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Pre-Television Stereotypes:
Mexicans in U.S. Newsreels, 1919-1932

Melissa A. Johnson

[ This study explored images of Mexicans and dominant symbols in early U.S.
newsreels, whether they changed throughout the 1920, and whether they reflected the era’s
film stereotypes. Dominant images were dignitaries, doers, beauties, bystanders, and clerics.
Symbols of modernity and class outweighed traditional images. Negative symbols like dirt
or weapons were not prevalent. After 1924, symbols of literacy, diplomacy, and
construction were more visible. The study provides an historical context for Latino
television news images today. In addition, it reflects mass media’s role in reinforcing
modernity and spectatorship—allowing power of the gaze comparisons between modern and

postmodern eras.

NE barrier to global communica-

tion is mass communication’s per-
petuation of ethnic and racial stereo-
types. Stereotypes are collective
abstractions of persons or groups assert-
ing that members lack individuality
and conform to a pattern or type. Inte-
gral to the definition of stereotypes is
that they are long-lasting. This suggests
that television stereotypes we see to-
day have their roots in sets of images
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from precursors to television—print me-
dia, motion pictures, and newsreels.

There is evidence that media stereo-
types affect individuals’ knowledge, at-
titude, and behavior (Hoffner & Can-
tor, 1991; Seiter, 1986; Tan, 1982).
Stereotypes also influence public policy
and reflect policy (Bailey, 1989; Coats-
worth & Rico Ferrat, 1989; Contee,
1989; Rhodes, 1995; Taylor, 1994).
Most problematic is that individuals
may rely on mass media for impres-
sions of others with whom they do not
have interpersonal contact (Cortes,
1987, 1992; Greenberg & Baptista-
Fernandez, 1980; Jameson, 1995,
Lamb, 1975; Richard, 1992; Subervi-
Veélez, 1994; Wilson & Gutiérrez,
1995).

Stereotypes are schemata—or sum-
mary representations—in our cognitive
processing that help us process, order,
and retrieve information (Anderson &
Meyer, 1988; Harris, 1994; Taylor &
Crocker, 1981). They “provide ‘de-
fault values’ ... where knowledge is
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incomplete or ambiguous {Fiske & Lin-
ville, 1980, p. 552}. Visual messages
are particularly powerful (Hastie, 1981;
Reeves & Nass, 1996) and have a poten-
tial for bias. Ethnic stereotypes serve as
schemata for viewers processing news
and entertainment content about
people. In this paper, the terms stereo-
types and prototypes will be used inter-
changeably to refer to typologies of
positive and negative images.

The primary purpose of this study
was to explore pre-television stereo-
types through analysis of newsreels in
order to gain a partial explanation of
television stereotypes today. Second-
arily, the analysis revealed some of the
values and ideologies articulated in the
images. United States media stereo-
types of Latin Americans and U.S. His-
panics are of concern to scholars and
activist groups on both sides of the
border today just as they were among
limited groups in the newsreel era. This
study investigated newsreel images of
the largest, closest group of Latin
Americans, Mexicans.'

Review of the Literature

Images of Hispanics
on Television

U.S. media images of Hispanics have
been largely absent or negative
(Chavez, 1996; Greenberg, 1986;
Greenberg & Baptista-Fernandez, 1980,
Greenberg & Brand, 1994; Subervi-
Veélez, 1994}, comprising one to two
percent of television entertainment
characters if present. When included,
their occupational roles are usually
criminals or law enforcement officers
rather than professionals. One study of
television Latino’s work profiles found
1% of characters who were profession-
als; the rest were unskilled laborers or
others of low socioeconomic status
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(Lichter, Lichter, Rothman, Amund
son, 1987). Hispanic women have been
non-existent or have been the “over-
weight mamacita, spitlire or senorita, and
the suffering mother or gang member’s
girlfriend” (Reyes, 1983, p. 12). In sum-
mary, the three major television roles
have been comic, criminal, and cop.
with Latinos otherwise largely absent.

There have been few major content
analyses of Hispanics in television
news. This is probably because re-
searchers who tried found few Hispan-
ics to analyze. Comprehensive analy-
ses of Hispanics in news have been
confined to English-language and Span-
ish-language print media (Chacon,
1977; Greenberg, Heeter, Burgoon,
Burgoon, & Korzenny, 1983; Griswold
del Castillo, 1977; Gutiérrez, 1977; Ru-
bin, 1980; Turk, Richard, Bryson, &

Johnson, 1989). Providing a trame-

work for studies like these, Wilson and
Gutiérrez {1985; 1995) identified five
historic stages of news about ethnic
minorities: exclusion, threat, confronta-
tion, stereatypical selection, and inte-
grated multiracial coverage. Il is as-
sumed that Latinos in television news
are in the exclusion phase. The lack of
academic studies suggests that they are
in the exclusion phase of mass commu-
nication research as well.

Latino Film Images of the 1920s
and early 1930s

The most well-documented area of
Latino media stereotypes is film {Can-
delaria, 1981; Corteés, 1985, 1987, 1988,
1989, 1992; Delpar, 1984; Hadley-
Garcia, 1990; Keller, 1985; Lamb,
1975; Lopez, 1991; Maciel, 1990, 1992;
Pettit, 1980; Reyes & Rubie, 1994; Ri-
chard, 1992, 1994; Rios-Bustamante,
1992; Williams, 1985; Winokur, 1996;
Woll, 1980; Woll & Miller, 1987). Be-
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fore the 1920s, the typical stereotype
was the greaser who evolved out of the
era’s pulp fiction. Films provided the
“visual and auditory reinforcement”
for images of the greaser that previ-
ously had been described in print. The
greaser mostly disappeared with World
War I when the dreaded Hun became
the new villain, but Latin American
film villains returned after the war. Pre-
vailing typologies in the 1920s were
the bandido, clown, and “dark lady”
(Keller, 1395; Pettit, 1980). The dark
ladies were aristocrats who were wooed
by the superior Yankee at the expense
of the Mexican male “incapable of
independent action” (Woll, 1980, p. 8).
In addition, there were “faithless fe-
males” (Richard, 1992) who were the
lower-class tramps. These early film
years were the first step in the “stereo-
typing of Latinas as blithesome crea-
ture preoccupied with the entertain-
ment of handsome men” (Candelaria,
1981, p. 13}, along with cementing the
comic and bandit male roles. By the
1930s, two new versions of male stereo-
types had evolved, the caballero and
the gangster. The Latin lover tended to
be lighter-skinned and aristocratic;
gangsters had darker skin (Hadley-
Garcia, 1990; Pettit, 1980).

Because newsreels were shown with
films, it was expected that the two me-
dia shared stereotypes as well. Just as
popular fiction influenced film’s por-
trayals of Hispanics, similar patterns
among films, newsreels, and television
shows were anticipated in this study.
Before discussing the analysis of the
newsreel images, however, it is impor-
tant to understand the context in which
they were produced. The following de-
scribes the political/economic back-
ground and the industry standards that
affected the media images.
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Mexico, 1919-1932

While U.S. audiences were viewing
mass media images of Mexicans and
other Latin Americans in 1919-1932,
Mexicans were at a critical point in
their history. This period was one of
relative peace after ten years of revolu-
tionary activity. However, the 1920s in
Mexico included four presidents in ten
years; .S, military intervention; plus
a three-year strike by the Catholic
church and the Catholic guerrilla
movement known as the Cristero Re-
bellion. Leaders attempted to imple-
ment reforms associated with the 1917
Constitution and institutionalize the
modern Mexico state that has evolved
into the system we know today. Fur-
thermore, the protection of U.S. oil
interests in Mexico affected U.S. public
policy toward the country.

Mexican immigration in the U.S.
grew in the first two decades of the
century because of “push” factors like
the repression of the peons on the Aaci-
endas (plantations), and the economic
and political upheaval during the revo-
lution. “Pull” factors included the ex-
pansion of railroads that allowed migra-
tion, U.S. irrigated agricultural growth,
Mexico-U.S. wage differentials, and
U.S. needs for labor during World War
I {Andrews, 1991; Corwin & Cardoso,
1978; Gomez-Quifiones, 1994; Gutiér-
rez, 1995; Hoffman, 1974). However,
when U.S. soldiers returned home,
there was an early 1920s recession, and
anti-immigration sentiment mounted.
The Johnson Act of 1921 introduced
the system of national quotas, although
the immigration restrictions focused on
Europe and Asia. The Johnson Reed
“Quota” Act of 1924 again restricted
European immigration, but not immi-
gration from countries in the Western
Hemisphere (Simon & Alexander,
1993). The border patrol also was insti-
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tuted in the mid-1920s. By the late
1920s, harangues over Mexican immi-

gration initiated U.S. enforcement of

elements of the 1917 Immigration Act
(Previously, Mexican contract workers
had been exempt from its literacy and
tax requirements.}. Once the Great De-
pression hit, it kicked off the repatria-
tion of Mexicans which peaked in
1931-1934 and continued until the U.5S.
needed workers again in the 1940s.

Censorship and Self-Regulation
of the Film Industry

Negative television stereotypes in
the last few decades have angered
U.S. Hispanics and have been con-
tested by informal groups as well as
by organizations like the Mexican-
American Anti-Defamation Commit-
tee (Friedman, 1978; Greenberg & Bap-
tista-Fernandez, 1980; Limon, 1992).
In the early years of film, the Mexican
government occasionally protested the
Hispanic portrayals in U.S. motion pic-
tures, even taking steps to ban U.S.
movie companies until the Motion Pic-
ture Producers and Distributors of
America (MPPDA) issued a resolution
(unenforceable among filmmakers) up-
holding Mexico’s request to reduce ste-
reotypes. Although Mexico’s protests
may have raised awareness and pro-
vided an early focus for the MPPDA,
they didn’t have a big impact on stereo-
types.

By 1927, MPPDA’s production code
included restricting “willful offense to
any nation, race, or creed” (Delpar,
1984). Now the production code had
power, but merely for practical rea-
sons, To maintain film production mar-
ket share, MPPDA “helped eliminate
some negative stereotypes which might
have hurt or inhibited Hollywood’s
ever increasing lLatin Market share”
(Richard, 1992, p. xxxi).
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By 1930, Mexico was no longer ban-
ning films wholesale. How Mexican
government protests and the MPPDA
production code affected newsreels s
not the topic of this study, but under-
standing the pressures on the him in-
dustry is 1mp0rtant for viewing news-
reel typologies in the context of the
time,

Newsreels: Motion Picture
Companions and Television
Precursors

Despite the occasional bone rattling
over Hollywood’s moral standards and
ethnic portrayals, movies in the 1920s
were big and influential because they
reached all segments of society cheaply
and could convey information, ideas,
and experiences 60wett, 1975 Mould,
1984). Film’s outreach to an otherwise
media-limited mass audience in the
1920s has been documented (Hamp-
ton, 1970; Ramsaye, 1926; Slide, 1994).
Newsreels had a similar impact (Cohn,
1976; Fielding, 1972, 1987) especially
because they were positioned as true.

One of the oldest newsreel compa-
nies was Pathé, which merged with
RKO Picturesin 1931. Fox News {later
Fox-Movietone News and then Twen-
tieth Century Fox Movietone News]
ran from 1919 to 1963 and was the first
to add sound to newsreels in 1927. The
919 audience was estimated at 30 mil-
lion, with overseas camerapersons and
stringers in 31 locations. By the mid-
1920s, 85% to 90% of approximately
18,000 theaters were showing news-
reels (by Fox and competitors) to a
U.S. audience of more than 40 million
(Fielding, 1972, p. 132-133), and by
1930, the U.S. audience was 90 million
(Jowett, 1975). Fox was the most popu-
lar newsreel of the period. “Fox News
came on like thunder, the product of
great energy, considerable imagina-
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tion, and an initial investment esti-
mated at five million dollars.” (Field-
ing, 1972, p. 106).

Newsreels were distributed to movie
theaters twice each week. Fox Movie-
tone News also distributed 26 short
subject features per year for which
newsreel photographers shot footage.

Newsreels, along with print news and
radio, are partial antecedents of televi-
sion news format and content (Cohn,
1976; Fielding, 1972, 1987; Karnick,
1988). Audiences “were able to see
world figures, celebrities, and the vari-
ous and varied events of the day, and
this was, of course, not the case with
newspapers or fledgling radio” (Cohn,
1976, p. 6). Without doubt, “the televi-
sion approach to news reporting is pri-
marily based upon the techniques, sys-
tems, and approaches developed by
the newsreel” {Cohn, 1976, p. 7). The
core of television news is its moving
pictures.

“The producers of newsreels often
possessed a kinship to the traditional
newsprint media. Nevertheless, most
evidence indicates that their values be-
longed to show business rather than to
journalism and that they viewed their
“readership” or “circulation” as being
an entertainment-hungry audience
rather than a well-informed public”
(Fielding, 1972, p. 225). In addition to
satisfying entertainment-hungry audi-
ences, Fielding listed the other goals of
newsreels as encapsulating events by
“freezing” their superficiality, present-
ing a fact via a picture that didn’t need
explanation, avoiding controversial
subjects, and interpreting intellectual
issues along lines of strong pictorial
action to reduce intellectual participa-
tion of the audience. This study focuses
on how those objectives were manifest
in images of Mexico and Mexicans,
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and leads to the following research
questions:

Research Questions

RQ]. What were the dominant im-
ages of Mexicans in news-
reels? What were they do-
ing, what did they look like,
how diverse were the im-
ages, and in what settings
were they portrayed?

What other symbols of
Mexico or Mexicans were
visible?

What were the patterns and
connections among the visu-
als, and did they change from
1919 to 19327

How were the images simi-
lar to or different from what
we know about other early
Mexican or Latino media ste-

reotypes (especially those in
film)?

RQ2.
RQ3.

RQ4.

Method
Newsreels as Sources

Studying newsreels is difficult be-
cause of five factors. Much of the silver
nitrate film has disintegrated entirely,
shrunk so much that it no longer fits on
film sprockets to be viewed or trans-
ferred to video, has been incorrectly
indexed and misplaced, disappeared,
or burned. (It is extremely flammable.)
For instance, out of 78 Pathé news-
reels on Mexico of interest to this re-
search, only 24 survive today in the
Grinberg Film Libraries. Although the
Twentieth Century Fox Movietone ar-
chive at the University of South Caro-
lina is large and comprehensive in
terms of supporting documentation, it
contains more outtakes from 1919-
1932 than it does cut newsreels, and
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not all Mexico newsreel footage at the
archives is in condition to be viewed.
Although this study originally was to
include newsreels from the end of the
Mexican Revolution up through the
start of the Cardenas administration, a
fire at Twentieth Century Fox some
years ago destroyed all of their Mexi-
can newsreels from September 1932
through March 1934, So, the newsreels
studied are from 1919-1932. Even though
Paramount newsreels came on the scene
in 1927, and Hearst produced both Uni-
versal's Intermational Newsreel in the
19205 and Metro Goldwyn Meyer’s news-
reel initiated in 1927, the Pathé and Fox
newsreels were the best critical mass avail-
able for this study.

Sample

The content of 112 newsreels and
outtakes from Pathé and Twentieth
Century Fox collections was analyzed,
with approximately one-third of them
cut newsreels with confirmed dates of
use, 17 of them appearing to be cut
newsreels without confirmed dates of
use, and the remainder outtakes. Obser-
vations then were made on what news
photographers felt was newsworthy, al-
though in this small sample no signifi-
cant differences in images were found
between what photographers shot and
what editors at the main office decided
to distribute to movie theaters.

Code sheets included the following
categories: (1) identifiable role(s}, if any;
(2) style of dress; (3) level of personal
cleanliness; (4] type of activities en-
gaged in, including static images (if
people present); (5) symbols and set-
tings included; and (6} level of setting
cleanliness. Included in these catego-
ries were measures of violence, occupa-
tional roles, social roles, activity, and
cleanliness—concepts embedded in
characteristics of film stereotypes. Code
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sheet content was determined by pre

liminary analysis of a small sample of
twenty newsreels and guided by other
content analyses of print news photoa
The coder supplemented the coding
sheets with brief descriptions of the
images in the footage, commenting ou
types of shots, positioning of individu-
als or crowds in the shots, deseriptions
of dress, descriptions of objects and
settings, and other observations.

In addition to newsreels, this re-
search reviewed Fox cameramen’s
“dope sheets” in which the camera
person described what was in the film
and in many cases, why it was impor-
tant. Also used were the Fox index
cards prepared by New York staffers
when the film armived in the U.S., and
computerized index citations prepared
by USC and Grinberg archivists. The
original-index cards and dope sheets
provided some fascinating insights into
the news judgments of Fox employees
in the 1919-1932 period. Results are
based on the coded visuals in news-
reels viewed along with supporting ar-
chive documentation.

Results of the Analysis

What were the Dominant
Images?

The dominant images were dignitar-
ies, doers, beauties, bystanders, and clerics.

Dignitaries were government and
military officials, and more than one
third of newsreels contained at least
one dignitary. Presidents de la Huerta,
Obregon, Calles, Gil, and Rubio were
filmed participating in inaugurations,
parades, and ceremonies; meeting del-
egations; and/or viewing battle sites,
Calles’s daughter's wedding was cov-
ered by Patheé and Fox, significant be-
cause the church-state dispute at the
time meant Alicia Calles could not be
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married in a Catholic church. In addi-
tion, Calles’s trips to the U.S. and Eu-
rope, and Rubio’s visits in New York
and Washington D.C. were filmed.
Presidents were usually shown with an
obliging spouse, and often their chil-
dren, all in U.S.-style dress.? At least
one newsreel photographer took the
comings and goings of Mexican presi-
dents during these years in stride. In a
card accompanying the December
1928 footage of Emilio Portes Gil and
his cabinet, the photographer noted,
“Judging from past experience, this will
probably be the only occasion to shoot
the president and his cabinet, that is
why this picture was covered even if
the light conditions were not so good.”
The photographer’s cryptic note was
on target—Gil served as interim presi-
dent for two years (after President-elect
Obregon was assassinated) until Presi-
dent Rubio was inaugurated in 1930.
Doersincluded unskilled laborers, ar-
tisans, vendors, and a handful of profes-
sionals like teachers and magistrates.
Specific non-professional occupations
included agricultural work; gardening;
flower picking and selling; cattle driv-
ing; silver smelting; tortilla making and
other cocking. Doers also were the
more glamorous men in rodeos and
bullfights, replicating some of the earli-
est images of Mexico that had been
seen in Nickelodeons before 1900. De-
cidedly unglamorous were the civil-
ians and soldiers armed with shovels
and pickaxes who cleaned up after
earthquakes, train wrecks, and fires.
Working soldiers involved in military
exercises, rather than disaster clean-
up, were also doers. Throughout these
worker images, men did most of the
work, with the exception of tortilla mak-
ing, flower growing and selling, and
childcare and teaching. This category
also included the busy citizenry—Mexi-
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cans who, in streetscenes, were not
leaning aimlessly against walls, but
moving purposefully through the
streets. Twenty percent of the news-
reels included uniformed men and 22%
featured craftspersons, vendors, or un-
skilled laborers. Active male and fe-
male citizens were in 20% of the news-
reels.

Beautiful women from all over the
world were featured in U.S. newsreels,
and Mexican women were no excep-
tion. The photographers’ labels rein-
forced how the lens portrayed them:
“Mexican beauties reveal charms,”
“beaunties on floats,” “Indian maid,”
“Mexican girl in native costume,” and
“Indian beauties.” Beauties were women
dancing, women in beauty contests,
and women in parades. Of course,
beauty contests and parades in the
United States were a popular feature of
newsreels, as well. Beauties normally
wore traditional Mexican garb, some-
times apparently donned just for the
ceremony. For instance, in footage of a
bridge dedication, U.S. beauties were
in flapper dresses and high heels, and
Mexican dancers wore traditional
Mexican costumes—along with their
bobbed hairstyles and 1920s modern
hair ornaments. In another, Ambassa-
dor Manuel Telles’s young son and
daughter are dressed in what Fox re-
cord-keepers called “national costume”
suggesting that their streetclothes were
something different entirely. In one
1921 Mexico City parade, male pa-
rade personnel wore straw hats and
U.S.-style suits while women on floats
wore traditional Mexican attire. Some-
times these photographers’ beauties
were everyday residents strolling
through streetscapes, their exquisite
faces captured in a single medium shot.
Although only eight percent of the
newsreels featured women in official



124

PRE-TELEVISION STEREOTYTES

roles as pageant contestants, dancers,
or models, many of the sireet scenes
featured beauties as well.

Although their visages were on pa-
rade, presidents’ wives were not por-
trayed as lovely objects in their own
right, but as supporting characters.
Presidents” wives were filmed in drab
versions of current fashions.

Clerics were visible in four percent of

the newsreels—and only during the
Cristero Rebellion. For instance, U.S.
nuns working in Mexico were filmed at
a border crossing fleeing the country
during the rebellion. Religious figures
(along with citizens) also crossed the
border to attend mass at San Augustine
Cathedral in San Laredo, Texas. In
addition, Mexican church leaders were
present in “photo opportunities” be-
fore key meetings. Outside of the Cris-
tero Rebellion period, clerics were not
popular subjects. Religion was more
apt to be featured in folk images,
through shots of festivals, the Guada-
lupe pilgrimages, traditional Passion
Week Judas effigy burnings, and All
Soul’s Day cemetery visits. These cer-
emonies featured Mexican citizens
rather than clerics.

Mexicans in the latter four catego-
ries tended to be in motion—no sur-
prise given the industry’s need for mov-
ing images. Although a ceremonial shot
outside a building where a meeting
was to be held might look flat, intro
and outro shots featured dignitaries
coming down stairs, entering door-
ways, or exiting cars. The context was
that the persons featured were on their
way to or from something interesting.

However, about 20% of newsreels
featured inactive participants or bystand-
ers. They were mostly indigenous
people in traditional dress, and in-
cluded Mexicans looking at damage
from floods, earthquakes, train wrecks,
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and a fire. In addition, there were static
shots of Mexicans watching the arriv-
als of dignitaries, distinguishing be-
tween sociely’s players and this group
that formed the background for news
events. Generally, when indigenous
people were motionless, they were pres-
ent in disaster scenes like the Oaxaca
earthquake. The prevailing image of
these figures was that of victims need-
ing aid or of victims providing the set
for the disaster news.

What Other Symbols
were Visible?

The second research question dealt
with other symbols of Mexico and
Mexicans. Mexico in newsreels was a
tush, historic country with hardwork-
ing people. In addition to people,
Mexico newsreels contained many ob-
jects consistently repeated that formed
the setting in which a Mexican was
portrayed. The accouterments of mo-
dernity and nationstate outweighed any
“old Mexico™ images especially after
1924. For instance, although only onc
newsreel in the sample before 1924
featured a flag, after 1924, the Mexican
flag—often with the U.S. flag—was fea-
tured in about 10% of the newsfilms
analyzed. Old Mexico was visible in
colonial architecture and in shots of
archeological finds. A viewer could in-
terpret these as archaic, but they also
could be decoded as symbols of a long-
standing nation. Other traditional sym-
bols included pottery, baskets, Mexi-
can textiles, domestic animals, and
working animals. Large buildings were
featured twice as often as one-story
buildings, and shacks were rare. Urban
settings were four times more likely
than rural settmgs to be shot. Although
horse and carriages, and streetcars
pulled by horses were visible, they were
outnumbered ten to one by machine-
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driven vehicles like trains, airplanes,
cars, street cars, trucks, tractors, and
motorcycles. After 1924, machinery,
building tools, and construction were
more visible. In addition, symbols of
literacy and diplomacy (such as books,
documents, desks, pens, conference
tables) were more plentiful after 1924.

Although newsreels in the 1920s cov-
ered news events that included mili-
tary officials and soldiers, guns, bullets,
and swords were featured in only about
one-tenth of the newsreels. However,
civilian or military uniforms—symbols
of order—were in a fifth of the news-
reels. Symbols, like the images of
people and occupations portrayed,
didn’t reinforce images of a violent
nation. Snapshots of modernity and
orderly movement were far more domi-
nani.

Religious symbols like churches and
statuary were present but not domi-
nant. Of course, it was rather difficult
to film any plaza in Mexico without
shooting a church, so glimpses of
churches were in news from parades to
politics.

Artifacts of class were readily appar-
ent. Lavishly appointed offices were
exhibited as symbols of respectable na-
tionstate leadership, perhaps symboliz-
ing Mexico’s worthiness as a world
player. Today these might be inter-
preted as negative symbols of power
and evidence of Developing World
cauclillos stealing from the hapless
lower class. Newsreels portrayed the
“modern” upper class and the busy
but clean poorer class. This was similar
to the film genre of the period as well.
“Whereas the pre-1914 film was clearly
aimed at the working class, by 1922 the
movie industry’s product almost exclu-
sively reflected the lives of this some-
what imaginary leisure class” (Jowett,
1975, p. 72). Newsreels in this Mexico
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sample lagged the film trend, with more
coverage of Mexico’s leisure class in
the later 20s, especially after sound
film came of age.

How Images Changed

The third research question consid-
ered patterns among visuals and
changes from 1919 to 1924. Before
1924, most Mexicans in newsreels were
primarily people who moved in and
out of shots focused on elegant colonial
architecture and gracious boulevards,
or whitewashed stucco villages. The
cumulation of images suggests a beauti-
ful, busy, clean place. Men in uniform-
whether military or civilian guards of
some type, were consistent but not
dominant. This was a surprise given
the violent decade preceding it. More
citizens than officials, military men, or
church leaders were included in early
Mexican newsreels (This is due in part
to non-recognition of Obregon’s ad-
ministration and possible lack of gov-
ernment sources available to media.}.
Traditional clothing was seen equally
as often as modern clothing. However,
location diversity was limited because
news photographers mostly covered
Mexico from Los Angeles, Texas, and
Mexico City.

The pre-1924 images reflected the
travelogue and educational traditions
of early information film. Without con-
text, one could view these images as
people treated like objects—merely ele-
ments in an exotic country. The por-
trayals also fit with the late Victorian
fascination with all things new. Support-
ing this “people as objects” conclusion
is that occasionally index cards pre-
pared in New York reflected stereotypi-
cal language, such as “the Indian” or
“the peasant.” Evidence that the cam-
érapersons were not attempting to treat
Mexicans as objects are the respectful
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images shot, and the dope sheets that
tried to educate U.S. newsreel editors
about the importance of various events
and shots. Rather than exhibiting news
photographers’ prejudices, the pre-
1924 images seem to tell us more about
the evolution of the medium.

Modern sterectypes of underdevel-
oped nations usually include unclean
people in dirty settings, but dirt wasn’t
prevalent in Mexico newsreels. When
present, dirt and dust were more obvi-
ous in early Mexico footage. This can
be attributed to the vehicles, subjects,
and types of people featured. For ex-
ample, military vehicles and horses
kicked up more dust in front of a lens
than cars did. People were more apt to
be dusty in the early 1920s, when work-
ers were featured most often, than in
later yvears when diplomats and offi-
cials dominated. Cleanliness is difficuit
to evaluate in newsreel footage be-
cause medium and long shots were
more typical than close-ups, and be-
cause film deterioration often impaired
detection. Overall, however, the pre-
vailing images are clean, litterless streets
(although unpaved), and pristine white
shirts.

The patterns of visuals shifted after
1924. This correlates with the domi-
nance of President Calles and his influ-
ence on the puppet presidents that suc-
ceeded him; the U.S.-Mexican
relations, events, and policies of the
period; and changes in the newsreel
industry, particularly after sound was
introduced in 1927.

Porfirio Diaz-the pre-revolution
president who initiated 20th century
modernization—would be proud. The
dominant image of Mexico after 1924
is a modern nationstate. In the early
years, officials shown were fimited to
presidents and military leaders. After
1924, the newsmakers were mostly gov-
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ernment and military officials, but the
breadth of officials was extended be
yond the president to include ministers
of agriculture, foreign relations, indus-
try and commerce, and labor. Photo
opportunities tied to some ol Calles’
educational and agricultural reforms
allowed opportunity for a few middle-
class professionals {such as teachers] 1o
be viewed. The oil crisis presented op-
portunities for inclusion of Mexican
legal officials in newsreels. Regional
governors and ambassadors were also
popular. As previously mentioned,
more clergy were visible in the late
1920s because of the Cristero Rebel-
lion, but religious figures or symbaols
were not dominant.

Citizens attending ceremonies, plus
busily moving through the streets, were
still visible in the late 20s. Although the
images reflected the clear class distinc-
tions between a modern upper class
and more traditional working class,
they also conveyed dominant “we're
like you” images to U.S. audiences.
Mexicans participating in meetings,
ceremonies, shopping, and leisure wore
New York-style business suits, or flap-
per dresses with hats, gloves, and beads
of the day. In post-1924 newsreels, fash-
ionable clothing was twice as visible as
traditional Mexican clothing. Mexi-
cans not dressed in this style were work-
ing. Ranch workers wore Western hats
or charro pants; agricultural peons wore
wide-brimmed straw hats or sombre-
ros; and urban working women wore
rebozos (shawlsj. When elites or elites’
children were wearing traditional Mexi-
can garb, it was clear that the “cos-
tumes” were for ceremonies or for
photo opportunities. In short, symbols
and settings in the last half of the de-
cade revealed an emerging capitalist
system.

Newsreels everywhere during the
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late 1920s covered sports events, beauty
contests, and aviators. The celebrity
culture it bred didn’t bypass newsreel
coverage of Mexico. The late 1920s
mania for flight was clear in numerous
shots of Lindbergh in Mexico, along
with Mexican celebrity aviators. The
beginnings of stereotypes of Mexican
women can probably be attributed to
the beauties that were featured in late
1920s coverage of pageants and con-
tests (like female stereotypes in other
countries}, and shots of the Mexican
leisure class glamorized physical at-
tributes and abilities rather than focus-
ing on tasks involving intelligence or
hard work.

Much of history in Mexico, like his-
tory elsewhere in newsreels, was cov-
ered under severe technological limita-
tions. Filmed were the comings and
goings of diplomats rather than the
meetings themselves because of the
lighting limitations of shooting indoors.
The convenience of prescheduled cer-
emonies and the action-orientation of
such ceremonies was appropriate for
heavy news photography equipment.
Equipment in the silent era weighed
half-a-ton; later sound film equipment
was a “mere” 300 pounds. The images
selected reveal a technical orientation
towards medium shots and long shots;
bulky camera equipment that did not
allow running ahead of someone to
catch a candid close-up; and natural
light needs that disallowed peering be-
hind Mexico’s elegant facades. Trans-
portation limitations and the prospect
of lugging a half-ton of equipment any-
where precluded many forays outside
of urban or border centers.

Variance from Film Stereotypes

¥ilm scholars have identified the ban-
dido/greaser, gangster, caballero, Latin
lover, dark lady, harlot, male buffoon,
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and female clown in almost a centu
of Latin Americans on film, and the
study’s fourth research question ex-
plored similarities and differences be-
tween these images and those in news-
reels. We can see some elements of
these stereotypes in newsreels; for in-
stance, beauties who might be devel-
oped into harlots or dark ladies in a
plot, and rodeo/bullfight males who
might be developed into caballeros.
However, the most compelling 1920s
film stereotypes were not found. The
reasons will be explored in the discus-
sion section.

Study Limitations

Studying stereotypes of Mexicans
and Mexican-Americans in any eraisa
challenge because there aren’t many
media images to study, particularly in
news. Given the small sample, plus the
fragility of the archival data, the find-
ings can’t be widely generalized. How-
ever, the patterns of these images are
indicators of possible stereotypes that
may have been diffused or reinvented
in later moving news images. In addi-
tion, the data supports newsreels’ spec-
tatorship function and their role in rein-
forcing images of modernity, at least in
coverage of Mexico.

Discussion

Newsreels were supposed to record
history, but “even these straight re-
cords went beyond simple documenta-
tion and began to reveal attitudes, pre-
occupations, and even obsessions of
the time” (Bohn & Stromgren, 1975, p.
168). Ironically, when featured as “ob-
jects” in a beautiful place, Latino im-
ages were more flattering and inclusive
of all classes. The shift to Mexicans as
“newsmakers” or participants in pseu-
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doevents meant that participanis were
more apt to be monied or of the leisure
class. These later images were more
assimilating than differentiating.
Whether the assimilation tendencies of
the Mexican image in U.S. newsreels
enabled our business relationships at
the time or whether the indigenous
bystander images helped the public
rationalize U.S. occupation of Mexico
during part of the 1919-1932 period is
speculation. Mexicans were so absent,
relatively, from newsreels that it is just
as possible that the dearth of impres-
sions contributed to lack of awareness
and understanding about Mexico/LLS.
relations.

Although the limitations in the im-
ages are rationally explained, the omis-
sions and biases in Mexico coverage
during 1919-1932 could have created
a predisposition that impacted foreign
policy toward Mexico. Some Mexico
historians credit images of Mexico in
the United States and U.S. images in
Mexico with shaping foreign policy
(Bailey, 1989; Meyer, 1986). Just as
possible, foreign policy and the latter-
mentioned norms could have created
“ways of doing” for gatekeepers that
unconsciously created additional bias
in subsequent Mexico coverage. Mexi-
can political {and possible public rela-
tions) activities, newsreel industry busi-
ness activities, and regulatory activities
also contributed to inchusion or exclu-
sion of images in newsreels.

News photographers were guided by
schemata in their own belief systems
(Entman, 1993) manifest in their selec-
tion of images. Schemata associated
with modernization was dominant.
What newsreels portrayed was either a
reflection of how sources wanted to be
seen (especially President Calles), how
the United States saw itself, or—most
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likely—an interaction between these two
forces.

Mexico historians (Beezley, 1986,
1987, Mever & Sherman, 19871 de-
scribe the political and business lead-
ers’ roles in twentieth-century Mexico
modernization. Beezley (1986) ar-
tributes the rise of mass culture for
giving Mexico the appearance of moder-
nity and credits Western science and
technology for expediting it. Political
centralization shunted traditional
Mexico, so mass media’s reinforce-
ment of mass culture could have shored
up centralization goals. Certainly Mexi-
co's surface evidence of modernity and
Calles’s constructive phase aligned well
with the modernization schemata of
newsreel photographers. Newsreels
gave form and presence to a modern
Mexico and modern Mexicans.

The 1920s was an era of heady opti-
mism and a fearless belief in progress.
U.S. society was enamored with the
dream of global industrialization with-
out yet encountering posimodern angst
about its dysfunctional consequences,
and mass consumption was the frame-
work for this modernity. Other institu-
tions (e.g. religious, educational) could
inculcate some values, but mass media
was the institution that enabled one 10
see what could be consumed. The
growth of immigration and travel accel-
erated cross-border diffusion of styles
and fads, and gazing upon them n
Mexico paralleled gazing upon them
at home.

A central feature of modernity is the
gaze (Lacan, 1995; Orr, 1993). Orr
refers 1o the film gaze as surveillance,
but it can be characterized as spectator-
ship in the late-20s newsreels espe-
cially after sound is introduced. Specta-
lor sports were promoted by Mexican
government officials (and by U.S. am-
bassadors like Sheffield) in Mexico
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modernization, just as global newsreel
audiences became passive viewers of
sports and other manufactured spec-
tacles of the era. In addition to its
spectator function, the gaze connotes
power relations. For instance, there is
power in a gaze originating from a
developed nation onto its less-devel-
oped neighbor. Expectations derived
from the literature were that Mexican
newsreel images would be representa-
tive of this category--an imperialist gaze
onic non-Anglo-Americans. But the
gaze is also reflective. In this case, the
images responded to a newsreel pho-
tographer’s orientation toward the glo-
bal and the modern.

What Newsreels Contributed
to TV News Stereotypes

Although far less cruel than stereo-
types in film or in entertainment televi-
sion, there was little diversity in im-
ages. For instance, there were few to
no families, artists, intellectuals, or pro-
fessionals shown in newsreels. These
news snapshots of Mexicans may have
set up patterns that we see in television
today. In addition, the analysis pro-
vides evidence that types of shots origi-
nally constrained by equipment set a
standard for later coverage (Fielding,
1972) when equipment limitations had
been eliminated. For instance, although
reliance on pseudo-events originated
from a technological limitation, for-
eign correspondents (like other journal-
ists, have been socialized to continue
to cover foreign news this way despite
communication and transportation in-
novations {Economics of news is an-
other factor in pseudo-event reliance.).

Limits in portraying Mexicans could
have been “‘excused” in the 1920s be-
cause of technology. Now technology
is no excuse. Similar limits today are
more often attributed to the lack of
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Latino decisionmakers in U.S. news
organizations, but technology contin-
ues to play a role.

What Newsreels Did Not
Contribute to TV News
Stereotypes

Because of less rapid transportation
and less immediate communication, the
newsreel journalists may not have been
as easily influenced by New York about
what images to shoot, although they
understood the ground rules about
what made news. Indeed, their dope
sheets reflect how they tried to educate
their editors about a story’s impor-
tance. Fox Movietone photographers
knew they were not only filming for
that week’s newsreels, but for a large
archive, where other footage would be
stored for possible future use. Perhaps
this responsibility of recording for his-
tory allowed them to shoot more than
mere novelties and spectacles. Beating
the competition also affected content
as it still does.

The findings reinforce how news aes-
thetics and story selection are tied to
structural forces and technology. In-
stead of improving the news, techno-
logical innovations may have wors-
ened coverage of Mexico and
Mexicans. The newsreel journalist as-
signed to Mexico couldn’t fly in and
out on day’s notice, and so learned
something about the country, its cul-
ture, and its people. Today’s foreign
correspondent is flown in for a crisis,
and flies out again (Geyer, 1996). Real-
time satellite news restricts developing
sources and explaining issues. Media
stereotypes are snapshots, and snap-
shots are a function of what is going on
in the newsrecorder’s head along with
technology’s ability and restraints on
capturing them. The diffusion of light-
weight, less light-sensitive news video
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equipment has meant technical intru-
sion rather than allowing for more flex-
ibility and diversity. Modern spectator-
ship of the external has been replaced
with post-modern intrusion into the
private and internal, and advances in
transportation have reduced the need
for expatriate reporters to be immersed
in the culture of another place.

It’s ironic that although air travel is
easier and camera equipment is lighter,
the advent of the satellite and the value
put on real-time news has negated some
of the transportation advances and
weighted down the foreign television
reporter again. One of the many fac-
tors responsible for “stealing” foreign
news is the emphasis on live television
broadcasting which requires heavy
equipment—characterized by Rosen-
blum as “needless theatrics,” and “‘un-
filtered, misleading and often wrong”
(1993, p. 168).

Why Newsreel and Film
Stereotypes in the 1920s
iffered

One explanation of differences is the
news format versus the long feature
film. Newsreels had to “capture” the
images in brief. Some negative charac-
teristics associated with film stereo-
types needed more time to be devel-
oped, more than a one-minute silent
news story with a caption or two al-
lowed. After the innovation of sound,
and particularly after the innovation of
celebrity news announcers who could
put a slant on a story without having
covered it, negative narratives were
more possible. The onscreen captions
accompanying silent newsreels were
mute, anonymous, and short, and the
early news photographers only had
time to shoot what they saw. Those
who covered Mexico either lacked ac-
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cess to cover negative conditions or
events, responded to the visual aesthet-
ics of what they covered, were in tune
with theater managers’ desires to spare
their audiences from the negative,
and/or were in compliance with
MPPDA or other industry mandates.

Newsreel prototypes of Mexicans
may have mediated the negative Mexi-
can stereotypes moviegoers saw in films
of the period. What we can never know
is how audiences reconciled the decod-
ing of such different stereotypes and
whether ultimately the entertainmeni
stereotypes or the news prototypes had
the most effect.

Recognizable prototypes and sym-
bols made newsreels easy to digest, just
as the film genre of the 1920s made
moviegoing effortless (Keller, 1985).
Co-viewing this new medium with
many strangers in a dark, public the-
ater intensified the need for easy view-
ing. As media shorthand, stereotypes
helped make media consumption ef-
fortless.

Contributions of the Findings to
Latino Media Stereotypes
Literature

When the footage had to carry the
news, the Mexican images were more
aesthetically pleasing and diverse by
aesthetic criteria than television’s im-
ages today (based on what we know
from limited studies). Without sound
and without celebrities, the focus was
on the images more than on the narra-
tive of the story. Photographers wanted
spectacular shots and footage of inter-
esting celebrities. Although there isn’t
enough evidence to generalize from
this small study, it indicates that this
period could have been the turning
point where “news shots” evolved into
“news stories”—what Rosenblum calls
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“sociodramas known as packages”
(1993, p. 163). For instance, later foot-
age of dignitaries talking would have to
be set up by the narrator, whereas
these pre-sound shots were explained
in brief (although not objective) cap-
tions for silent film viewers.

Celebrity newscasters’ parasocial re-
lationships with the viewers bind the
audience to the news rather than to the
stories themselves, just as studio manu-
facturing of the star bound audiences
to the cinema (Orr, 1993). Unlike news-
reels’ modern shots, postmodern news
narratives also reflect more postproduc-
tion—made possible by technological
advances in editing equipment. The
power of newsreels was all in the wide-
angle gaze of the modern, not the pen-
etrating gaze of the postmodern. News-
reels were edited, but equipment
limitations meant New York’s involve-
ment did not supersede the reporter’s.
Editing possibilities today can further
distance the foreign reporter from his
or her story while at the same time
attempting to bring the viewer closer
in time and microscopic intimacy. Nei-
ther helps the viewer understand
Mexico or Mexicans.

An interesting question that this
study raises is how much Latino stereo-
types are affected by class schemata.
The people who were engaged in cer-
emonies, work, and military action
were not decidedly different from An-
glo images except for a few more som-
breros and rebozos. The “Indians” were
in exotic locations, were shown with-
out symbolic resources, and were in
crises they didn’t cause (e.g., an earth-
quake, floods, or fire).

The genre of fiction, the industry’s
needs, marketing goals, and industry
desires to limit U.S. government legis-
lation and regulation influenced the
ebb and flow of Latino movie stereo-
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types. However, technology, transpor-
tation, the industry’s desire to avoid
offending viewers, and competition in-
fluenced Latino newsreel stereotypes
in 1919-1932. Source availability prob-
ably affected coverage although the
dope sheets and index cards analyzed
in this study provide no direct evi-
dence of this. Based on these conclu-
sions, we could hypothesize that sound
commentators may have begun to
frame the images of Hispanic “others”
in new ways which were more likely to
add negative connotations to stereo-
types because narrations could pro-
vide the “story” missing in the silent
newsreels. Narratives accompanying
news could have more readily merged
the existing narratives of film, and after
the Great Depression barricaded the
United States’ absorption of imimi-
grants, the socioeconomic context in
which the news was produced might
have more readily opened the gate to
portrayals of otherness.

Although periodic protests and tech-
nological changes may affect Latino
representations from period to period,
it’s likely that mass media business rea-
sons might have the most impact on
long-term, positive portrayals in U.S.
media. “When it becomes profitable
for the industry to project a more posi-
tive Hispanic image, it will” {Richard,
1992, xlii).

Seiter (1986) urged that scholars con-
sider stereotypes in their social and
political contexts and that we analyze
their history as well as frequency. This
study attempted to do that by docu-
menting some of the origins of Latino
stereotypes in moving image news. Fu-
ture research by mass media scholars
should investigate post-20s newsreel
images and the Hispanic images in
television news to learn more.
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Notes

'"The terms Latino and Hispanic are used interchangeably in this study. An Hispanic is an
individual living in the United States whose ancestry, language, and/or culturai orientation is
related to a Spanish-speaking country. This definition can be applied to the terms Latino and Latin
American, as well, with Latina being the feminine form. However, the terms Latin Americans and
Latino embrance Portuguese-speaking Brazilians toe. Mexican Americans are individuals living in
the United States whose ancestry, language, and/or cultural orientation is related to Mexico.
Mexicans are tesidents of Mexico. Anglo-American, or Anglo, describes white Americans of
Furopean descent.

11.8.-style dress is used to describe current or modern fashion of the 1920s, worn in Europe,
Latin America, the U.S,, and elsewhere. It is differentiated from traditional or indigenous dress.
Western is used to describe ranch attire.
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