers? 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Latinx are under-represented on primetime television, contributing to a form of erasure; 

when they do get time on the screen, they are often misrepresented and stereotyped.  Empirical 

evidence, spanning decades and reaching across numerous media platforms, consistently 

indicates that the Latinx community has been and continues to be both underrepresented in the 

media, compared with their proportion of the U.S population, and relegated to a narrow 

assortment of oftentimes stereotypic roles (Mastro & Sink, 2017). This lack of brown 

representation takes me back to a time in my youth when seeing a Latino/a actor play a central 

role in a television show could only mean seeing Freddie Prinz in Chico and The Man. Shortly 

after, there was the occasional recurring actor: “Julio” (played by Gregory Sierra) in Sanford and 

Son or “Gomez” (played by Ira Angustain) in The White Shadow. These roles helped their 

respective shows garner credibility when it came to the show’s demographics (urban and 

working-class) and helped propel the shows’ themes of understanding and reconciling cultural 

differences. However, they did so with continued stigmatization. For example, “Gomez” was the 

Chicano who had his set of personal issues in both his home and street life, pushing him towards 

gang violence. Similarly, “Julio” plays upon the type of character made famous by Ricky 

Ricardo in the I Love Lucy series, a character whose strong accented English is used as a set up 

for jokes in the likes of Fred Sanford (comedian and actor Red Foxx).Given this context I feel 

there is a continued need to investigate the images we see today and just how Latinx actors are 

portrayed for those questioning stereotypes as well as audiences that are out of touch. 
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Objective of Thesis 

This thesis attempts to add to the larger discourse of awareness and discussion of 

progressive representation for Latinx communities. It is significant to chart and document 

progress we see and read lest it continues to be ignored or fall to the wayside of mainstream 

consumerism. This thesis will answer the following research questions: (1) What roles do Latino 

characters play during prime-time television programming? And (2) What image of Latinos do 

these characters provide the viewers? 

The literature examined in this review will address the underrepresentation and distortion 

the Latino/a community currently faces in television and, more specifically, how these shows 

disregard and erase the historical and cultural impact that Latino/as have had in this country. One 

way that these shows have contributed to erasure is through their failure to depict real 

demographics, therefore failing to relay that Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in the 

country. Elements like these are critical in bringing light to an industry that is fraught with 

inadequacies, specifically when it comes to representing Latino/a people in an accurate or 

positive light. The images that we currently see in tv programming are a continuum of decades-

old stereotypes and fabrications: typically the macho, bandido, harlot, spitfire, and repressed 

foreigner (Stamps, 2019).  

My arguments deviate from current research and shift their focus towards the way that 

the Chicano/Latinx community is perceived, specifically towards changing negative stereotypes 

and moving towards more accurate representation in television. The following sections will 

delve into how their images and likeness have taken on a construct of obstruction and disdain 

through their association with crime and immigration. These are areas of popular media that have 

gone on to manifest themselves into ongoing subject matter in todays’ popular plots for 
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television programming and therefore should be acknowledged (Figueroa-Caballero et al., 2019). 

In order to understand the way that the Latinx community is depicted in television and grasp its 

importance, we must first understand the way that Latino/as have been treated in this country 

historically, and the ways in which this treatment has influenced the stereotypes we see today.  

Historical Context and Its Influence on Characterization 

            These narratives were established well before the image of a Mexican or Latino/a 

character could even grace the silver screen in any way, shape, or form. First, the United States 

laid the groundwork for agricultural and industrial infrastructures on the backs of Mexican 

nationals through a “narrative of need”, and because they were a controllable workforce suitable 

to the particular demands of agricultural labor, the United States was able to build its empire 

(Flores, 2003). The narrative that journalists set forth in the early 1900’s was one that 

categorized the Mexican laborer into a working body or “peon” for our surplus of labor, 

therefore framing them as a sub-group that was willing to work for pittance and could fill a 

valuable void that white or Euro American workers were unwilling and unconstitutionally 

suitable to fill (Flores, 2003). As a result, today’s television programming would still have you 

believe that Latino/a communities are not as valuable as upper echelons of society because we 

can’t seem to break away from the servitude stigma that has plagued us since the middle of the 

twentieth century (Figueroa-Caballero, et al. 2019).  

  It was a period in which our country went from welcoming Mexican nationals so that 

they could fill the need for a larger workforce and strengthen our economy to later exiling them 

under the pretense of trespassing and criminality. What Hollywood and the news industry then 

did was take decades of social constructs, that are the result of fearful reactions and distorted 

perceptions and turned them into a form of visual entertainment. News media, for example, 
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frames news coverage in a way that communicates disdain towards minorities, especially in 

cases of civic unrest or immigration (Figueroa-Caballero et al., 2019). Consequently, the current 

fixation with immigration politics in the US guarantees the overrepresentation of border crossing 

Latino/as in daily news narratives (Valdivia, 2014). This media-making enterprise has only one 

inherent goal, and that is to profit off fear and public momentum, even at the expense of 

distorting the truth. Today’s television news stories are rife with examples of how times of war 

and national political issues like immigration or gun control are covered. Research shows that 

there are typically two themes that news outlets highlight when covering a story about issues like 

immigration, one of which is the American Western (Santa Ana, 2016).  

             Santa Ana posits that news media adapts the Western movie genre in its coverage of 

current issues, such as illegal immigration; we find strong parallels to the tales of iconic heroes 

taming the wild west notion to the perilous realities of the Southwestern landscape. This framing 

has manifested a protector or hero archetype, arguably since the turn of the 20thcentury—a time 

in our country’s history that marked a major separation of class and race between white and 

Mexican people and that did so through the mass deportation of Mexican laborers in 1931 

(Flores, 2003).  

        At first glance, the typical hero that is established in this scenario is the law enforcement 

official or, to fill the parallel, that role is now fulfilled by the immigration patrol who “restores 

balance to society” (Santa Ana, 2016).  Today, the hero image continues to manifest itself in the 

form of a local and federal law enforcement officer. When the severity of the suspect or criminal 

case become challenging and requires the extra resources, the expert forensics technician, or the 

court of law, as counselor or prosecutor, appears as the white hope and protector against 

domestic or national security. These are images and bodies that are not only primarily portrayed 
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by white actors, but that also reinforce the dominant theory that they are here to protect against 

the “otherness” of our social order (Santa Ana, 2016).  

It is in this thematic genre that news coverage begins to shape the image of White law 

enforcement as an authoritarian and protector of white nationalism and, perhaps more 

disturbingly, people of color as transgressors. There is a continuum that influences and 

perpetuates a fear of bodies that are brown and foreign but applauds and reveres those that are 

placed at the helm of the “threat” and are, thus, received as defenders of our homes and borders. 

This is a construct that is supported when “media stereotypes maintain the status quo and 

reinforce the existing hegemony,” (Berg in Tamborini et al. 2000). In today’s climate, stoking 

the fears surrounding our physical borders is almost effortless; the imagery has become all too 

familiar and has been inaccurately recreated for entertainment purposes.  

            Whether it is the news stories or simply what audiences take away from the headlines, the 

intention is to frame the news in a way that has the power to sway favor against ethnic groups 

“attempting to infiltrate the nation state and all its privileges” (Rodriguez, 1997). We can no 

longer look upon the popular television medium and fail to see the parallels that are being 

developed. Beyond the inherent messages conveyed in our objective reality, the sheer volume of 

depictions in media are also meaningful as they contribute to audiences’ perception regarding a 

group’s standing, strength, and value in society (Figueroa-Caballero et al, 2019). 

As a result, we must hold those reinforcing these stereotypes accountable, so that we may 

afford a relevant and equitable stance in the present time. We may refer to ourselves as Latino/a, 

but as stated in Rodriguez, we are also Americans in the United States: 
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Increasingly, for many U.S. born Latinos, to say that one is Latino (or Puerto Rican or 

Ecuadorian, and so on) implies that they are also American. They are Latinos in the  

United States. Inherent in this definition are issues of rights and entitlement—legitimate  

claims to cultural heritages and to political, economic, and social rights as citizens of 

the United States (1997, p. 4) 

            Inaccessibility to these rights and entitlements has been established generations over: 

from the arduous path to citizenship to the painstaking efforts of maintaining jobs and 

accumulating security for future generations, thus, becoming the very reason why we need to 

question viability through accurate representation. We have earned the right to be represented as 

a light of positivity and not just a problem or purveyor of wrongdoing. Where there is a need for 

justice, we can be in control of a courtroom; where there is a need for medical expertise, Latinx 

can fulfill those roles instead of following the stereotype that claims that the Latino/a character 

exists only when harm is inflicted onto another. It is a matter of fairness that an industry as 

mainstream as the television and cinematic arts start to equate brown brothers and sisters to their 

contributions as the largest ethnic minority group in this country (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020). To 

this end, we cannot play the spitfire or downtrodden character that they subject us to be forever.  

            To the same effect, we can also make the connection between the labels that have created 

stereotypical references and their impact: a nation that associates Mexican nationals with 

infecting our national body and invading or threatening the public health of U.S. citizens. 

Rhetorical boundaries were set in an early onset motive of separation of class and otherness. 

Journalists shifted the narrative from needing their labor and resourcefulness to emphasizing the 

dangers and potential of a race of people taking over, thus, instilling fear by describing an 
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unknown foreign body (Flores, 2003). Existing literature reveals a “prolific range of work about 

the content and representation of Latinos in US media” (Valdivia, 2010). In furthering my 

examination of common stereotypes used to portray the Chicano/a community, through the 

typical type casting model of servitude (i.e., gardener, maid, street vendor), I turn to explain how 

these characters are still being developed and depicted on screen today.  

Contemporary Media Portrayal 

Erasure 

One of the ways in which mainstream television has dealt with Latino/a “otherness” is 

through erasure. Today, we are familiar with the way that Hollywood recreates our social 

landscape in order to portray histories, oftentimes failing to accurately portray the people—

especially when they are people of color (Rodriguez, 1997). Although many of these 

reimaginings are dependent on the source that a movie script originated from, you cannot excuse 

the commercial driven motivation that is behind this medium and, therefore, the micro-aspect of 

choosing who plays whom on screen—choices that are intentionally made by producers and 

directors. “There is a notion that no matter what happens in the film, the movie will sell if certain 

stars are in it. The House of the Spirits, The Perez Family, and Evita were all based in Latino/a 

settings or on Latino/a characters but no Latino/as in major roles” (Rodriguez, 1997). There is a 

clear intent to satisfy the monetary and commercial success of a film as well as garner the 

acclaim and notoriety that can accompany casting choices like that of Madonna as Eva Peron. In 

this example, we can easily pinpoint the intent to, not only capitalize on the venture of lauded 

sources and historical figures, such as Evita Peron, but also off the combination of star-driven 

actors such as Alfred Molina, Marisa Tomei, Angelica Houston, or Jeremy Irons, and going so 
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far as employing them to play “against type1”. This comes at the expense of actors and audiences 

of color who do not get to tell and accurately experience their own stories. 

Symbolic Annihilation  

            The following are also important to consider: when Latinx actors do manage to make the 

screen, are we depicted accurately or in good light? Are we ever the protagonists of our own 

stories? I want to say that we are making our way or rather that we are breaking down barriers to 

stardom in the face of CBS’ reboot of Magnum P.I. where Jay Hernandez stars as the main title 

role of Thomas Magnum—an accomplishment considering that Latinx men have all but 

disappeared in lead roles on television while Latinas constitute most on-screen appearances 

within this medium (Negron-Muntaner, 2014). This information coincides with CBS’s current 

lineup, where most shows star white men and very few Latinx men are a part of these casts. I 

liken this kind of progress as a one step forward two steps back approach, but it seems telling 

that what we are seeing in today’s television climate is what can be aptly referred to as a 

symbolic annihilation, where the general absence of a population symbolizes the group’s value—

or lack thereof—in society (Valdivia, 2010).  

            This notion has always been, to me, a subtle way in which mainstream television shows 

occasionally throw a proverbial bone; in this case, in the form of a once in a generation 

occurrence with the likes of characters like Hernandez’ Magnum P.I. Although, this casting 

choice—in a classic and successful reboot, nonetheless—can be considered a step forward in 

media representation, it does not guarantee an accurate portrayal of Chicano/Latino men or their 

 
1 The hiring of an actor to play a certain part which differs fundamentally from roles the actor is famous 
for or has played in the past. (tvtropes.org) 
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experiences. In fact, the shows’ story lines almost never touch upon the character’s Latinx 

heritage or reference his ethnic appearance. In contrast, a reboot of the ‘70s show, One Day at A 

Time, does more to accurately depict the Latino experience; the show engages in cultural 

specificity: it highlights the lives of working-class Cuban Americans and confronts issues of 

immigration, queer identity and the veteran experience (del Río & Moran, 2020). While many 

reboots adhere very strictly to the original plot, it is important that changes are made so that the 

show may acknowledge and confront social issues that are part of our daily lives; it is important 

that these shows engage with these issues, acknowledge cultural threads, and look at “flattening 

differences” within media studies (del Río & Moran, 2020.) As it stands, it is not only that 

mainstream media is continuously out to diminish brown bodies, but rather that they are enacting 

the “symbolic annihilation” of Latino faces (Valdivia, 2010). 

Beyond Representation 

Evidently, there is a large gap between the roles and occupations that Latinx actually hold 

and what entertainment mediums portray. This shows that mainstream television continues to 

reflect experiences through a white superhero mantra. This omission and reimagining of Anglo-

normativity reinforces the stereotypes that contribute to the audience’s perception of identity and 

wellbeing (Abrams, 2010; Abrams & Giles, 2009). As a result, Stamps posits: “Although the 

momentum of minority-oriented television programming within mainstream network television 

is promising, the notion of quantity versus quality with regard to character portrayals deserves 

attention” (Stamps, 2019.)  

 The progress that Latinas have made in primetime television should be acknowledged 

and celebrated. Still, inclusion does not ensure accurate portrayals. Today, casting Latina 

actresses often means retreading tropes of a bygone era that has fabricated the notion of Latinas 
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as the illustrious sex object (Figueroa-Caballero et al., 2019). In a time of the ever-pressing need 

for equity and opportunities for women of color on the margins of the entertainment industry, 

Latinas are still subjected to representation through objectification. Smith, in Figueroa-Caballero, 

states, “In a recent analysis of primetime scripted TV programming, digital series, and top 

grossing films, Latinas were more often depicted in sexual attire or with some nudity than were 

Asian, Black, or White women” (Smith et al. 2016).  

            Gazing upon beauty has always been the appeal of women of color in film; however, the 

character that the Latina actress plays is often given at least one trait that sets her apart from her 

Caucasian peers and, usually, this trait will also contribute to the sexualization of her being 

(Smith et al., 2016). This isn’t to say that Latinas in television are always cavorting around the 

screen in low cut skirts and fiery red lip gloss, but today the markers that sexualize them are not 

strictly physical. Sometimes, their lines or the delivery with which they convey them are just as 

effective in their objectification as their attire or the amount of skin they bare (Figueroa-

Caballero et al., 2019).   

“Otherness” Through Accents  

            Another theme that we have yet to break away from is the national paradigm of episodic 

driven humor through language—that is to say, the way in which minimizing or lessening a 

character’s knowledge of proper English is used as a vehicle for comic relief (Casillas et al., 

2018). Existing literature claims that primetime television shows often use accents to indicate 

how long a character has lived in the United States (Stamps, 2019); often, however, shows rely 

upon the poor delivery of spoken American English to make their audiences laugh. The United 

States is now the second largest Spanish speaking country in the world (Melendez, 2015), and 

yet this tactic is deliberately used to create a perceived “otherness”. 
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            Today, the most notable figure with these characteristics is Sofia Vergara of the ABC 

series Modern Family. In Vergara’s case, what we have come to realize is that her scripted 

dialogue has taken a new turn in how we must come to examine accents, intonation, and delivery 

and how these features have contributed to sexualization and separations between class and race 

(Casillas et al., 2018). A figure like Vergara personifies the “harlot” archetype in American 

television; her character is scripted in a way that promotes a mockery of her ill knowledge of 

American idioms and wordplay and allows her on-screen peers to capitalize on this tactic with 

lampooning or sexually suggestive retorts, thereby making her the butt of the joke (Casillas et al. 

2018). 

            Casillas rationalizes that this tactic allows television programs to create a sense of 

distance between native and non-native speakers of standard American English (SAE) and 

further enforces notions of whiteness. Giving a TV character an accented English accent does 

more than symbolize that the character is a foreigner or exotic nomad; it has now become a trait 

with negative connotations—connotations of dissimilitude and therefore distance from the 

norm.  It showcases a foreigner’s difficulty in assimilating to American customs and language. 

While these traits often set the stage for character development, they also influence how 

audiences come to view Latinx characters, especially when the only contact they have with this 

community is what they see on-screen (Casillas et al. 2018).  

Generalization of Latinidad 

            When it comes to Latinidad, the current representational model still glamorizes our 

communities through generalizations and tropicalism: “Within the media, this is to denote an 

erasure of ethnic specificity in favor of a simplistic generalization of Latinidad” (Casillas et al., 

2018). Generalizing a group of people, namely producing an all-in-one version of Latinidad so 
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that we can be this relatable reconceptualized version on screen, needs to be taken to task and 

challenged academically to enter the fray within this industry. When we are incessantly exposed 

to so many negative portrayals of the Latinx community throughout most viewing platforms, it 

isn’t at all difficult to find the correlation between these images and the profound influence they 

have on their targeted populations, especially younger and therefore more impressionable 

audience members.  

            Young Latinas now face the brunt of a media frenzied industry that continually pushes 

“heavy accents” on its Latina characters and the perception that creates (Monk-Turner et al., 

2010). This, in turn, often extends to assumptions about their level of assimilation and even their 

legal status (Casillas, 2014; Stover, 2010). Popular television and news media work in tandem. 

This is easy to see when you consider white female victims have an easier time claiming 

victimhood and garnering attention or sympathy from the viewer (Slakoff & Brennan, 2019). 

Further research has also concluded that Black and Latina women are rarely seen as victims; 

instead, audiences are likely to blame Black and Latina women for their misfortunes and suggest 

that it is because of who they associate with or the environment in which they live that they 

encounter negative situations (Slakoff & Brennan, 2019). Once again, the thematic notions that 

are prevalent in media outlets beget one another in a way that provides a continuing thread of 

material that justifies images of caricatures, outliers, and marginal bodies. We don’t see 

ourselves play into a higher degree of quantity or modes of agency at a higher rate than white 

counter parts because the theme has always been to cater to repetitive variations which demonize 

an entire racial ethnic group (Stamps, 2019). This repetition has been engrained for so long that 

our society has started relating to race outside their personal racial makeup through Social 

Identity Theory (SIT), which suggests that individuals experience collective identity based on 
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their membership in a group, including racial and ethnic identities (Taj and Turner in Stamps 

2019). Given this theorizing, when we take the effects of popular media into consideration, we 

can surmise why it is that people of color are often perceived as criminals and how white 

characters are often viewed as the sympathetic victims. This makes for strong duality of good 

versus evil which is a construct as old as the television industry and continues to be juxtaposed 

now with members of the Latinx community.  These assumptions are problematic and have a 

negative influence on an already classed young black and brown audience that spends more time 

watching television on average per day than white children, thus, ultimately affecting their sense 

of self (Rideout et al., 2010). After all: 

Television viewing remains central to understanding contemporary U.S. culture, and 

it not only provides insight into the habits of U.S. audiences but also offers a window 

into the constructions of individual and collective identities. Legacy networks and 

advertisers have framed and constructed Latina/os as a market to be bought and sold 

through commercial systems (del Río &Moran, 2020). 

The audience is now introduced to what Davila and Moran refer to: an aspirational Latina/o 

subject on television that is stripped of national or cultural specificity and can be added to a 

growing sense of pan-national market-ready U.S. identity (Davila, 2001; Moran, 2020).    

Critical Media Literacy  

Still, if viewers remain critical of the media they consume, they can question stereotypes 

regarding race, ethnicity, gender, and sexual identity, thus, holding media companies accountable 

and ensuring that they move towards accurate representation (Mastro et al. in Scharrer and 

Ramasubramanian, 2015). This potential refers to “critical media literacy” (CML)—the way we 
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access and analyze messages in media and how we understand and encourage critical thinking 

regarding media content and practices (Scharrer & Ramasubramanian, 2015). This thesis is 

guided in large part by the informed work and close examination of how we must continually 

acknowledge the intentionality, as much as we do the omission of Latino/a character portrayals 

in the visual medium of film and television through pedagogical practices. Additionally, I would 

like to invoke Charise N. Pimentel’s definition of “critical media literacy” in order to 

contextualize a viable framework for extensively studying and reinterpreting the likes of visual 

and print media: 

            Critical media literacy is not an addition to what teachers are already teaching, but          

rather embodies a pedagogical approach to deconstructing the ideological messages that 

are communicated through various forms of media, including but not limited to: print and 

web-based news articles, broadcasted news shows, school textbooks, literature, 

Hollywood films, documentaries, print advertising, commercials, video games, 

social media, plays, music, music videos, pictures, magazines cartoons, and TV shows. 

Importantly, critical media literacy repositions students from being passive consumers 

of  texts to active agents who deconstruct messages embedded within written and visual 

texts. (Pimentel 2018) 

These methods can be vital in teaching future generations how to counter ongoing threads of 

oppression set forth by a century of cinematic, media infused dominant narratives of white-

centric American normativity (Yosso, 2020).   

            Conducting further research, it is easy to see that most television shows are after a certain 

aesthetic and, if not held accountable, they will continue to push the stereotypes that reinforce 
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the stories they want to tell. In my own research through a Fall lineup of popular investigative 

crime dramas, it was hard to imagine that populous cities, such as New York and Los Angeles, 

could be depicted as being void of Latinx professionals working in and out of the criminal justice 

system. In these shows, one could find them only as subjects of this system. Up to this moment 

in time, watching television is just that—passivity and accepting the optics of crime, law and 

order associated with Anglo-Americans who solve these crimes and perpetuate the “hero” factor 

(Santa Ana, 2016). 

            To better gauge the efforts of unpacking these recycled and inaccurate narratives, I have 

found the following points in the work of Tara Yosso, Mari Castañeda, and Steven Funk et al. to 

be of value; they demonstrate how we can further critique this notion of race in media and its 

interpretation. As discussed in her work on “critical medial literacy”, Tara J. Yosso explains the 

construct of “historical continuities” to identify racist tropes and stereotypes through decades of 

film from the 1950’s through the 1990’s. In this way, we can begin to conceptualize and oppose 

outdated and inaccurate portrayals such as the repeated depiction of students of color as 

delinquents who walk a thin line between prosperity and delinquency and whose only hope lies 

with the benevolent white schoolteacher or administrator who sways them in a different path.  

Remaining Critical: The Effects of Unchecked Contemporary Media Portrayal 

I feel we must take the many aspects of media into account and think about what we are 

consuming as opposed to absorbing content without being critical of it. We must open our minds 

and understand that images and characters created to entertain were put forth from a colonial 

ideology that derives from a class system—a hierarchy of racist status quos that we cannot allow 

to exist through tropes, even if only slightly reimagined (Castañeda, 2018). After all, these 

messages are constructed and presented to us in a way that informs the opinions we build about 
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other communities as well as our own. For example, the media that White people consume 

informs the opinions they build about African Americans, Latinos, Asians and vice versa. 

Understanding the significance of this definition is tantamount to discussing how we coexist in 

society and how we evolve from challenging and correcting perceptions of self and others. This 

knowledge may better serve us as we question television shows that can typically be infused with 

generalities, misconceptions and acknowledge the power of the messages that mainstream media 

presents to us daily (Yosso, 2002).  

We live in a society that is seeking entertainment from a wide array of platforms and 

visual mediums; therefore, we must be diligent and critical of the images that are conveyed 

across our screens. This accounts for our assessment of what bodies are placed before us and 

how the media and cinematic entities entangle mostly an exaggerated image with little first-

person influence or understanding of cultural implications. “We live in a media-oriented society, 

and because media often serves as an entertainment function, we may be lulled into passively 

accepting the images projected as mirrors of real life and of people” (Wilson & Gutierrez in 

Rodriguez, 1997). If media literacy is to play any part in helping the Latino community advance 

and foster a stronger social perception, then we should take heed, further this research and 

continue to question the power of popular media on the Latino/a community (Yosso, 2020). 

Mari Castañeda asserts that misrepresentation in media underscores a problem that feeds 

into the social and political climate of how we express ourselves and frame bodies of color 

through racial stereotypes. The visuals that are currently being portrayed in televised media are 

not to be taken lightly nor passively as they can serve as “culturally expressive conduits that have 

the power to transform the popular imaginary into real world practices of love and hate, peace 

and violence” (Castaneda, 2018 p1). The decision to frame ethnic bodies against the backdrop of 
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welfare programs or border security is clear and deliberate and can only incite further negative 

associations towards members of non-white communities.   

To that effect, in remaining critical of erasure and stereotypes, “Filmmakers may claim 

they are unaware that images, dialogue, or other elements of the production are degrading (i.e., 

White actors performing in brownface), but they cannot argue that the demeaning portrayals are 

unintentional” (Yosso 2020, p. 8). The visual images and cues that I mention here are the 

omission of Latino/a people in relation to their current population standing in mainstream 

television shows and the use of “othering”, specifically through language as an extension of 

humor and inherent racism as is the case in Vergara’s character, Gloria Delgado, in the show, 

Modern Family. 

            As demeaning as it is to witness the current landscape of televised media, specifically the 

way that many different forms of media portray and convey imagery that brings forth 

commercial success by distorting notions of Latinidad, it is also important to note the act of 

omission and bring that to the forefront of this discussion. If the model of storytelling is to 

continue without first person point of view or inclusion of Latinx creativity, we receive 

narratives like the all too familiar formula about students of color requiring the intervention of a 

white teacher. This becomes possible through stereotypes, on-screen distortions and the omission 

of community histories that shape contemporary schooling conditions (Yosso 2020). This is a 

construct that has been allowed to endure for decades as the creative forces would contend or 

espouse that artistic licensing is at work here and, therefore, there is free reign to tell and 

reimagine stories and the communities they come from.  

In the same manner that systemic and academic institutions will continue to defend racist 

tropes and the actions of young students “who are only acting out of their naiveté” to display 
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school spirit, visual microaggressions are also very common in televised media today (Pérez 

Huber & Solorzano, 2015). Media scholars have documented negative portrayals of people of 

color in film and television since the inception of such mediums and the development of the 

entertainment industry over time (Abraham &Appiah, 2006 in Pérez Huber & Solorzano, 2015). 

In Perez Huber and Solorzano, social scientists have explored how racist visual representations 

function to discursively subordinate people of color, while maintaining a white power structure 

inclusive of constructed practices, policies, and identities. Whether these visual representations 

appear in news articles, media advertisements or an episodic television show, they are a clear 

marker of the oppression that takes place in the lives of people of color every day.  

            We should understand that the way that mainstream TV positions race and reinforces 

stereotypes is important because these patterns are leading towards homogenizing Latinx 

representation and further creating social acceptance, or lack thereof, among outer groups. 

Castaneda posits,  

            Certainly, audiences are not passive robots that merely accept everything that is  

broadcast to them but given our societal context in which media images drive so much of 

the narratives in politics, culture and economics, it is deeply important to acknowledge 

its power so that we may develop the critical agency necessary to make informed 

decisions and take appropriate actions (Castaneda, 2018).  

Thus, deconstructing the narrative of white superiority and “the great white hope” and building 

upon critical media literacy, especially amongst adolescents, is crucial in the effort to rewrite our 

future. 

Implementation of Critical Media Literacy 
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            Funk, Kellner, and Share (2016) expand upon the concept of “critical media literacy” as a 

means to implement a critical eye from the very start—that is, the K-12 education system. In 

examining a growing digital language, CML boasts the potential to strengthen the way that 

young audiences evaluate and analyze the images on their screens. Funk et al state:  

            CML pedagogy is an important strategy for educators to use to strengthen civic  

engagement and reassert the promise of democracy with an informed and empowered 

citizenry. Moreover, a CML pedagogy is vital to include in teacher education programs 

so that pre-service teachers are better prepared to guide their students in critical 

inquiry with and about information communication technologies (ICTs) and popular 

culture (Funk et al. 2016). 

            Beginning to recognize the stereotypes and patterns that mainstream media creates is an 

important analytical skill that should be taught to students in academia. Recognizing that the 

entertainment industry has managed to intentionally misrepresent the Latinx community give us 

the opportunity to question who they are creating the entertainment for. Engaging with televised 

content in a critical manner is the first step in questioning what Yosso refers to as layered 

microaggressions. Yosso states: 

Microaggressions are subtle (verbal, non-verbal, visual) insults of people of color, often 

done automatically or unconsciously. Microaggressions are layered insults, based on 

notions of race, gender, class, sexuality, culture, language, immigration status,  

phenotype, accent and surname. Microaggressions are cumulative and 

cause unnecessary stress to people of color while privileging whites. (p.60) 

Working Towards the Future   
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These ideas provide critical analysis skills that relate to news, digital or televised media 

and the fictional characters that are concocted to inform or entertain. However, the images and 

characterizations that continue to manifest themselves merely serve as a ruse to either perpetuate 

an existing racialized identity, with respect to the Latino/a community, or foster a hybridized 

version that encompasses people across the Latin American landscape, therefore feeding into a 

heterogeneous way of thinking. However, if historical accounts of cinematic tropes teach us 

anything, it is that we can take from the visual images and cues to help us reposition ourselves 

moving forward (Yosso, 2020). This includes what occurs in front as well as behind the camera. 

            While Yosso argues that future critical media literacy should be driven by a deeper 

examination of our past, we must be reminded to look back at contestations of majoritarian 

narratives as well (Yosso 2020).  This is not to refrain from acknowledging what has already 

been created and turning our back on past creations. After all, the constructs and racial tropes 

that are prevalent in our nation’s history of Latino, Black, and Asian bodies often stem from 

earlier and outdated depictions. Personally, I feel a sense of responsibility to carry the past as a 

receipt of where we came from in order to embattle the forces that control and intentionally place 

us on the outer edge of society by normalizing inaccurate representations. In this vein, I am 

reminded of conversations that my wife and I share with our son—a curious brown soul with 

astute awareness of his upbringing and heritage and who knows no bounds, regardless of the 

color of his skin. He has often asked about our Native American brothers and sisters after 

encountering the Academy Award winning movie, Dances with Wolves. After posing the 

question—"why are they fighting with the soldiers?”—my terse but amicable reply has been: 

“Well… the soldiers were sent to imprison and take away the homes and land of the Native 

Americans because the president wants all the land to belong to the United States”.  
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            This retort usually follows with the proverbial “why”, but the reason for my reflective 

answer is to acknowledge the governmental structures that have been set in place since the 

inception of our country and that inform and reinforce what we see in mainstream media (Yosso 

2020). Although this feature film may not be the best example of sensationalizing or 

misrepresenting people of color, and I would go further in adding that my son—who’s all of 

eight years—may be a bit early in examining this feature so closely, the narrative still stems from 

a long history of cinema and perpetuates the white savior complex through Kevin Costner’s role 

(Santa Ana 2016). The film, like many others, also touches on the “majoritarian narrative” that 

indigenous people were savages, ill-equipped to prosper without assistance and were enemies of 

the nation state.  

            Dances with Wolves has always been one of my favorite films to critique. If not for its 

production value alone, in this instance, we can look at a film with this much acclaim and still 

find patterns of “governments policing people,” and “white savior complexes”. As I mentioned 

before, these narratives are present today in the form of border control agents as “white heroes” 

without providing full context of why it is that people cross the border in the first place. The 

intention, of course, is to build upon the anti-immigrant sentiment (Castañeda 2018). According 

to Castañeda, this can create a nationalistic sensation that incites a separation or celebration of 

triumph over outside aggression.  

            Yosso and Castaneda contribute towards further examination of century old images and 

misrepresentation that the Latino/a community faces in the media. In a similar way, the work on 

critical media literacy, expanded by Funk, Kellner, and Share (2016), works as supporting 

pedagogy and is essential in helping young students think of the world around them in a critical 

way (Funk et al. 2016). I have always looked to dramatic television to help me understand the 
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nuances of solving crimes. That is to say that, at the very least, I understood the relation between 

the crime committed to the resources that it took, and the multiple agencies involved in solving 

that particular crime. To this day, it is evident that the images young viewers are exposed to have 

a strong impact on the way that they start to form their understanding of the world. If his/her 

favorite television shows continually suggest that crimes are committed by people of color and 

the men and women in uniform or corporate suits are all white, what kind of conjectures can they 

arrive to?  

            I believe that the way we approach critical media literacy can help Latino/as change this 

visual medium; this framework will help revisit our history and, perhaps more importantly, will 

help us write a new and all-inclusive chapter going forward. Adopting methods where young 

people can normalize asking questions about the content, they consume is crucial. Dissecting 

information in this way serves an important cause—one that will do away with ideologies of 

patriarchal, racist, and heterosexist domination (Funk et al. 2016). It can begin by asking 

questions about what justice and accurate representation can look like moving forward. 

Implementing CML in academia can offer students and educators the chance to embrace these 

changes and to think about them as opportunities to teach and learn about political acts of 

consciousness-raising and empowerment (Funk et al. 2016). The changes I speak of refer to the 

multiple platforms and ever-changing speed at which young people gather and receive their 

information, likely at the touch of a fingertip. The ease and access we have to media today calls 

for a more critical understanding of the power relations that are currently prevalent in media and 

the influence that these biases have. According to Morrell, if we practice critical media literacy 

in the education system, “One that enlightens students to the potential that they have, as media 
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producers, to shape the world they live in, to help turn it into the world they imagine, we might 

be able to tap into our true and authentic representation” (p. 324).  

            Media is persuasive and pervasive states Castañeda, and so must be our critical 

contribution to constantly engage material whether it is written for pure entertainment or with an 

agenda in mind. Thus, it is important that we attempt to awaken the social conscience of our 

society and to do everything in our disposal to question, disrupt, and dismantle the current 

narrative. 
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Chapter 3: Methods   

The purpose of this study was to explore a current grouping of mainstream television shows to 

analyze the Latinx actors and the characters they portray. The following research questions 

guided this study: (1) What roles do Latino characters play during prime-time television 

programming? and (2) What image of Latinos do these characters provide the viewers? 

Sample   

Episode Selection. The data for this thesis study was collected by randomly selecting a 

three-episode sampling of prime-time television shows from the CBS network that aired during 

the fall season of 2019. These programs included television shows that aired during the prime-

time slot of 8pm to 11pm Eastern Standard Time (EST), which represented the most watched 

time slot on television in the country. The access granted through streaming sites via YouTube, 

Netflix and or ABC, CBS and NBC provided the information needed to conduct this research.  I 

utilized a monthly subscription via Amazon Prime access to view the shows. The fictional genres 

of dramas and crime drama were chosen to capture the targeted characters; situation comedies 

and reality-based television programs were omitted. The sample only focused on one season 

(aired Fall 2019 during prime time on CBS) and covered three randomly selected episodes per 

television show. This equates to a total of 21 dramatic episodes (seven TV shows and three 

episodes per show). The selected shows were CBS’s Blue Bloods, Criminal Minds, FBI, 

Magnum P.I., NCIS, NCIS: Los Angeles and S.W.A.T. (see Table 1). 

Data Collection Procedure 

Data collection for this thesis study occurred across a three-week period and the episodes 

were watched from my laptop in my home through the streaming service Amazon Prime.  The 
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chosen episodes were selected via Google random selector for impartiality. Each episode was 

watched three times across the span of three weeks. I would take notes on characters throughout 

each episode, playing close attention to signs of cultural significance or contribution to a given 

scene or story plot.  

Table 1 

CBS Television shows, season & episodes 

Title Season Episodes 
Viewed 

 Blue Bloods            
 
 
 
Criminal Minds  

10       
 
 
 

15 

 
5, 7, 15 

 
 

 
3, 4, 5 

 

 
FBI  

2 
 

4, 6, 13 
 

Magnum P.I. 2             
 

1, 5, 9 
           

NCIS 17 
 
       5, 6, 13 

 

NCIS: LA 11 
 

6, 13, 15 
 

S.W.A.T. 3 7, 11, 13 

Blue Bloods                       10 5, 7, 15 

 

Coding/Units of Analysis 

Demographics 

Main actors were identified as integral players in a television show. The plot usually 

centered around the character or was used to drive the plot of the show. Therefore, the sample 
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size is 35 main characters across the seven shows and represents actors that are Latino, Black, 

Asian, Middle Eastern, or White. I coded the following demographics for each main character: 

(1) gender (male or female) (2) sexuality (LGBTQ or heterosexual), (3) actor ethnicity and (4) 

ethnicity of character being portrayed.  

Gender. Gender was classified and noted as male or female.  

Actor Ethnicity. Actor ethnicity was coded as Mexican American, Puerto Rican, Central 

American, South American, or mixed ethnicity. This data was collected by accessing 

biographical information via Amazon prime bio link and Internet Movie Database (IMDb). 

Google search also substantiated this information when needed.   

Ethnicity of character. Character ethnicity was coded as either White, Black, Asian, or 

Latinx (Mexican, South American, Central American, Cuban, Puerto Rican). This data was 

collected by accessing information about the character from IMDB.  

Sexual Orientation. Sexual orientation was coded using the following markers: gender of 

romantic partner and dialogue regarding sexuality. 

Representation 

  In addition, data was collected that focused on the show scripted representation of the 

Latino characters.   

 Role of Character. Data was collected to determine whether Latino characters were 

leading or supportive characters. This determinant was accessible by noting whether a character 

appeared in the main credits; usually right after the show’s main title appears. This data was also 

collected while streaming the various shows through observation and note taking for the number 
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of appearances a character made in each episode. The more significant the role, the greater 

number of scenes and impact on the plot of the episode.  

Occupation. The role a main character played was categorized in one of three different 

professions which are court officer (judge, attorney, clerk), law enforcement (detective, police, 

security) or first responder (medic, firefighter). Visual markers such as uniforms; modes of 

transportation or other markers such as badges or insignias assisted in coding this data. Where 

visual cues were not so apparent, professional dress and auditory or salutations referencing titles 

made this determinant.  

 Stereotypical Roles. I selected and noted spoken language, sexualized body, and dialogue 

as a continued identifier that can contribute to understanding if minority characters are 

reproducing and reinforcing stereotypes.  This is significant to acknowledge when you consider 

the range of Latino characters has narrowed according to Frances Negron-Muntaner. Presently, 

36.6% of Latino TV character appearances are in law enforcement and a whopping 44.7% of 

Latino-coded television characters are either uncredited or unnamed. Equally important, 69% of 

iconic media maids in film and television since 1996 are Latina (Negron-Muntaner 2014). 

Language spoken was documented as either Spanish only, bilingual, English only, or no 

dialogue. Sexualization of the character was documented as overly sexualized, romantic lead, 

deviant or not applicable. If proper English or slang was being spoken was documented while 

observing the show. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

 This thesis analyzed the representation of characters and main actors in a contemporary 

lineup of crime drama shows produced by CBS. There were seven different shows included in 

this study and each was viewed to gather representational data on: actor gender, sexuality and 

ethnicity, along with the ethnicity, role and occupation of character.    

Demographics  

The TV shows examined for this thesis included 35 main characters across the seven 

shows and consisted of actors that are Latino, African American, Asian American, Middle 

Eastern, and Caucasian. A content analysis documented the following demographics for each 

main character: (1) gender (male or female) (2) sexuality (LGBTQ or heterosexual), (3) actor 

ethnicity and (4) ethnicity, role and occupation of character portrayed.  

Gender.  The data indicates that a preponderance (2/3) of the main TV characters (n=35) 

across the seven shows were male: 23 (66%) were male and 12 were female (34%).   

Sexual Orientation. In this study, only one main character across the seven shows was 

part of the LGBTQ community. The character portrayed by the actress Lina Esco (character 

name of Officer Christina “Chris” Alonso) in episode 7, season 3 of S.WA.T. was a lesbian. This 

data suggests that the majority (97%) of the TV characters examined for this study were 

heterosexual. 

Ethnicity. White actors (60%, n=21) were the most prevalent on screen across the seven 

shows with the remaining actors being people of color (40%, n=14). Of the actors of color, the 

majority were Latino (n=7) followed by Asian American (n=3), African American (n=3) and 

Middle Eastern (n=1).  
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Ethnicity of character. Internet Movie Database (IMDB) was used to examine the 35 

main characters’ ethnicity.  The data reveals that only 6 (18%) main characters appear on screen 

with a Latino/a surname. The following characters appear on screen with Latino last names: 

Alonso (actress Lina Esco, Blue Bloods), Alvez (actor Adam Rodriguez, Criminal Minds), Torres 

(actor Wilmer Valderrama, NCIS), Baez (actress Marissa Ramirez, Blue Bloods), Espinosa 

(actor Luis Antonio Ramos, Blue Bloods) and Castille (actress Alana De La Garza, F.B.I). The 

remaining characters were White (n=22), Asian American (n=3), African American (n=3), and 

Middle Eastern (n=1). Jay Hernandez is a Mexican American actor that plays the role of 

Magnum P.I. There is no information online or in the series to indicate that Magnum P.I. is 

Latino. Thus, only 1 Latino is playing a white character, a character that is not explicitly written 

for a Latino/a. 

Character Representation 

 A content analysis was also conducted to determine the occupation and representation of 

Latinx characters. Of the 35 main characters that appear on screen, six actors appear regularly in 

their shows respective main cast and are portrayed as characters working in various sectors of 

law enforcement. 

 Occupation. Of the six leading characters that were Latino (n=6), one character was a 

special agent in charge F.B.I.; one was a police detective; two were police officers; one was a 

Special Agent, Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS); and one was a special agent BAU 

(Behavioral Analysis Unit- FBI). The remaining main characters’ occupation were special agents 

(n=12), detectives (n-=5), FBI agents (n=4), LAPD S.W.A.T. officers (n=4), and private 

investigator (n=4).  
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Roles. Lastly, none of the Latino main characters (n=6) examined for this thesis, fulfilled 

negative stereotypes based on spoken language, sexualized body, or use of slang. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

This thesis focused on the presence and representation of the Latinx community for the 

Fall 2019 lineup of CBS’s crime dramas of Blue Bloods, Criminal Minds, F.B.I., S.W.A.T., 

N.C.I.S., N.C.I.S. L.A., and Magnum P.I. (2019). In viewing these television shows, I 

intentionally sought to focus on shows that depicted locations that serve as a backdrop to large 

ethnically diverse communities such as Los Angeles. Given the overall ‘type’ of production of 

these particular television shows and the focus in crime and law enforcement, it was my desire to 

examine Latinx representation in this thriving genre. Primetime television shows have a long 

history of portraying and succumbing to age old stereotypes and this thesis was an effort to 

explore improvements as studies have continued to probe representation in the past thirty years.  

This thesis attempts to add to the larger discourse of awareness and discussion of 

progressive representation for Latinx communities (Mastro et al. 2000). This thesis complements 

this larger discourse by examining the following research questions: (1) What roles are Latinos 

playing on primetime television, specifically related to law enforcement genre programming and 

(2) What images do these characters provide to viewers? This thesis found that the roles being 

played are positive due to the characters ascending to a position of power and authority as 

opposed to servitude. Given their respective professional fields; the images they convey can also 

be seen as potential for future opportunistic characters to convey accomplishment as well as 

demonstrate advocacy for the Latinx actors who play them. However, my findings show that 

there remains a scarcity of on-screen opportunities for Latinx actors during primetime; White-

centric representation continues to be the principal grouping where White actors (60%, n=21) 

were the most prevalent on screen across the seven shows with the remaining actors being people 

of color (40%, n=14).    
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Findings 

 This thesis examined the main actors that appeared in seven television shows across one 

network (CBS) to examine the improvement of Latinx representation. The rationale for this 

choice of network was random, but given the multiple shows based on crime and punishment, I 

felt the topics would closely align with current national news affecting the Latinx community. I 

specifically avoided comedy since this genre is nothing more than a television medium that is 

grounded on suspension of disbelief and not mean to be taken seriously of any critical thought.   

The study found that most characters portrayed in these shows were white heterosexual 

males. In five of the seven studied series’ a white actor is the headlining talent and supported by 

a formidable number of white actors. The remaining actors demonstrate a growing number of 

talents across diverse ethnicities in supporting roles, which are Asian-American, Afro-American, 

and Middle Eastern. This casting of majority of white bodies aligns with the existing literature 

that speaks to the image of White law enforcement as an authoritarian and protector (Berg in 

Tamborini et al. 2000). Berg has stated that this type of sensationalism that is captured in news 

outlets is constructed to visually play on the fears of threat to our conscience and country in this 

sphere, we create a hero in the form of a white archetype law enforcement officer (white savior) 

who is here to protect us from threat to our homes and borders (by largely people of color); Thus, 

marginalizing or excluding people of colors experiences in the storyline of these shows. This 

unfortunately negatively contributes to people’s perceptions regarding a ethnic groups’ standing, 

strength, and value in society (Figueroa-Caballero et al., 2019).  

  Furthermore, this thesis found that a third of the television characters were Latino with 

approximately one Latino as a main character on a primetime show. While this is promising, it is 

still lacking true representation particularly given the number of Latinos that live in the areas that 
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these shows represent (e.g., Los Angeles, New York). Although there is progress in identifying 

an array of characters holding positions in law enforcement and national security, Chicanos and 

Latinos can continually be found in marginal roles that are more likely supportive of casts with 

white actors performing varying degree of positions within law enforcement, military or the 

medical profession. Even further, when Latinos are visible, they tend to be portrayed through 

decades-old stereotypes as criminals, law enforcers, cheap labor, and hypersexualized beings 

(Negrón-Muntaner 2014). I can answer this As Yosso has stated, it is paramount that we question 

television shows that can typically be infused with generalities, misconceptions and acknowledge 

the power of the messages that mainstream media presents to us daily (Yosso 2002). Just as these 

shows have given a ray of hope they also demonstrate the narrow and sometimes futile view of 

Latinx authenticity, that are more in line with tokenism than prosperity of representation. For 

example, Sofia Vergara in Modern Family and Eva Longoria in Desperate Housewives represent 

current and former stars of these respective shows, that also demonstrate the characters hyper 

sexualization with language and physicality.   

While depicting a person of a color as a police officer in a prime-time television show 

can seem like a big step forward, the truth is that this fails to accurately represent the number of 

sworn officers who identify as Latinx. According to the LAPD’s Sworn and Civilian Report, 

Latino/as make up 49% of the sworn officers in the LA county. Evidently, there is a large gap 

between the roles and occupations that Latinx hold and what entertainment mediums portray. 

This shows that mainstream television continues to reflect experiences through a white superhero 

mantra. This omission and reimagining of Anglo-normativity reinforces the stereotypes that 

contribute to the audience’s perception of identity and wellbeing (Abrams, 2010; Abrams & 

Giles, 2009). As a result, Stamps posits: “Although the momentum of minority-oriented 
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television programming within mainstream network television is promising, the notion of 

quantity versus quality with regard to character portrayals deserves attention” (Stamps 2019.) 

Another finding that emerged from the data is a Latinx actor playing a White character. 

This is evident in the current reboot of CBS’ Magnum P.I., in which Jay Hernandez- a California 

born Chicano actor steps in the title role of the current version of the character, Thomas 

Magnum. Although we can laud the fact that a person of color, namely a young up and coming 

Chicano actor carries the star power to play a traditional white character, it begs the inquiry as to 

why not have the character be Latinx. Valdivia posits that the general absence of a population 

symbolizes the group’s value—or lack thereof—in society (Valdivia, 2010). What Valdivia is 

saying speaks to the intentionality of the lack of visibility and the contribution of the 

heterogeneity it imposes on Latinidad and ignores our rich, complex history. 

Limitations 

 There are several limitations in this thesis study. The first one is the sample size of 

characters, since I only examined the main actors credited for these seven selected television 

shows, as opposed to expanding the search across to supporting actors. Hence there was not a 

large sample size to gather from. An additional limitation was choosing this particular genre of 

television show which were largely based on solving crimes. These shows can be typically 

repetitive in plot lines and the stories tend to stay within the confines of a structure, which limits 

the view of society and opportunity to engage Latinx communities. Additionally, collecting data 

by viewing these television shows via online streaming is arduous in of itself, save for the ability 

of access with a reliable connection, there is a bit of multi-tasking involved and personally 

requires precise attention and concentration.  
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Future Research 

          Additional research examining representation is needed. This study only focused on one 

type of TV programming genre. There are more TV and cable shows that focus on the Latinx 

experience such as Jane, the Virgin and One Day at a Time. It would be helpful to determine 

what roles these characters are playing and how they impact the viewers’ perception of the 

Latinx community. Furthermore, studies examining casting decisions of TV characters would 

clarify how the industry is attempting to diversify prime time. The creators must be ever critical 

thinkers in programming, beginning with the first stage of the idea to the final casting call.  

 Conclusion 

The results of this thesis study offer additional data to Sink and Mastro (2016), & 

Negrón-Muntaner (2014) regarding the lack representation of Latinx in television.  This thesis 

revealed that most of the main TV characters portrayed on prime-time television are heterosexual 

white males. When there were Latinx characters present there tended to only be one Latinx 

character. Although an encouraging sign may exist in the positive roles occupied by Latinx 

actors in the shows viewed in this study, they are still miniscule relative to many of the White 

characters on TV. This data suggests that more needs to be done to address Latinx representation 

on television. This is concerning given the large number of Latinx consuming television images. 

The lack of representation communicates that Latinx are unimportant or devalued in our society 

and in the entertainment industry. It is critical for television networks to improve and take steps 

to be more inclusive to benefit us all because the Latinx community is not only a superior 

consumer of mainstream media, but the very images that we are watching are not following suit 

with our ever-increasing demographic, thus negating our effort for agency (Negron-Muntaner 

2014).  
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