
	
	
Right Cross : 
Gringo Conspiracy Revealed 
 
 
Right Cross, a 1950 Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer release, presents 
boxing as a metaphor for culture envy. On one side, there is the 
Latino prizefighter Johnny Monterez, played by Ricardo 
Montalbán, who struggles for success in the Anglo dominant 
culture and the respect he perceives it will afford him. On the 
other, Anglo side, are individuals who not only control Johnny’s 
career but also vie to possess him personally. This power 
relationship is fueled by what Charles Schnee’s screenplay terms 
“the Gringo conspiracy,” which is perceived differently by 
Monterez and the Anglo characters. The social and economic 
inequalities identified here between Latino and Anglo Americans 
are directly addressed by a serious Monterez yet dismissed by his 
promoter’s daughter and love interest, Pat O’Malley (June Allyson), 
and sports reporter Rick Garvey (Dick Powell) as petty indulgence. 

This dynamic of dominance contextualizes Monterez’s culture 
envy, motivating his aggression, while, as the “runt of the litter,” 
he fights a lone battle for self-realization. The Anglos, however, 
have little to fear from this solitary “lightweight,” manipulating 
his strengths and weaknesses at will to their various advantages. 
Right Cross presents, wittingly or not, the strategies a minority 
must use to compensate for these unequal stakes in a culture 
fight. 
 Reviews of Right Cross from 1950 clearly reflect a 
predisposition for the dominant Anglo values and cultural 
insensitivity similar to that projected by Pat, Garvey, and other 
characters in the film. Variety, on August 16, writes that Ricardo 
Montalbán “portrays a champion prizefighter who carries a chip 
on his shoulder because he is Mexican.” The same reviewer notes 



a “neat shift in the social problem” by adding that the persecution 
is “Montalban’s own and not the result of any prejudice from what 
he terms the Gringos.” Concluding, the reviewer is pleased to 
report that Schnee’s screenplay “doesn’t lean heavily on the 
problem, posing it and resolving it in a matter-of-fact style.” 
Already, one realizes the presumptions of the reviewer. In 
substituting the actor for his screen character Johnny, the writer 
exemplifies the double indemnification of the postwar Anglo 
American: reducing racial prejudice to a “chip on the shoulder,” 
the writer finds that it is the actor/character’s responsibility to 
adjust to the dominant culture. At the time, a more open border 
policy and such organizations as LULAC and the G.I. Forum had 
convinced Anglo America that the nation and Hollywood of 1950 
was ready to put aside the residue of prejudice “matter-of-factly.” 
And yet, the fact remains that Monterez, an American from East 
LA, is called “Mexican,” and the rising star Ricardo Montalbán is 
not distinguished from his character in the industry press. 
Similarly, Time magazine, in October of that year, reduces the 
damage of inequality to a “minority hypersensitivity warping 
personal dealings.” In essence, the subtextual Anglo attitude 
encased in these reviews seems to suggest that minorities have 
been magically emancipated from the long histories of American 
racial and social prejudice. 
 In Right Cross, the Anglo characters’ blind insensitivity 
to Monterez’s cultural experience is manifested through this 
relegation of prejudice to a distant historical past. Pat, Garvey, and 
others have a seemingly perfect mechanism for washing their 
hands of discrimination even while they perpetuate it. By 
renaming Monterez’s determination to gain respect as a 
prizefighter, they cast him as a paranoiac, illogically on the 
defensive against a mythic “Gringo conspiracy.” In reality, the 
hardnosed fight promoters, Sean O’Malley (Lionel Barrymore) and 
Allan Goff, barter and sell fighters at will, while Pat and Garvey 
encourage Monterez to be less calculating and more emotional. 
Garvey persistently incriminates Monterez with the ironic 
statement “You’re thinking with your head,” just at the very 
moments when a clear-eyed Johnny evaluates his career, 
assessing the odds against prizefighters retiring with financial 
security. Thinly veiled attempts to accommodate Monterez’s 
ethnicity are insufficient to mask the motives of the Anglo 
characters. While condemning the fighter’s calculations, their 
behind-the-scenes machinations prove to be equally shrewd. For 
in the Pat-Rick-Johnny triangle, the stakes are high and the 
fighter, the prize. If Goff wins Monterez, then Garvey has a chance 
at the girl (Pat). If Pat wins Johnny, she keeps the family stud in 
the stable—or, as her father, Sean, puts it, the “capital asset.” 
 For Rick Garvey, the odds are worse, resulting in a 
confused character of multiple loyalties. By embracing and 
endorsing the ethnic “color” brought into the ring through Johnny, 
Garvey tries to assume the “Latin lover” position Monterez himself 

refuses to fill. Whether this is Garvey’s strategy to win Pat or a 
means of professional mediation between two cultures is left 
unsettled. More importantly, however, is the way Garvey deals 
with his role as middleman. Parading as Johnny’s “Pedro,” Garvey 
repeatedly seeks drunken refuge in an Irish pub. Although he 
claims loyalty to Monterez, Garvey is more than happy to satisfy 
Pat’s broad, sophisticated appetite. Urbane, witty, and attractive, 
his ridiculous statement “Why didn’t you fall for a nice, 
uncomplicated crumbum like me?” underscores the cerebral, 
Harvard-grad environment of the Anglo establishment. Closed off 
to Monterez, this environment shared by the two Anglos is the 
appropriate setting to joke about Pat’s sexual needs. Pat and Rick 
coddle their “savage” with such lines as “This thing called love, 
don’t try to live without it.” The notion of the Latin lover as 
libidinal fuel also persists in the wider culture of the time, 
evidenced in the Variety review: “Montalban looks impressive in 
the ring and wears his bare chest well.” 
 Contrasted with the manipulations of the Anglo set, 
Johnny Monterez aggressively confronts the realities at hand. 
While the others passively evaluate his public and commercial 
appeal from ringside, Monterez must fight tenaciously simply to 
maintain a few reasonable options for himself. In an era that 
offers few avenues to the Chicano, Monterez and his family 
represent a striking case against discrimination, revealing both 
sides of the Gringo conspiracy. Johnny’s opening allusion to Luís, 
his nephew in the barrio, establishes the trajectory of his own 
success story. From a frustrated barrio youth with no direction, 
Monterez has risen to achieve notoriety as well as a modicum of 
control over his own destiny. Through an ongoing series of career 
decisions, he shifts from manager to manager in order to secure a 
sound financial future. “Without a future for me, there is no future 
for Pat and me,” a line of poignant realism, resonates within the 
screen images of his own family history. Now living in comfort, 
Mama (Mimi Aguglia) and sister Marina (Teresa Celli) reflect the 
care that Johnny has taken to protect his past and build for his 
future. His financial gifts to Luís display a mature sensitivity to his 
origins. 
 By correcting Garvey’s arrogant mispronunciations of 
Spanish words, Monterez reiterates his refusal to turn his back on 
Chicano culture and tradition. Marina, like Johnny, represents the 
newly assimilated, second-generation Chicana. Together, their 
struggle with the blinding Anglo ethnocentricity finds an ironic 
echo among the Anglo characters themselves. Just as Sean advises 
his daughter, Pat, “Let him hold you close until you swim, but 
don’t marry him,” Johnny similarly instructs his sister, “If you didn’t 
have the name Monterez, your Gringo would drop you like a hot 
potato.” But as elsewhere in Right Cross, this struggle, with its 
share of sacrifice and ethnic betrayal, is distorted through an 
Anglo lens. Garvey, the film’s conscience, reinterprets the Luís 
allusion with an animal analogy. In calling Monterez a “runt pup,” 



he recasts this hero as a petulant, headstrong child, a recurring 
role that unfortunately sticks to Monterez just when he seems to 
be driving his own life on his own terms. With such condescension  
masquerading as friendship, one comprehends what the New York 
Times, in its November 16, 1950, review of the film, terms as 
Monterez’s “psychological complex.” 
 Right Cross, for all its Anglo posturing, does mark a 
departure from the Latino stereotypes of earlier Hollywood 
cinema. Our hero is, indeed, brought out of the barrio. By 
incorporating him into the dominant culture, albeit with 
limitations, Johnny Monterez escapes the baggage of Anglo 
conceptions of the barrio. Yet, this strategy creates an even more 
insidious form of prejudice. As the minority character, Monterez is 
allowed to enter the dominant milieu only upon the terms and 
conditions set by Anglo society. By dismissing the arduous path 
this character has taken to achieve success and respect, the 
dominant culture recasts the prizefighter from its own 
perspective—a worldview that fails to see class struggle, racial 
prejudice, and social injustice. 
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CRB – This was OK. You have some good ideas and they are well 
stated—except for when you allow the wordiness to take over. 
Strive to be as clear as you can in your writing. Don’t let the words 
overwhelm the ideas. C+ 


