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In his article “Stereotyping,” Richard Dyer speaks for the gay 
community writing, “What we should be attacking in stereotypes 
is the attempt of heterosexual society to define us for ourselves in 
terms that inevitably fall short of the ‘ideal’ (of heterosexual 
society) and to pass this definition off as necessary and natural.”1 
Applicable to other minority groups in the United States, Dyer’s 
observation also describes the special problem faced by Latinos 
when viewed and reviewed by the dominant Anglo culture. First, 
there is the notion of definition, the idea that one group can 
arbitrarily assign the possibilities and limitations of another 
group. This method of assignment, by nature, casts the minority in 
a “bad” light or, rather, the light of the “other.” With Anglo values 
simultaneously defined as the norm, Latino experiences 
categorically fall short of the arbitrary standard. American media, 
controlled by the dominant Anglo establishment, foists its value 
system upon broader American society via its delineation of the 
normal and abnormal. In film, however, this delineation takes 
multiple turns as the normative and the “other” are brought into 
contact. 
 Just as gay characters in American cinema often meet 
tragic ends, so also do Latinos fall into a pattern in film that limits 
their inclusion into the dominant Anglo norm. Through the 
medium of desire, Hollywood cinema polices the boundaries of 
the normative, perpetuating a pattern of heterosexual coupling 
that not only limits the free will of Latino characters but also 
denigrates Anglo women. This dual stereotyping assists the Anglo 
hegemony through the power of suggestion. By establishing 
Latino males as objects of sexual desire by “fallen” Anglo women, 

American film posits an efficient model with a twofold objective: 
to assert the unworthiness of Latinos as romantic partners for 
Anglo women; and to affirm this inferiority by introducing flawed 
Anglo women as agents of the dominant culture who, lacking 
sound judgment, let their Anglo desires stray from the norm. 
Bordertown (1935) and La Bamba (1987), for example, are two 
films separated by over fifty years that exemplify situational 
stereotyping in American cinema yet with different outcomes. The 
former title presents a narrative in which a tragic death is 
manipulated to justify racial/ethnic discrimination and 
segregation. The latter title activates the desire of a young, upper-
middle-class female as the bearer of Anglo acceptance. 
 Finding himself in a hostile environment, Bordertown’s 
Johnny Ramírez first tastes the manipulation of Anglo hegemony 
in the film’s opening courtroom scene. Although performing badly, 
Ramírez, played by the non-Latino actor Paul Muni, catches the 
eye of a freewheeling Anglo aristocrat who calls him “savage.” 
This short encounter firmly establishes the film’s perception of its 
Latino main character via its female lead, Marie Roark, played by 
Bette Davis. Her social class surrounds her with educated, wealthy 
Anglo men. Any of these would be an appropriate romantic love 
interest, given the discriminating tastes of the upper class 
depicted. She chooses, instead, to court the itinerant lawyer, 
Johnny Ramírez. 
 This construction of desire seems harmless enough. 
However, Bordertown is unable to avoid a fatalistic interpretation 
of the romance. The characterizations of Marie and Johnny 
mutually reinforce a stereotype that relegates Latinos to a status 



inferior to Anglos. Marie’s attraction to Johnny is associated part 
and parcel with her overall irresponsible behavior. Because of her 
reckless driving, she is frequently in trouble with the law. In fact, 
she courts danger. This trait dovetails with a liberal sex life that 
receives scant approval from her upper-class peers. Marie’s 
choosing Johnny as her next diversion, therefore, plays a part in 
establishing her character as a petulant rebel who refuses to 
abide by the ideals of the Anglo norm. Johnny, on the other hand, 
aggressively seeks entry into this norm. By trying to conform to 
both the professional and social mores of Marie’s class, Johnny is 
established as a character who, through time, would be expected 
to achieve assimilation into Marie’s world. 
 At this juncture, Bordertown mixes a volatile mess. Marie 
eventually chooses to deny Johnny romantic and social access into 
her world at the moment when Johnny proves his acceptability as 
a nightclub proprietor. Her tragic death, following a quarrel, is 
caused by her ambivalence and irresponsibility—running from 
Johnny across a poorly lit country road, she is struck by a passerby. 
A disturbing conclusion is drawn from this resolution of the lovers’ 
cultural differences. The once-respectable Anglo finds tragedy 
when straying from the Anglo norm. Likewise, the minority 
outcast, despite his efforts to assimilate, can only attract (and 
inspire) deviance from the norm. This combination doubly 
oppresses the Latino, enforcing his status as “other.”  
 In an attempt to combat stereotyping based on the 
desires of the dominant norm, La Bamba offers an alternative to 
Bordertown’s hegemony. Just as the Anglo norm of the first film is 
validated through the tragedy of its rejection, La Bamba offers a 
romantic coupling that steps beyond racial difference. By 
presenting a Latino acceptable to Anglo norms (via the virginal 
character of Donna, played by Danielle von Zerneck), assimilation 
is moved from mere potential to actualization. The question 
remains whether or not assimilation is, in fact, a positive minority 
move toward self-realization. In the case of desire, however, 
assimilation at least places the lovers on equal footing—a stance 
from which each may act freely within the normative conventions 
of mainstream cinematic romance. 
 The real-life rock-in-roller Ritchie Valens, played by Lou 
Diamond Phillips, resembles Bordertown’s Johnny Ramírez in 
several significant ways. He is Latino. He is talented. He 
aggressively seeks entry into Anglo American society. Not unlike 
Johnny, Ritchie is emotional and headstrong, meeting his share of 
personal and professional difficulties. Similarly, Donna represents 
the Anglo norm of American young womanhood in the late 1950s. 
She is blond (in the film), attractive, and popular with her 
classmates. Her family lives a comfortable, upper-middle-class 
lifestyle. For all intents and purposes, she could select any 
teenage Anglo male with this same background as a romantic 
partner. Donna, however, chooses Ritchie. 

 Unlike in Bordertown, the Donna/Ritchie coupling is 
successful. Donna is not presented as a rebel, deviating from her 
middle-class values. Working within the normative social system, 
she proclaims her romantic interest in Ritchie openly and with 
little attention to ethnic or class differences. Similarly, Johnny has 
no trouble convincing Donna of his suitability as a boyfriend. He is 
quickly accepted into her Anglo circle of friends and gains their 
respect through his musical talents. The only overt obstruction to 
their love affair is Donna’s father. As a result, he is quickly cast by 
the film as the racist antagonist who objects to the relationship 
on unfounded grounds. Ironically, La Bamba’s tragedy lies in the 
sudden termination of the affair at the point when it most shows 
promise for a move toward commitment. Ritchie, however, dies a 
hero’s death (paralleling the real life of Ritchie Valens, at least in 
the main biographical points). The regrouping of the supporting 
cast to mourn the tragedy is especially significant because it 
includes the bearer of the Anglo norm, Donna. This conclusion, 
unlike that of Bordertown, celebrates the inherent value and 
potential of an interracial relationship by communicating a 
collective sense of regret at its loss. 
 Richard Dyer speaks of Anglo hegemony as an effort to 
necessitate and naturalize the subordination of American 
minorities. 2  By employing the medium of romantic desire, 
American film has manipulated that emotional reserve, which 
most viewers fail to question. The subject of romance seems to 
have built into it an auto-validation: If the relationship is depicted 
as working out, it was supposed to—if it doesn’t, it was never 
meant to be. By placing the power of desire in the hands of 
disreputable Anglo characters, as in Bordertown, American film 
tacitly transfers that unsuitability onto minority characters, who 
become both objects of desire and malleable vessels for values. 
The simple fact that an unsuitable dominant-culture character 
chooses the lone minority within a field of “better,” normative 
options seems to conclude (for viewers) that the unsuitable 
character has, once again, missed the mark. This tactic obviously 
dismisses the possibility for minority characters to act as free 
agents—of making their own choices based on their own desires—
employing instead the background of dominant-culture characters 
in cinema’s ethnocentric critique. 
 La Bamba is certainly a welcomed departure from this 
rigid imagining of cross-cultural relationships. By presenting 
viewers with appealing characters who act responsibly and 
respect each other, we may only applaud fate for bringing the two 
lovers, Ritchie and Donna, together. Accepting the fact that 
audiences willingly buy the outcome of screen romances, it is 
heartening to see that some filmmakers are willing to plant in 
mainstream American cinema the seeds of cross-cultural respect. 
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JE – Prof. Ramírez Berg, please take pity. I am not the kind of 
student that grovels (I hope there are few, indeed), but my over 
exuberance has backed me into a corner. With two jobs, FILM I, 
and a twelve-hour course load, I am much slower in preparing my 
work this semester, and I have consistently missed your deadlines. 
I have always believed it more profitable to do satisfactory writing 
instead of “on-time” writing. My obstinacy may prove a liability, 
but I’m glad I took the time with this paper topic. 
 

CRB – You’re right. It was worth doing right. And it was worth 
waiting for. Excellent work.  A   (Patti, please copy) 

   
 
 
 
																																																								
1 Richard Dyer, “Stereotyping,” in Dyer, ed., Gays and Film (London: British Film Institute, 1977). 
2 Dyer, “Stereotyping.” 


