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This dissertation investigates how Spanish- language television networks in the 

United States represent Latino women and how women from Latino heritage 

evaluate those portrayals. Facing a paucity of studies about Spanish television 

programming and the Latino television audience in general, this project constitutes 

an early step in understanding how a particular group of immigrants and U.S.-born 

Latinas interact with their own ethnic media. This is a twofold study that focuses on 

the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en América broadcast by Univision 

and Telemundo respectively, and on the narratives of 27 women interviewed in the 

city of Austin, Texas, between 1999-2002. The main objective of the analysis is to 

see how the categories of gender, race, ethnicity and class are enacted in the 

television text and in the audience responses. The research is informed by a 

theoretical blend of feminism, critical and cultural studies, and it is also grounded in 
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Pierre Bourdieu's theory of practice. His concept of “field” is used s a theory and as 

a method to understand the current economic and structural changes in what is 

labeled here as "the field of Latino television." The overall conclusion of the study 

is that Latinas have a conflicted relationship with the Spanish- language television. 

They like specific programming such as news and telenovelas, but they criticize 

other television genres such as talk shows, humor and entertainment programs and 

would like to see that Latino networks improve the quality of the programs and 

women's portrayals. Respondents contested the oversexualized representations of 

Latinas and criticized the violence enacted in the talk shows. They argued that the 

images embarrass and offend them. These findings closely follow some of the 

patterns found by DeSipio (1998; 1999) and Dávila (2001) in their studies of the 

relationship Latinos have with the Spanish language television. The violence 

enacted in the talk shows is theorized according to Bourdieu's theory of symbolic 

power. Class, in material or symbolic terms, operates as the main marker of social 

distance in respondents' evaluations of the talk shows. Latinas used class to distance 

themselves from the panelists presented in the shows, to devalue the contents 

offered by the networks as being directed to others, and to contest the homogeneous 

definition of Latinos offered by the Spanish- language television. 
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Chapter I 

INTRODUCTION 

Latino popular culture has acquired a higher presence in American mainstream 

culture during the last two decades. Latino artists and singers, among other cultural icons, 

have succeeded in crossing linguistic barriers and in obtaining recognition from Spanish 

as well as English speakers. This explosion of Latino images has been simultaneously 

celebrated and contested by different actors and institutions within the Latino community. 

Ongoing debates concern the role and the place these popular representations have in the 

empowerment of Latinos within U.S. society. 

For the Hispanic media industry, the Latino crossover1 means a national and 

international expansion of their intercultural markets. For the members of a Latino 

oppositional culture such as scholars and Latino activists, these images are highly 

contradictory because they still contain the historical sediments of imperialism, racism 

and patriarchy of the dominant culture (Romero & Habell-Pallán, 2002; Lipsitz, 1998).  

At the core of this cultural debate are issues of production, reproduction and 

interpretation of the Latino images in English and Spanish- language media. Most of the 

scholarly interest has been focused on Hollywood productions and in English language 

television prime time serials. However, Latino representations are not only an English- 

language media domain. Other actors should be considered in this debate, such as the 

Hispanic media industry, which appears to have a more "informed and sensitive" (Dávila, 

2001, p. 3) attitude regarding Latino portrayals as compared to its English- language 

counterparts. Thus, the study of Latino images should necessarily include a critical 

analysis of the Spanish- language media' representational politics in order to have a more 

                                                 
1 The possibility to succeed in the Spanish and English-language market simultaneously. 
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comprehensive picture of Latinos' representations. Even more, it should also include the 

people who are directly affected by those portrayals, that is, the Latino audience.  

Presently, there is a scarcity of information on how Latinos and Latinas perceive 

and interpret the images that target them, whether in English or Spanish language media. 

It is not clear, however, whether Latinas and Latinos self- representations converge or 

overlap with media representations. It is also not clear if Latina and Latino portrayals are 

empowering or if they predispose individuals to subordination. In addition, no 

information is available on if and how Latinos "intervene, contest, or reproduce 'already' 

circulating representations" (Romero & Habell-Pallán, 2002, p. 9).  

This dissertation attempts to offer some answers to these concerns. From cultural 

studies and feminist perspectives, I simultaneously embrace the study of Latinas’ 

representations in Spanish- language television and Latinas’ evaluation of these 

portrayals. Using a multi-methodological approach, I investigate how the two main U.S. 

Spanish-language television networks,2 Univision and Telemundo, represent Latinas3 and 

how a group of immigrant and non- immigrant Latinas perceive, interpret and negotiate 

these gender representations.  

This is a two-pronged research project that takes place in two different cultural 

sites, the television text and a particular segment of the audience. On one hand, the study 

analyzes women's portrayals in the two most popular talk shows, El Show de Cristina and 

                                                 
2 The terms Spanish-Language television, Hispanic television and Latino television are used 
interchangeably. All of them refer to the Spanish-language networks Univision, Telemundo, Telefutura, 
National Hispanic Television Network, NHTV, and Azteca-America. The first two networks have national 
coverage and are the subject of study of this project.    
3 The term Latinas is the preferred term throughout this dissertation. However, I acknowledge that the term 
Latinas, as well as of Hispanic women are social constructs, have no fixed definition and have a political 
and economic usage depending on who is defining this cultural group. According to Dávila (2001), the 
term Latino/a "enjoys a more widespread acceptance as a politically correct term in contrast to 'Hispanic,' 
which is more evocative of Spanish conquest and colonization" (p. 16). However, she argues that overall 
"both terms are used equally to sell, commodify, and market populations of Latin American background in 
the United States" (p. 16). For a more in-depth discussion, see Giménez (1989, 1992), Oboler (1992,1995) 
and Romero & Habel-Pallán (2002).   
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Laura en América, broadcast by Univision and Telemundo, respectively. On the other 

hand, it presents the opinions of a group Latinas, of different socioeconomic status, 

regarding these talk shows and Latino television programming in general.  

The research is located within the cultural studies perspective that assumes that 

there is an intimate connection between the production and reproduction of meaning and 

the exercise of power in a particular social setting (Ang, 1996a; Griffin, 2003). It is also 

informed by the new developments on Latino media research, American feminist 

reception studies and Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of practice (Bourdieu, 1980,1999; 

Dávila, 2000, 2001; Noriega, 2000; Rodriguez, 1999a; Press, 1991; Press & Cole, 1999).   

Three problems indicated by Latino scholars in recent years serve as a starting 

point for this research. First, that there is a need of studying issues of Hispanic 

representation and stereotyping in English as well as in the Spanish- language media 

(Dávila, 2002; Rodriguez, 1999a; Subervi-Vélez, Ramírez-Berg, Constantakis-Valdes, 

Noriega, Ríos & Wilkinson, 1994). Second, that Latino audiences have received little or 

no attention as a research subject for academic purposes (DeSipio, 1998; 1999; 

Rodriguez, 1999a; Valdivia, 1998); and third, that there is a lack of information on how 

Latinas consume popular culture in general, and how they interact and respond to 

Spanish-language media in particular (Dávila, 2002, 2001, 2000;Valdivia, 2000,1998, 

1995).  

In this project, I am particularly concerned with understanding how Latinas from 

different cultural backgrounds negotiate gender representations available on the main 

Hispanic television networks. By studying the interactions between Latinas and talk 

shows, this study also aims at exploring the intersections of gender, race and class that 

are embedded in the television shows, as well as in the Latinas' narrative. The analysis of 

these intersections in Spanish- language television recently, but only gradually, has 
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acquired attention in Latino media research. During the past eight years, some scholars 

have voiced their concern over stereotyping and exclusions in the Spanish language 

media (Noriega, 2000; Rodriguez, 1999a, 1999b, 1999d; Subervi-Vélez et al., 1994), 

while more recently some others plainly speak of Latinas' racialization on Hispanic TV 

(Dávila, 2002, pp. 27-29; 2001, p. 170).  

 This project, then, is framed simultaneously as a cultural analysis of women's 

representations on Hispanic television, and as a contribution to fill an existing gap in 

Latino reception studies. The overall spirit of this project is to bring Latinas into the 

discussion of the Hispanic networks’ legitimacy to represent and serve Latinos living in 

the United States.     

A group of 27 women residing in the city of Austin, Texas, 18 of them foreign-

born, constitutes the group of study of the audience research project. These women offer 

a collective portrait of what it is to live as Latinas in the contemporary United States vis-

à-vis what it is to be labeled ‘Latina’ by their own ethnic media. Their life trajectories, 

marked in most of the cases by border crossings, patriarchal relationships and 

subordinated locations (i.e., limited English proficiency, low levels of education, low 

income, lack of health insurance), provide the basis for their negotiation of meanings 

with Spanish- language television networks.  

From a structural perspective, the networks Univision and Telemundo are among 

the most visible components of a large media structure targeting Latinos, either in 

English or Spanish language. These networks, whose joint worth is estimated at $10.6 

billion, have been central in the creation of the concept of a Hispanic market (Grover, 

2001; Fox, 1996). They are part of a conflicted and contested symbolic domain in which 

many actors, including Latinas and Latinos, participate in the struggles for the creation 

and reproduction of Latinos' identity. Advertisers, marketers and journalists, among other 
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social actors, compete for the cultural representation of a homogeneous image of Latinos' 

Latinidad.  This concept, in its original meaning in Spanish- language, denotes common 

cultural traits that identify people of Latino heritage. However, in the emerging field of 

Latino critical studies in the United States it is used as a keyword to facilitate intellectual 

and political dialogue (Laó-Montes, 2001, p. 35). Latinidad is an analytical concept that 

serves to identify the state of being Latino or Latina in a determined discursive space (p. 

3). The term embraces the multiplicity of intersecting discourses that define Latinos and 

locate them in U.S. society. Governmental, corporate, media and academic discourses of 

Latinidad, among others, provide the basis for what scholars call the Latinization of 

Latinos in the United States. Latinization, then, refers to "the multiple processes by which 

discourses of Latinidad are coined and enacted in time and space" (p. 5).  

From an individual agency perspective, Latinas' evaluations of Spanish- language 

television contents and portrayals are considered part of their resources--capital--to deal 

with one social institution that in different degrees shapes their lives. The dialectic 

relationship between agency and structure, as developed by Bourdieu in his theory of 

practice (1999c, 1980), is at the core of this research. This theory integrates the 

‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ realms into a single framework to understand how 

individuals relate and interact with the social world. The general assumption is that since 

agency and structure are inextricably linked in the individual's daily life, then the 

understanding of social phenomena can include, with the same validity, both subjective 

and objective explanations. As a corollary, an understanding of Latinas’ opinions about 

the Hispanic television necessarily requires placement of their subjective schemes and 

actions in relation with the institutional practices of main actors within the Hispanic 

television domain. Univision and Telemundo are the two main visible actors in the realm 

of Latino television. It is toward this relationship that I turn most of my efforts, but in this 
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endeavor I also open new directions for more contextual analyses of what I will later 

describe as the “Field of Latino Television.” Based on Bourdieu’s (1999f, 1992) analyses 

of social fields, I offer an initial map of the main actors participating in this field and 

highlight the main conflicts that are taking place. The information will put into context 

the textual analysis and the reception study that follow in the second half of the 

dissertation.  

 

Latinas, television and representations  

The relationship between women and television is a complex and a conflicted one 

(Press, 1991; Press & Cole, 1999; D'Acci, 1994). Likewise, the representation of Latino 

women also constitutes a contested terrain. In English media as well as in Spanish media, 

diverse production companies, production teams and publicity firms, among others, 

participate in the struggle for the definition of Latinas' identity. In this explosion of 

Latina/o images in the commercial popular culture, some Latina movie stars and singer 

icons --such as Puerto Rican Jennifer López, Mexican Salma Hayek and Colombian 

Shakira-- have been celebrated as examples of linguistic crossover between American 

and Hispanic markets. They, as well as singers Ricky Martin (Puerto- Rican) and Enrique 

Iglesias (Spanish- born), among other Latino pop stars, are projected as the essence of the 

Latinos symbiosis into the American mainstream culture (Romero & Habell-Pallán, 2002, 

p.1).  

Latino celebrities’ increased visibility is part of an overall social process that 

some scholars have labeled the "'Latinization' of the United States" (Darder & Torres, 

1998, p.3). During the last 20 years, Latinos have increased in numbers, have a higher 

market power--$452.4 billion as of 2001, according to the Hispanic Association on 

Corporate Responsibility (HACR, 2002). They have also made some incursions in local 
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and state politics, as compared with their historical position during the previous decades 

of the last century. However, this incorporation into mainstream culture is hardly exempt 

from contradictions. For some authors, such representations of Latinidad are considered 

anything but a "public symbolism [that] contradicts and masks the nation's current and 

historical record of treatment toward Latinos at home and abroad" (Romero & Habell-

Pallán, 2002, p. 1).  

Spanish and Latino oriented media are among the main producers of Latino 

images for English and Spanish markets. They actively participate in the promotion of a 

homogeneous Latino identity, a process Dávila (2002) defines as Latinos' Latinization4 

and explains as "the consolidation of a common Latino/a identity among different Latino 

subgroups" (p. 27; see also 2001, p. 16). Univision and Telemundo, in their position of 

being the two largest Spanish-language networks, are among the most visible supporters 

of this unifying conceptualization of Latinos. Using the Spanish - language and common 

traits of the Latino culture as cultural tools, these networks create a powerful discourse of 

Latinidad that connects diverse Spanish-speaking markets. In this conceptualization, 

Latino pop stars and celebrities would represent and connect populations living in the 

United States, Latin America and Spain, in a sort of transcontinental view of Latinidad. 

By the same principle, Latinas living in the United States appear as having more 

commonalties than differences with Latin American, Caribbean and Spanish women.  

The problem then is to know how U.S. Latinas participate in the construction and 

evaluation of these media representations and what types of cultural assets do they 

mobilize in these actions. It is assumed in this study that no matter what location Latinas 

                                                 
4 Dávila (2001) also defines Latinization  as "the 'out-of-many, one people' process through which 'Latinos' 
or 'Hispanics' are conceived and represented as sharing one common identity" (p. 16). This conception of 
Latinos' homogeneous identity emerges in part from the work of the Hispanic media and Hispanic 
marketing that promote particular definitions and representations of the Hispanic or Latino culture.   
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occupy in the U.S. society, they still participate in what Bourdieu (1984) calls "the 

classification struggle" (p. 479). Latinas have a power to differentiate, and a power to 

define and classify other's classifications, e.g. the representations that are targeting them 

(p. 468; see also Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, pp. 12-15). This assumption does not 

imply a celebration of audiences' resistance to media texts or a populist conception of 

audiences as active producers of meanings and constant seekers of media pleasure 

(Brown, 1994; Fiske, 1987). It rather emerges from a perspective in which the 

consumption of popular culture takes place in a contested social and political context 

where people can only have a marginal power at enduring structures and institutions that 

shape their everyday lives, and also their television readings. The tension between the 

individual and the structure as discussed in Bourdieu's sociology of practice (1980) 

supports the analysis of Latinas representation and consumption of Spanish language 

television.  The proposition then, is that Latinas have a differentiated agency regarding 

the Spanish television networks based on their particular social trajectories and in the 

accumulation of different types of capital, such as economic, educational, social and 

symbolic, throughout their lives. Since U.S.-born and immigrant Latina/os are different in 

terms of class, ethnicity, and political orientations (DeSipio, 1996), the task of this 

dissertation is to explore the diversity of their evaluations and place them in conversation 

with other discourses that are defining Latinos' identity in the contemporary U.S. 

society. 5    

                                                 
5 Ang (1996) has remarked the importance of conducting reception studies considering the relationship 
between the individual and the structure and also the structural limits to audiences' appropriation of media 
texts. She argues "if the ethnography of reception wants to elaborate its critical function, it cannot avoid 
confronting more fully what sociologists have dubbed the micro/macro problematic: the fact that there are 
structural limits to the possibilities of cultural democracy á la Fiske [italics in original]” (p. 140). Her call 
is for a return to the problematic of hegemony based in the assumption that audience’ expressions "take 
place within specific parameters and concrete conditions of existence" (p. 140).  
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In this complex setting, the question is how do we account for Latinas’ cultural 

"negotiations" with Univision and Telemundo television discourse?  This research project 

assumes that the only way to investigate such negotiations is to observe them at work, in 

multiple sites, in order to reconstruct them and analyze them in their actual operations. 

Out of the many possible cultural sites, such as the political economy of the networks, the 

television text, the producers, the anchors, the studio audience, the external audience, and 

the advertisers, among others, I have chosen to study, simultaneously, the television text 

and a particular subgroup of the Latino audience. In the remainder of this chapter I 

explain the rationale for selecting two specific talk shows and a particular group of 

immigrant and non- immigrant Latina respondents.     

Talk Shows 

Several arguments sustain the decision to study El Show de Cristina and Laura in 

América.  The most direct one is that these are two popular programs that represent an 

important segment of Univision and Telemundo's programming offer. Due to the 

international commercialization of these shows, it is possible to assume that Spanish-

speaking viewers, in the United States as well as in Latin America, are somewhat familiar 

with these shows and the growth of this genre in the Hispanic TV. Additionally, these 

shows were known or regularly watched by the women interviewed in this study.   El 

Show de Cristina has been on the air since 1989 and the hostess, Cristina Saralegui, is a 

celebrity within the Latino community. Laura en América, of more recent appearance, 

has taken away Cristina's6 talk shows’ sovereignty and changed the dynamic of this 

                                                 
6  I will use interchangeably the full name of the programs and the first name of the hostesses in italics to 
refer to the shows or to their television persona. I use their first and last name together to refer to the "real" 
persons. The criticism I develop in the next chapters aim at the shows and the hostesses' television persona 
and not necessarily to Cristina Saralegui and Laura Bozzo personally. I take this idea from Cloud's (1996) 
analysis of "Oprah" Winfrey's biography where she distinguishes between Oprah Winfrey herself and 
"Oprah," the culturally constructed television persona (p. 116).  
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television genre in the Latino television networks. Both women are part of the Latino 

popular culture' imagery and have a constant presence in the Spanish media system in 

general. In addition, talk shows have experienced a dramatic growth in the Hispanic 

networks during the past four years, increasing from two to eight talk shows in 2002.  

Within the context of a programming formula that has not changed much during the last 

two decades, talk shows emerge as a new visible programming option within the 

traditional diet of 6 to 8 daily soap operas (telenovelas), entertaining and news programs.  

Cristina and Laura's shows emphasize a philosophy of service to the Latino 

community that needs to be evaluated. Disperse and preliminary research about Cristina 

indicates conflicting evaluations of the program. For some scholars it could be considered 

as a contested public forum for Latinos (Calles, 2001), while for others, this show 

represents a farce of the Hispanic public space (Ben Amor, 1998). However, it is Davila's 

(2001) argument that Hispanic talk shows represent race more frequently than daytime 

and prime time programming, the one that provides the most substantive support for the 

selection of these programs (p.169). It also appears relevant to investigate whether 

Hispanic talk shows follow the 'white model of television talk show,' as discussed by 

Corinne Squire (1997, p. 243).  According to this author, this model coopts the 

representations of African Americans and Hispanics "either by whiting them out or 

reducing them to stereotypes of oversexed Latinas, loud black women, and infantile black 

men" (p. 243).   

The invisibility of these shows in Latino popular cultural studies contrasts with 

visibility of Latinas and Latinos debating their personal or collective problems in these 

programs. It is argued in this study that talk shows more than other television genres 

provide a unique place for the Latino audience to watch other "real" Latinas and Latinos 

talking about their sorrows and deviations. However, at the same time, they also generate 
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the space for the enactment of odious distinctions between Latino cultural groups. I will 

elaborate more on this argument in several of the following chapters.  

El Show de Cristina, produced in Miami by the Cuban-born journalist Cristina 

Saralegui, was aired on Univision from 1989 until 2000 with consistently high ratings 

and virtually without competition. As mentioned above, over the past four years, eight 

other shows have emerged, disrupting the daytime terrain of variety shows and imported 

telenovelas, which for decades have held programming supremacy. One of these new 

shows is Laura en América, conducted by Peruvian lawyer Laura Bozzo and broadcast by 

Telemundo since 2000 with enormous success. In the first eleven months after its initial 

debut, this show overtook most other English and Spanish- language talk shows in some 

of the largest U.S. Latino markets such as Los Angeles, New York and Miami 

(Telemundo, 2001a). In the Miami-Ft. Lauderdale market, headquarters for the 

production of El Show de Cristina, Laura en América defeated this show among women 

18-34 by 10 percent (3.4 vs. 3.1) and The Oprah Winfrey Show by 127 percent (3.4 vs. 

1.5) (Telemundo, 2001a). The strong competition for ratings among Hispanic talk shows 

resulted in the cancellation of El Show de Cristina in December of 2001.  Re-runs of this 

program are broadcast daily under the titles Clásicos de Cristina and Los Archivos de 

Cristina.  

The study of the politics of representation of these popular shows appears relevant 

in the current changing socio-demographic context for Latinos in the United States. 

Latinos are the fastest growing minority population, and constitute 13 percent of the U.S. 

population, but they also represent a large proportion of people living below the poverty 

level. In 1999, 22.8 percent of the 32.8 million Latinos residing in this country lived in 

poverty, as compared to 7.7 percent of non-Hispanic whites (Therrien & Ramírez, 2001, 

p. 6). Latinos mainly have unskilled and semi-skilled occupations and earn less than non-
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Hispanic white workers. Among full time, year-round workers, only 23.3 percent of 

Hispanics earned $35,000 or more in 1999, as compared to 49.3 percent of non-Hispanic 

whites (p. 5).   

In contrast to these figures, Latinos or --what Fox (1996) calls the "Hispanic 

nation,"- have an extensive Spanish- language media complex “for maintaining its 

language and propagating its myths” (p. 42), one larger than that of any other minority 

group in the history of the country. It is in the context of these social conditions that it is 

relevant to see the interplay between the declared programs’ philosophy of empowering 

Latinos, the actual portrayals they convey and the interpretation of these images by a 

specific group of Latinas. As Dávila (2002) points out, scholars have seldom "looked at 

the ways people respond to these culturally specific media and to the ‘Latinness’ so 

promoted by their programming and representations" (p. 26).  

In one of the first English- language scholarly analyses of El Show de Cristina, 

Calles (2001) asserts that even though this show presents stereotypical portrayals of 

Latinos, it still provides the U.S. Latino population with a cultural agenda. For the author, 

this program allows Latinos "to imagine themselves as a community in a cultural 

environment that has always treated them as unwanted outsiders" (p. 2). Ben Amor 

(1998),7 on the other hand, considers that this show introduces topics that are sensational 

and uselessly polemic, and do not contribute to the creation of a genuine public space for 

Hispanics (pp. 482-499). Dávila (2001), in turn, perceives it as a wasted opportunity for 

the empowerment of Latinas (p. 170). These contested positions could offer more insight 

if they were placed in relation to audience opinions and particularly to a Latina audience 

who, according to Nielsen Media Research statistics, constitutes the largest number of 

viewers of popular programs (DeSipio, 1999). An audience analysis would help us reach 

                                                 
7 Doctoral dissertation for the Université de Toulouse Le-Miral, France.  
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an understanding about the type of public that is forming around these shows. This, in 

turn, could provide us information about the type of participatory space Latina informants 

may inhabit and the strategies they use in order to evaluate, to accept or contest the 

proposed meanings of the television texts.    

Cristina Saralegui and Laura Bozzo have both declared, in similar terms, that they 

are working for the betterment of the lives of Latinos in the United States as well as the 

population of Latin America (Cristina On Line, 1998; Telemundo On Line, 2001a). 

However, these two mature, bleached-blonde program hosts have been criticized in the 

United States and in some Latin American countries for the type and quality of the 

contents they deliver.  

Saralegui, a recognized anti-Castro television persona, has been accused of doing 

"little more than debase her race with frank, nationally televised discussion of 

promiscuity, homosexuality and women's equality, still controversial subjects in many 

Latino homes" (Baxter, 1998, p. 86). Similarly, Bozzo has been criticized in Peru, other 

Latin American countries and on Internet websites for presenting "racy topics, 

questionable tactics and dubious taste" (Garvin, 2000, ¶ 2). Currently at the peak of her 

success on Telemundo, Bozzo has faced judicia l problems in Peru due to her support of 

Fujimori's government and her alleged connection to the former regime’s intelligence 

advisor, Vladimiro Montecinos (Agenciaperu, 2002). She has been called "the Jerry 

Springer of Peru" (Garvin, 2000, ¶ 13),"trash talk queen" (Torres, 2001, ¶ 1) and “porno-

misery queen” (http://tvchismes.com). Notwithstanding these criticisms, mainstream 

American and U.S. Spanish- language presses seem to have a more indulgent attitude 

towards these programs (and their hosts) than the Latin American critics do. Criticisms 

for Cristina’s show in U.S. Spanish- language papers have been relegated to the letters to 

the editor section (Dávila, 2001, p.246, note 12).  
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The critique addressed to these shows is little different than the one that is exerted 

upon the American talk shows. American cultural critics have been concerned with the 

“dangers of exploitation, voyeurism, pseudo-therapy,” (Gamson, 1998, p. 6) and the 

problematic definition of deviance that these shows present in the American television. 

The central problem in the American debate is whether or not the talk shows offer a space 

in which the voices of the ordinary people, especially women, can be heard. These 

concerns may also apply in the case of Hispanic talk shows with the exception that the 

categories of race, ethnicity and class unavoidably have to be part of the analysis. Also, 

the study of the Hispanic talk shows needs to consider that most of these productions are 

generated outside the United States.  

Cloud (1999), in a review of Shattuc's book The Talking Cure: TV shows and 

Women (1997), differs with the author's claim that for women American daytime 

television talk shows "are politicized consciousness-raising" (p. 111). Using Shattuc’s 

words, Cloud argues that ‘the shows often reify stereotypes of race and gender’, ‘rely 

upon the nuclear family as a disciplinary ideal’ and ‘perpetuate the ideology of individual 

responsibility rather than social change’ (p.110). Cloud suggests that in the analysis of 

these programs, it is necessary to consider among other things, a) "the predominantly 

conservative ideological role of the therapeutic discourses in contemporary mass culture" 

(p. 111), b) the links between the talk shows’ familial ideology and "contemporary 

political imperatives such as welfare reform" and, (c) the links between "the talk shows 

industry's profit imperatives [and] the overall conservatism of the programs (p. 111).  

Although Spanish- language talk shows have received little scrutiny within U.S. 

Latino scholarship, they have been the topic of analysis for a handful of scholars in Latin 

America (AAS, 2001; Acevedo, 2001; Vargas, 2002). A combination of the American 

and Latin American critiques provides the initial framework for the study of these shows 
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as it is developed in Chapter V, Program Analysis. At this point, it is important to 

highlight one issue: that El Show de Cristina and Laura en América coexist in a 

television universe that is heavily inhabited by a majority of light-skinned and blonde 

immigrant hosts. Some scholars have already pointed out this phenomenon, labeling it 

"the whiteness of the world of Spanish TV" (Dávila, 2002, p. 28).  Telemundo's recent 

introduction of Maritere's talk show, conducted by another light-skinned Peruvian host, 

and Univision's new boost to Marta Susana' show, featuring a blonde and mature woman 

of Argentinean descent, attest to the whitening strategy of these networks.  

Intentions, dilemmas and reflexivity  

My interest in studying Latinas arises out of my concern to "bring women in" 

(DeVault, 1996, p. 36) to academic debates and provide visibility for their voices and 

opinions. Latinas have been absent in the analyses of the culturally specific media that 

target them. I want to document their particular experiences with Latino television from 

their own point of view and use these narratives as a beginning place for social change. I 

expect to bring new topics into Latino media studies and produce data that can stimulate 

academic debates as well as sensitize Latino television networks in regard to their 

programming policies.  

The interaction between women and the social structure is not only a concern of 

the agency/structure perspective, but is also a central issue in feminist epistemology. The 

incorporation of women experiences in feminist research implies the acceptance of their 

subjectivity as part of the search for knowledge (DeVault, 1996; Harding, 1992). 

Concepts such as women "standpoint" (Harding, 1991) and women "situated knowledge" 

(Haraway, 1991) are part of the feminist methodology used in this study. The different 

standpoints of the women interviewed for this dissertation will necessarily produce 

different knowledges or "partial truth" (DeVault, 1996, p. 41) that I do not attempt to 
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generalize but rather organize to make them visible. The debated notion of "women's 

experience" (DeVault, 1996, p. 40) should guide the analysis from women’s actual 

practices with the television texts to a more abstract theorizing of the politics of gender 

representation in the Hispanic television networks.  

By studying only women I am not disregarding the feminist critique that stipulates 

that "media consumption is not always a gendered practice" (Ang, 1996b, p.106-129). 

Neither am I neglecting the essentialism critique, which insists that the categories of 

'women' as well as 'class' cannot be 'totalized' or generalized because they are not a 

'unified category' (p. 109-129). I write in a delicate balance, between resisting the 

tendency towards essentialism, (that is, to presume that all Latinas are the same and yet 

different from other women), and my interest in giving credit to their distinctive 

characteristics and stories. I acknowledge that the concept “Latinas” does not have a 

unitary definition, and that it includes many possible categories of Latinas, by virtue of 

their origin, generation, race and language.  However, I still think that social and personal 

circumstances --such as the historical patriarchal framework and the migration history-- 

have carved out very distinct forms of consciousness for young and adult Latinas, as 

compared to other ethnic groups. I consider that Latinas' viewpoints need to have a higher 

level of visibility in the discussion of gender representations in Latino popular culture.  

Although my research contemplates interviews with Latinas from different social 

and cultural backgrounds, I pay special attention to the voices of the most 

underprivileged women. More than half of the interviews presented in this study were 

with unskilled workers who are mothers and spouses and who struggle everyday to 'make 

it' in this society. Most of them are invisible to the Hispanic audience analysis performed 

by Nielsen Media Research on behalf of Latino networks, in what is known as the 

National Hispanic Television Index (NHTI). Therefore, I consider it my obligation to 
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help these voices emerge so that they can participate in a debate that directly affects 

them; a debate about their own representation in U.S. popular culture.  

The motivation for this research project also stems from the lack of cultural and 

critical reception studies in the Latino community in general, and from the lack of 

attention given to Latinas’ experiences by American reception studies in particular. It is 

my primary concern that issues of gender, class and ethnicity contained in the 

programming --as well as in Latinas’ voices -- have yet to be fully addressed in studies 

regarding Latino television content and audiences. My work can be located at the center 

of the emergent field of Latino popular culture where questions of self-representations, 

gender representations and television contents are starting to evolve. Romero and Habell-

Pallán (2002) have recently questioned, "Do Chicanas, Puerto Ricans, and Dominicans 

share similar views of racialized, gendered Latina and Latino images produced by 

Telemundo or Univision?" (p. 9). This type of inquiry is at the core of my research and 

my intention is to provide some initial answers with the material collected in this study.  

In addressing issues of representation and audience evaluations of circulating 

images, I require the assistance of theories that account for conflict, power and tension in 

the realm of media classifications. With that in mind, I support the textual analysis of the 

talk shows with theories that connect ideology and television discourse. Similarly, I 

explore the feasibility of using some of Pierre Bourdieu's main concepts such as field, 

habitus and capital to understand Latinas' evaluation, contestation or reproduction of 

Latino television discourse. Likewise, Bourdieu's conception of media discourse as 

another form of symbolic power proves useful in assessing the extent to which Latino 

television legitimizes stereotypes. This concept, and the derived one of symbolic 

violence, is developed in detail in Chapter VI, Program Analysis.  
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On a more personal level, my interest in this project emerges from my own 

experience as a Chilean woman, mother and scholar, of a working-class background, who 

has crossed numerous borders and barriers. As a consequence of the last crossing, I am 

still attempting to resist being labeled a Hispanic. It is from this perspective, of being an 

outsider and not yet a converted insider (Hispanic), that I study Latino images in the 

American popular culture.  

My particular interest in studying Univision and Telemundo emerged from my 

own encounter with these Latino television networks after coming to the United States 

five years ago.  Being from a country where television development has historically been 

attached to the public universities system and the state, the U.S. Latino commercial 

television model clashed with my experience of television programming.8 I missed being 

able to view more local productions, forum-debate programs, political programming and, 

most of all, cultural programming. The networks' staple programming of six to eight soap 

operas a day and numerous entertainment, variety and soft news programs did not reveal 

how Latinos live in this society, or what their major problems were. The networks 

newscasts--two daily half-hour news segments-- appear to be an exception to the rest of 

the programming, as they occasionally present brief notes that merely touch upon U.S. 

Latinos’ particular social, economic and political issues. However, as some scholars have 

noted, these programs concentrate more on what is happening in Latin America than they 

do with the reality of Latinos living in the territorial United States (Rodriguez, 1996; 

1999a). Prime time news magazine programs cannot be considered here due to its high 

sensationalist content (Paternostro, 1993).   

                                                 
8 I acknowledge this statement might be viewed as an ethnocentric evaluation of the Spanish-language 
television in the United States. As Dávila (2001) suggests, immigrants often tend to compare the U.S. 
Hispanic productions with that of their countries of origin, “which they rate as better, more informed, and 
more sophisticated than that of the United States" (p. 197). However, her explanation that immigrants 
might do this as a way to communicate their own apprehensions "about their new subordinate status as 
Latinos in the United States" (p. 197) requires further research.   
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Consistent with the reflexive practices developed in the fields of anthropology, 

feminist ethnography and in Bourdieu's sociology, I do not step outside of my own 

experience for this research enterprise. My experience--sustained by my social origin, 

class, gender, ethnicity and social trajectory (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) -- 

constitutes a valid starting point from which to begin asking questions; the feminist 

standpoint, discussed by De Vault (1996).  I approach the analysis of Latino television 

content conscious of my previous background and the questions that emerged from my 

encounter with this particular media. I also carry that background into my extended 

interviews with the 27 women who participated in this study. I want to consider myself a 

vulnerable interviewer, in an extension of what anthropologist Ruth Behar's (1996) labels  

"the vulnerable observer" (p. 6)9. However, I simultaneously applied a strong sense of 

reflexivity to the relationship that exists between my 'cultural self' and the 'cultural others' 

in order to keep my and their standpoints in perspective. I assume that a constant 

reflection between the 'I' and 'them' should help reduce the risk of misrepresentation of 

my informants’ lives and opinion.   

Considering the dynamic nature of my object of study --Latinas as an audience--

and the multiplicity of theoretical and methodological approaches used in this project, I 

struggled to keep a constant sense of reflection throughout every stage of the study. 

Reflexivity, briefly defined as the capacity to critically and analytically bend over/upon 

oneself, should permeate this entire research enterprise. I have attempted to apply 

conceptual and methodological reflexivity to all the stages of this project, beginning with 

                                                 
9 Ruth Behar (1996) coins the concept vulnerable observer to explain the necessary sensibility 
ethnographers should have when doing fieldwork in other cultures. I propose to use the term the vulnerable 
interviewer to name the attitude researchers should have when they interview people in private or social 
settings. Vulnerability refers to the researcher's personal openness, respect and tact with the respondents 
and their answers. A vulnerable interviewer is also a vulnerable observer, because the interview process 
also accounts for what is going on in the environment in which the interview takes place.  
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the theoretical approaches that guide the investigation, to the research design, and my 

role as a researcher inside and outside the women's homes.  

When I apply reflexivity to understand my role within this study, I see myself 

simultaneously in different locations either as an insider or as an outsider. Academically, 

I perceive myself as an "outsider-within," in the terms described by Collins (1991) and 

Beouku-Betts (1994). This is because I feel that five years of immersion in this culture 

still places me on the margins of American culture. However, I consider, as Beouku-Betts 

does, that “this unique position on the margins allows one to retain a critical perspective 

to understand aspects of behavior not immediately obvious to the insider” (p. 419).  

Sometimes I hesitate about the status of my contribution in relation to other 

Latino scholars who were born here and who actively participate in the Latino intellectual 

field. Does my work appear too radical, too culturally-critically oriented for scholars who 

work these issues from the traditional perspective of mass communication research? I 

intend to uphold my position of being an outsider observer and still contribute from the 

margins. I fully acknowledge that I am not only researching Latinos, but that I also 

participate in a contested academic field -- the Latino academic field-- that has a 

particular status within the American academic field. Latino scholars, as well as 

American scholars, supported by different research traditions, compete for grants to 

continue their work. These economic struggles and the differential status of the 

disciplines reveal that the intellectual field is not completely autonomous from the 

economic field and that issues of power permeate the development of independent 

research. 

In another layer of my reflexivity, I am still contemplating my position as a Latin 

American woman within the U.S. Latino community, and more specifically, in relation to 

my informants. Most of the time, during the interviewing process, I have perceived 
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myself as an “insider-within” because of the common cultural heritage and the rapid 

empathy I developed with my informants. However, I always tried to bear in mind that 

gender, ethnicity and a common cultural heritage ‘are not enough’ to dismantle 

hierarchies and generate a more free and reciprocal dialogue (Boeku-Betts, 1994; 

Riessman, 1987; and Zavella, 1993). Similarly, I cannot assume that class did not remain 

unacknowledged or unknown for the informants (Johnson-Bailey, 1998). Thus, my 

position constantly shifted from being an insider within to an outsider within according to 

the constituency I was dealing with (such as low income women, upper-class women, 

Mexican-American, South American or Latino scholars), because each one is regulated 

by their own norms and responsibilities (Zavella, p. 70).  

Of the three markers of difference mentioned above, class is the category that 

received most of my attention due to its importance in regard to the author's location and 

the final interpretation process. I have thoroughly reflected upon the class-based 

commonalities and differences I may have with my informants, as suggested by critical 

ethnographers and qualitative researchers (Beouku-Betts, 1994; Foley, 1999, 1998, 1990; 

Reay, 1995d, 1996a, 1996b and Skeggs, 1997a). This class introspection, which was not 

disclosed in my interviews, should serve as a framework for the interpretation of 

women's narratives and for the analysis of my own relationship with my informants.  

During several stages of the research, I was tempted to think that apparently 

similar class backgrounds between my most deprived informants and me would act as a 

comprehension device during the interview process. In a different historical and spatial 

context, my parents were also economic migrants in a time where urbanization and 

industrialization were at their peak in the largest Latin American capital cities. My father 

left his sharecropper life to move to the capital at age 17 with only a fifth grade 

education. My mother left a small town for the city, to work as a maid at age 20, with a 
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third grade education. However, these stories of deprivation can serve no more than 

anecdotal during the research. My parents' frustrations are not totally mine and my 

feelings of identity displacement, due to my multiple geographical crossings, cannot be 

compared to my informants' lives as immigrants or as second, third or fourth generation 

Latinos. My story can connect with theirs to some degree, but it does not provide grounds 

to claim that my working-class background will suffice to understand others’ life 

experiences.  

During the interviews I perceived that the more educated informants, not 

necessarily the ones with more income, treated me as (I would assume) they would treat 

any close friend or co-worker. In the case of some of the least educated women, I felt that 

some of them gave me unwarranted special treatment (such as calling me "teacher"). The 

latter situation adds to my confusion in terms of my current-class location. I cannot 

simply claim to be a graduate student and an academic of working class origin --although 

I feel it-- because by virtue of education and mobility I enjoy the relative privileges of a 

middle class occupation. As discussed by Mahony & Zmroczek (1997b) for women 

academics of working-class backgrounds, it becomes difficult to "feel” (assume) a middle 

class identity and "believe that we had necessarily 'gone up in the world' " (p. 1). On the 

other hand, as these authors mention, it might be insulting to other working-class people 

to pretend that my life is the same as theirs (my informants), given the privileges that are 

bestowed on academics (p. 1).  

Translation posed another dilemma for this research. Since most of the interviews 

were performed in Spanish, or a combination of English and Spanish, this did not 

constitute a problem in gathering the data. The real challenge began with the translation 

of Latinas' narratives, particularly the ones produced by Spanish-speakers, and continued 

with the subsequent interpretation and writing process. Translation and interpretation, 
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two phenomena that are central to the field of intercultural communication (Martin & 

Nakayama, 2000), were also of primary importance in this research. I feel the immense 

responsibility of correctly representing and translating these women’s voices that, 

sometimes, included code switching and language crossovers. Since most of this work 

will carry my perspective in the selection of their voices, I have developed a procedure 

that allows me to re-check my interpretations. Personal reflexivity and triangulation of 

the transcripts with other bilingual speakers are the methods I have used to reduce the 

risk of misrepresentation in my authorial voice.  

Personal reflexivity and issues of power during the research process are also a 

constant challenge in this study. These topics will be discussed in deeper detail in chapter 

IV, Methodology. A constant reflection on the interactions with the informants is crucial 

to this study. We know after two decades of discussion in anthropological and feminist 

ethnographic research that issues of power unavoidably affect the relationships with those 

we study. I subscribe here to one of the major tenets of qualitative research: only a 

reflexive work will minimize the harm and the problem of control during the research 

process.   

Outline of chapters  

Theoretically, the study is built on the convergence and interaction of four areas 

of research: Latinos and media, ideology and television discourse, feminist television 

studies which consider class and gender variables and some of the main concepts of 

Pierre Bourdieu's theory of practice. The contributions of these four perspectives for this 

particular project are the main concern of chapter II, Theoretical Framework. This 

theorizing should help to frame and provide some answers to the following questions: 

What do we know about the relationship between Latino television and the female Latino 

audience? What do we know about the Latino television gender representations? Why is 
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it important that we study these representations? And, how does the particular 

combination of approaches proposed here help us understand women's portrayals and 

women's evaluation of them?   

In chapter III, I propose using the concept field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992) as 

an explanatory device to understand Latinas/os positioning in the United States, as well 

as the role Latino television plays in their lives. I develop the concept, "the field of Latino 

television," as an arena to understand some of the structural and economic changes that 

have taken place in the networks over the past two years, and to define some of the actors 

that participate inside this field. Actors will have a major or minor influence in the field 

according to the volume and composition of their economic and cultural capital. These 

two variables constitute the two main principles of social differentiation in Bourdieu's 

(1984) theorizing.  

In chapter IV, Methodology, I present the methodologies I used in the textual 

analysis of the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en América and in the Latinas’ 

reception study. Here I draw on the discussion of ideology and television, as presented in 

the theoretical framework, and explain the steps I used in the textual ideological analysis 

of the programs. I also describe the interview process, the analysis of the transcripts and 

the interpretation and writing process. Finally, I discuss the problem of validity and 

generalization in qualitative research and the importance of triangulation. Some of the 

ethical dilemmas and power issues that emerged during the interview process are also 

analyzed at the end of this section.   

The textual ideological analysis of 11 shows of El Show de Cristina and Laura en 

América is presented in chapter V, Program Analysis. The shows studied in this chapter 

relate to Latina sexuality and gender and family relationships.  The main objective of this 

chapter is to identify the programs’privileged gender ideology and the strategies that 
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support it. Three ideological ethe10 articulate the analysis of the shows: therapeutic, 

patriarchal and pan-ethnic. The connections between gender, ethnicity and class are 

discussed here, as well as issues of symbolic violence within the programs.   

In chapter VI, Audience Analysis, I document informants’ perceptions of Latinas' 

images in different realms of the society. From the general to the particular, informants 

expressed their opinions about how they think other members of American society 

classified them, how Latino television represents them, and how they see themselves. In 

this chapter, I attempt to answer general questions such as: What are Latinas' opinions 

about Spanish- language television? How do they perceive Latino television's 

representations of Latinas? What are the labels and stereotypes they perceive in El Show 

de Cristina and Laura en América? This chapter establishes connections between the 

theoretical framework presented in chapter II and the program analysis presented in 

chapter V. The narrative of the chapter is based on Foley's (1998) concept of hybrid 

voices where the informants' voices and my own voice are intertwined in the construction 

of the final analysis. The notion of 'hybrid voices' also has a political aim. It is expected 

“to bridge the vast cultural and linguistic gap between academics and ordinary people" 

(p. 114) by writing texts that the informants can understand.  

In chapter VII, the concluding chapter, I first discuss if the theoretical framework 

and the analysis performed on the programs and the informants' narratives contributed to 

answer the research questions posed in this dissertation. I review the importance and 

usefulness of the concept field in the analysis of the Univision and Telemundo 

programming and women's opinion of Latinas' representations. Then, I go to discuss in 

detail my critique of El Show de Cristina and Laura en América and the emergence of 

class as a variable of difference in the informants’ opinions. In the final part, I outline a 

                                                 
10 Plural for the Greek word ethos.  
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proposal for further research on Latino audiences using a combination of Latin American 

cultural and critical perspectives. 
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Chapter II 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter presents the theoretical connections among the four perspectives that 

inform this study of Latinas and Hispanic television: Latino media scholarship, ideology 

and television, feminist television reception studies, and Pierre Bourdieu's theory of 

practice. Each perspective is developed in a separate section and includes a discussion of 

its application to issues of representation and ethnic audiences.   

This chapter begins with a review of what do we now know about Latinos and 

Hispanic television, what we need to know and why we need to know it. The rationale for 

this section is to review what Anglo and Latino scholars, together with media marketers, 

have concluded about Latino representations in Spanish television and Latinos reactions 

to the networks’ contents and portrayals. 

 The second section discusses the role ideology plays in the television discourse 

and, more particularly, in race and class representations. The justification for this lies in 

the assumption that without a working theory of ideology it is almost impossible to make 

judgments or analyze media representations.  

The third section explores U.S. feminist scholarship contributions to the analysis 

of the interactions of the categories of gender, class and television consumption. The 

study of these relationships is a new phenomenon in the Latino media scholarship. 

Additionally, race and /or ethnicity are variables that have remained almost wholly absent 

in American feminist reception studies.  

The final section discusses the relevance of using Pierre Bourdieu's concepts of 

field, habitus, capital and symbolic violence in the study of representations and 
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interpretations of Latina portrayals. The concept field is used as a method of analysis to 

advance the study of what is described here as the “Latino television field," which 

constitutes the subject matter of the following chapter. All of these concepts are part of 

Bourdieu’s theoretical effort to understand the social phenomenon from a subjective and 

an objective perspective simultaneously.  

The four perspectives presented in this chapter provide an underpinning for the 

rest of the study and are fully intertwined with the methodology section that follows. 

These approaches provide the grounds for the ideological analyses of the television texts 

and also sustain the interview and interpretation stages of the reception study. What 

ultimately connects these feminist, cultural and critical approaches is the need to theorize 

in a way that helps us to understand Hispanic media representations and Hispanic 

audience reception as a relational process. These poles have yet to receive a thorough 

academic consideration.  

LATINO PORTRAYALS AND LATINO AUDIENCE: WHAT DO WE KNOW? 

Latino and Anglo scholars have traced the history, structure, growth, content and 

constraints that Latino media11 have faced in contemporary American society (Downing, 

1992; Rodriguez, 1999a; Subervi-Vélez et al., 1994; Wilson & Gutiérrez, 1995). 

However, the relationship between Latino media and Latino audiences is a research topic 

that has received little and dispersed attention in the academia (DeSipio, 1998; 

Rodriguez, 1999a; Valdivia, 1998). Included in this relationship are the Spanish-language 

media representations of Latinos, and Latinos’ interpretation of these portrayals.   

In the mid 1990s, Subervi-Vélez et al.,  (1994) formulated a series of questions 

regarding the production of contents targeting Latinos in the United States that still have 

a pending answer. He indicated that the answers to the inquiries presented below are left 

                                                 
11 Latino media comprise all the Spanish -language media targeting principally to Latinos. 
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to the next generations of students and scholars interested in multicultural communication 

(p. 351): 

 
What remains to be seen and assessed is whether or not Hispanics within the 
United States will be at the forefront of developing the new content and media 
affecting their lives. Indeed, who will be deciding the quality and the diversity of 
Hispanic images or content related to Hispanics in mainstream and Latino-
oriented media? And, who will be among the prominent financial beneficiaries of 
the profits made from the media particularly directed at Hispanics? (p. 351). 
 

Although today it is still unclear who is going to decide the content for Latinos, 

the cultural debate over these issues is assuming more visibility within the Latino 

scholarship. The works of Dávila (2002, 2001) and Romero and Habell-Pallán (2002) on 

Latinos representation in American popular culture is an emergent contribution to this 

debate. On the other hand, the huge media concentration within the Latino media system, 

-- led mainly by the television networks Univision and Telemundo--provides some clues 

about the future of Latino media representation politics. Multinational capitals, American 

media corporations and the main Latin American television conglomerates seem to hold 

the "ultimate power in the commercial representations of Latinos" (Dávila, 2001, p. 21). 

This topic receives a more extensive analysis in the next chapter, where I discuss the field 

of Latino television. 

Although the academic literature on the subject Latinos and media has 

experienced an “exponential growth” in the last 20 years12 (Subervi-Vélez, 2001), only 

few studies examine how the Spanish-language media perceive their audience (Fishman 

and Casiano, 1969; Greenberg, 1983; Gutiérrez, 1976; Rodriguez, 1999a,1999b, 1999c, 

1999d; Schement, 1976). There are even fewer studies regarding Latino audience' use and 

                                                 
12 According to Subervi-Velez (2001), academic publications in this topic have increased from 2 books, 13 
articles and 8 dissertations in the 1970s to 4, 27 and 26 respectively in the 1990s..   
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evaluation of Hispanic media contents (DeSipio, 1999, 1998; Nicolini, 1996; Ricoy, 

1999), and none to this date on how Latinas consume and evaluate Latino media, and 

more particularly, gender representations in Spanish language television (Valdivia, 2000, 

1998). 

Latinos' images in mainstream media historically have captured most of Latinos 

scholars' attention (Rodriguez, C., 1997; Subervi-Vélez, 1999). Several studies on 

Hollywood films and television serials have insisted that Latinos are often excluded, and 

if they get portrayed, then "narrow and simplistic stereotypes are inevitably employed" 

(Dávila, 2001, p. 3; see also Ramírez-Berg, 2002, pp. 66-86). Delgado and Stefancic 

(1998) state that the media construct in the case of Latinos is often dominantly negative, 

especially in mass culture, where the media depict Latinos as “lazy, criminal, dirty, 

happy-go- lucky, and uninterested in assuming the role of informed citizenship” (p. 207). 

More particularly, the image of Mexican American falls into three or four well-delineated 

stereotypes--the greaser; the conniving, treacherous bandido; the happy-go- lucky shiftless 

lover of song, food and dance; and the tragic, silent, tall, dark, and handsome "Spanish" 

type of romantic fiction--which changes according to society's needs (p. 210).  

Latinas, in turn, also appear misrepresented in mainstream popular culture. 

According to Valdivia (1998), they have been portrayed in few roles, which in some 

cases overlap with African-American women portrayals, such as the image of the maid 

and the welfare mother (395). Latinas’ images also fall within the opposition 

virgin/whore that affects women representations in popular culture in general. Valdivia 

argues that "in contrast to the rosary-praying maids or devoted mother, we get the 

sexually out-of-control and utterly colorful spitfire, an image quite specific to Latinas" (p. 

395). Menard (1997) indicates that the stereotype of a "luscious Latina" has traditionally 

being used to sell movies, magazines and now television shows (p. 21). However, she 
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considers that it has evolved into a stereotype with a double-edge where --"the positive 

side of the stereotype is a powerful and sexy Latina epitomized by Hayek, and the 

negative side is a boisterous, oversexed Latina, such as Charo" (p.21).13 She suggests that 

Latinas deal with these stereotypes in their daily lives, but are not sure that "they are that 

bad" (p. 21).  

Discriminatory practices against Latinos in the Anglo media and the importance 

of the Latino vote are other issues that push for more space and attention in the Latino 

research agenda (Subervi-Vélez 2001,Villescas, 2002; see also Latinos and Media Project 

web site).  Latino political communication is a rapidly growing field of study, which is 

closely tied to the Latino population growth, and the increase of Latino registered voters.   

Although Latinos’ near invisibility and negative portrayals in the Anglo news and 

entertainment media have been denounced and criticized over the years, things have not 

varied much since Bradley Greenberg’s (1983) study of the negative description of 

Mexican Americans in the media.  For some scholars, the documentation of Latinos 

negative imagery as well as cases of discriminatory employment practices in the 

American media, constitute an avenue for advocacy to improve Latino inclusiveness in 

U.S. society (Suverbi-Vélez, 1999).  

Representational issues in the English media continue to be a central task for a 

large number of Latino heritage researchers (Cortés, 1997; Dávila, 2001; Delgado & 

Stefancic, 1998; Navarrete & Kamasaki, 1994; Noriega, 2000; Ramírez-Berg, 2002, 

1998, 1997; Subervi-Vélez et al., 1994; Valdivia 2001,1998). However, Latino images do 

not seem to have the same importance when it comes to investigations of the politics of 

representation in the Latino media. Hispanic marketers and media producers appear as 

having a more sensitive attitude in the construction of Latino images as compared to the 
                                                 
13 Charo is the artistic name of Maria Rosario Pilar Martínez Molina Baeza, a Spanish classical guitarist, 
singer, dancer, actress and comedienne who has lived in the United States since the 1970’s 
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English media and marketers. According to Dávila (2001), the widespread view, that 

stereotyping can be reduced if Latinos are involved in all the stages of the production of 

Latino images, might affect a critical evaluation of these productions. She is concerned 

that "Hispanic marketers have even gained praise from media scholars for providing 

corrective and valuable alternatives to Anglo-generated images" (p. 3). She contends that 

behind richer images of Latinos lies a complex industry that is affecting both their 

“public recognition and continued invisibility in U.S. society” (p.3). The dynamics that 

take place in the Hispanic market also have profound implications in the development of 

contemporary Latino cultural politics (p.3).  

Latino audiences, in turn, either as cultural groups, or segmented by gender, 

ethnicity and class (e.g. Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, women, men, leaders, workers, 

teenagers, elderly), have not had opportunities to voice their opinions, feelings and 

concerns to researchers about the media that claims to represent and serve them. In the 

case of Latino TV, Nielsen Media Research has been the most successful firm in reaching 

the audience and obtaining its programming preferences, as reflected in rating readings. 

More specifically, Nielsen has developed for the Latino television networks a specific 

instrument to gather ratings, the Nielsen Hispanic Television Index (NHTI). Thus, it is 

through these reports that Latinos can be perceived and symbolically constructed as a 

Hispanic audience (Rodriguez, 1999a, pp. 40-71). The size of this audience was 

estimated at 8.94 million Hispanic-American television households for the television 

season 2000-2001, a 19 percent increase from five years earlier (7.51 million) (Nielsen 

Media Research, 2001a).   

The few available studies about the Latino audience have focused more on the 

relationship within a particular cultural group (e.g. Mexicans and Cubans) with English-

or Spanish- language media in general (Greenberg, 1983; Ríos, 1993; Soruco, 1996). In 



 33 

terms of television genres, Latinos' high consumption of telenovelas (soap operas) either 

in Spanish or English has received only marginal attention (Ricoy, 1999; Ríos, 2003).  

The majority of the studies cited here have been supported by assimilation and pluralism 

theories, which for decades have permeated the sociological study of immigration to the 

United States. An assimilation perspective implies the social and cultural adaptation of 

immigrants to the U.S. society in order, "to become fully functional in American society" 

(Kim, 2003, p. 110), while the pluralism perspective emphasizes "the distinctiveness of 

ethnic groups" (p. 111). Schaefer (1979) defines assimilation as "the processes by which 

a subordinated individual or group takes on the characteristics of the dominant group and 

is eventually accepted as part of that group" (p. 37, cited in Subervi-Vélez, 1986, p. 71). 

By contrast, he defines pluralism as the "conditions in which ethnic, national, or minority 

groups in general may practice their own cultural traits and still participate in the 

dominant society" (Schaefer, 1979, p. 45, cited in Subervi-Vélez, p. 71). Riggins (1992) 

and Subervi-Velez (1986) consider that the ethnic media can be either a tool to preserve 

ethnic cultures or to "unintentionally encourage the assimilation of their audiences to 

mainstream values" (Riggins, p. 4). Even more, Subervi-Vélez (1986) proposes the 

Spanish-language media "may be playing a dual role for some political decisions of some 

Hispanics" (p. 84). Thus, within the assimilation and pluralism perspective, the ethnic 

media could equally fulfill both functions simultaneously.  

According to Calles (2001), the dominant use of an assimilation14 approach in the 

study of Hispanics and their use of media has inhibited the understanding of how 

Hispanics consume, interact and negotiate meaning (p. 9). He argues that studies 

performed from the assimilation and pluralism perspectives provide useful insights into 

                                                 
14 Alba & Nee (1997) indicate that assimilation is a term that needs to be rethought if it is to be applied on 
immigration studies. The authors explain that in recent decades this concept "has come to be viewed by 
social scientists as a worn-out theory which imposes ethnocentric and patronizing demands on minority 
peoples struggling to retain their cultural and ethnic integrity" (p. 826).  
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the main factors that positively or negatively affect the use of English or Spanish-

language media, but do not explain "the role the media play in the creation and 

consolidation of a cultural imagination" (p. 9).15Recent developments in the study of 

Latinos’ representation in popular culture (Romero & Habel-Pallán, 2002; Dávila, 2001) 

and the production of Latino news (Rodriguez, 1999), offer new insights on these cultural 

negotiations. These studies depart from the assimilation/pluralism paradigm and are 

rooted in cultural and critical studies perspectives.  

Latinos and Hispanic television 

In a pioneer telephone survey research of how Latinos engage with English and 

Spanish- language television, De Sipio (1999, 1998) found that Latino viewers watch a 

combination of both language programming, and have ambivalent feelings about these 

media. The study, conducted in 1998, in a sample of 1,013 Latinos and 404 non-

Hispanics living in the states of California, Texas, New York, Florida and Illinois, 

remains as the only academic effort to capture audience’s opinions in a large-scale 

project.  

The findings indicate that Latino adults watch more television than non-Hispanic 

whites and that they utilize the medium differently. Approximately 75 percent of Latino 

adults watched a combination of English and Spanish- language programs, with only 25 

percent reporting they watched "exclusively" English or Spanish-language television. Of 

this number, 13.4 percent of respondents reported that they viewed television exclusively 

in English and the remaining 11.1 percent reported that they viewed television 

exclusively in Spanish. Latino adults’ engagement differs from children's viewing 

patterns, which has a greater reliance on English language programs. More than 70 

                                                 
15 The assimilation/pluralism perspective is also a very contested terrain in the realm of immigration 
studies. In a related analysis, Gans (1997) argues for a reconciliation of these two perspectives in order "to 
help prevent further polarization among immigration researchers" (p. 875).  
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percent of the respondents reported that the children in their household watched English-

language television more than Spanish.  

DeSipio states that different socio-demographic characteristics can predict the 

likelihood of English and Spanish- language viewing such as nativity, age, income and 

households with children. However, "only education appears to predict viewership in 

both languages, with more educated Latinos more likely to watch English-language 

television, while less educated Latinos are more likely to watch Spanish- language 

television" (1999, p. 13). Latinos with at least a high school education were less likely to 

watch Spanish- language television than Latino immigrants with eight or fewer years of 

education, and those with post-high school education, were even less likely to do so. 

News in Spanish and sports programs seem to be an exception within this consumption 

pattern because Latinos who speak both languages watch also both types of 

programming.   

DeSipio (1999) concluded that older Latino immigrants were more likely to watch 

Spanish-language television as compared to younger Latino immigrants (p.12). However, 

among Latino immigrants in general, women were more likely than men to watch 

Spanish language television (p. 12).  In the study, more than 67 percent of the women 

who declared watching exclusively Spanish language television had an average age of 47 

years. Additionally, having children under the age of 18 in the household is another 

predicting factor for watching television in Spanish- language (p. 12).  

Regarding Latinos’ portrayals, respondents expressed an overall satisfaction with 

the way in which English and Spanish-language television portrays them. According to 

DeSipio (1998), interviewees had specific criticisms for certain programs in both 

languages, but overall they "like how they see themselves on television" (p. 7). In the 

case of English- language television, they reported that the absence of Latinos in news and 
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entertainment shows and expressed their concerns about the negative portrayals of 

Latinos in drama shows, commercials and news programs. More than 36 percent of the 

Latino respondents said that English television perpetuates negative stereotypes. They 

also reported that they opposed these stereotypes by changing the channel or turning-off 

the television set.   

Latinos expressed concerns about the absence of children's and educational 

programs in Spanish-language television.  Since the majority of children in Latino 

households watched English- language television, the availability of positive role models 

in the Spanish-language television becomes even more problematic (p. 11). The report 

does not celebrate the fact that more than 48 percent of the respondents, who reported 

that the children in their household watched Spanish television, also reported that there 

were positive role models for children on television. DeSipio (1998) asserts that this 

finding must be tempered by the strong concern that respondents expressed about the lack 

of children's educational programs on Spanish- language television (p. 11).  

The pattern of language viewership reported by DeSipio (1999; 1998) does not 

differ much from the Nielsen data for the television season 2000-2001. Nielsen estimated 

that 58 percent of the Latinos over 18 years of age primarily watch English television and 

42 percent primarily watch Spanish television (2001). The total population of Latino 

viewers is estimated at 30 million and slightly over 15 million are Spanish-dominant16 

television viewers (Luhnow & Porter, 2001). In the context of this cross- language 

viewing pattern, Latino women aged 18-49 years appear to watch more Spanish language 

television than any other age category. Nielsen reports that 56 percent of Latinas watch 

English- language television and 44 percent watch Spanish- language television. These 

percentages contrast with Latino men of the same age group, where 66 percent watch 

                                                 
16  Latinos who mainly or exclusively communicate in Spanish-language  
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English- language television and only 34 percent watch Spanish- language television 

(2001). These data provide support for DeSipio's findings that older immigrant women 

with children under 18 years of age in the household are more likely to watch Spanish-

language television, but children in these households are more likely to watch English-

language television.  

DeSipio's report constitutes a first attempt to answer questions about how Latinos 

see themselves portrayed in television, how much television they watch, and in which 

language (1999, p.i). However, the task of evaluating the Hispanic television content and 

portrayals is far from being complete. Subervi-Vélez et al.'s (1994) concern that, at times, 

the Spanish language media “portray with stereotypes and exclusions Hispanics and 

'others,’ especially of darker skin colors and/or lower social classes” (p. 351), remains an 

issue.  

The analysis of the politics of representation in Spanish-language television 

becomes even more important in the light of DeSipio's (1998) conclusions. The fact that 

viewers of Spanish- language television seem to be more satisfied with what they see on 

television than viewers of both Spanish and English television or respondents who 

primarily viewed English-language broadcasts cannot be overlooked. The author 

considers that this finding may be equivocally perceived as an indication that the 

Spanish-language television "is more in tune with the needs and interests of the Latino 

community" (p. 13). However, he warns, that this finding "may also reflect the 

characteristics of the immigrant population who primarily watch Spanish-language 

television" (p. 13). For him, immigrants “are less likely to perceive discrimination, and 

hence, may be less critical of what they view" (p. 13).  

The dominant view that immigrant Latinos are "'too polite and complacent'" 

(Dávila, 2001, p. 185) regarding Hispanic media and advertising research, needs to be 
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evaluated from a perspective of class, education and length of residency in this country. 

Immigrants take years in understanding and acquiring new frameworks to negotiate with 

the categories of race, class and inequalities that exist in their new society. However, this 

does not mean that they have less informed or critical opinions about the media targeting 

them. They do, as DeSipio's (1999) survey advocates. However, it is up to researchers to 

apply other methodologies to obtain their opinions, aside from traditional household 

surveys and marketing focus groups. Both techniques have drawbacks that are mainly 

related to the class, ethnicity and the bilingual skills of the person who administers the 

interviews (Meg, 2002; Tharp and Bromley, 2001). These characteristics will prompt or 

constrain fluid answers from the survey’s respondents and participants in focus groups. 

Dávila (2001) highlights this point when she asserts that in her study of how Latinos 

evaluate the Hispanic advertising, respondents who were more critical of Spanish media 

during focus groups discussions, were also more willing to say that they like or enjoy this 

media during one-to-one interviews (p. 189).   

Latinos need to ‘talk back’to English and Spanish television, as described by 

DeSipio (1999, 1998), requires further exploration. The finding that only 45 percent of 

the Latino respondents considered that Spanish television presented a positive image of 

Latinos while 15 percent perceived a negative representation requires more 

investigation. 17 Latinos who predominately watch Spanish-language television evaluated 

more positively the Latino images presented on the Spanish networks (56 percent positive  

                                                 
17 Question 20 of the survey applied by The Tomás Rivera Policy Institute was phrased as follows:  
"Some people have expressed the concern that Spanish-language television presents a negative image of 
Latinos. Others claim that the images of Latinos presented on Spanish-language are positive to Latinos. 
What do you think? Does Spanish-language television present a positive, negative, or neutral image of 
Latinos? (1998, p. 23). This is the only question in the 29-questions survey that particularly addressed the 
issue of Latino representations in Spanish Language television. 
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and 10 percent negative)18 while, Latinos who primarily watched English- language and 

both languages had slightly more negative opinions regarding those representations (16 

percent). The numbers appear low, but they could be significant regarding what type of 

representations Latinos dislike from the Spanish- language television. The survey did not 

ask respondents to evaluate Latino portrayals, in particular genres or stereotyping in 

Spanish television, as it required for English television (1998, p. 6). Additionally, the 

report acknowledges that the survey contained a relatively small number of questions 

where respondents were asked to compare English- and Spanish- language television 

(1998, p. 11). Although Latinos prefer the way they are represented on Spanish television 

over English television, the criticism discussed above is an indication that their 

'engagement' with Spanish television is not as smooth as the Latino networks portray it. 

New reception studies with methodologies aiming to capture Latinos' personal 

evaluations could provide a different and perhaps a more complex picture of the Hispanic 

audience.  

There is a pending work not only in the area of the images produced by the 

Hispanic media but also in the realm of the Latino audiences and their consumption of 

Latino-oriented media. As Valdivia (1998) claims, Latino audiences are "an understudied 

area of scholarship" (p.394). Her concerns, about the lack of information on how Latinas 

interpret popular culture and the invisibility of Latinas in "active-audience research" 

(2000, p. 159), closely match some of the objectives of this dissertation.  

                                                 
18 It could be important to consider here some differences between the 1,013 Latino survey respondents 
and the Latino population in the United States. The most important difference is the higher percentage of 
foreign-born Latinos in the survey (71.3 percent in the sample as compared to 39.1 in the Census 2000). 
The other difference is on education. According to DeSipio (1998), the sample was slightly less educated 
than the Latino population as a whole (1998, p. 15). The higher number of immigrants in the study and the 
length of residency in the country (16.2 years in average for the Spanish-language viewers) could affect 
their evaluation of the Spanish television and their level of criticism.   
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Gender, race and class in Hispanic TV  

As stated in the introduction, the consideration of issues of gender, race, ethnicity 

and class in Latino television portrayals is a very recent phenomenon in the Latino media 

scholarship. Rodriguez (1999a), Dávila (2002, 2001, 2000) and Noriega (2000) have 

opened a debate regarding the ideological work performed by Univision and Telemundo 

and the implications this has for Latinos’ empowerment and citizenship. From a 

perspective of a political economy and cultural critique, these authors analyze the role 

Spanish-language television has in the Latino community; question the networks 

programming philosophy and the conception of the Hispanic audience they hold.  

In her book Making Latino News: Race, language, class, América Rodriguez 

(1999), presents the first critical analysis of how Latino media have symbolically 

developed a Hispanic audience and converted it into a market commodity. Using a 

cultural and economic analysis perspective, Rodriguez formulates a critique of the Latino 

media’s profit motivation in the creation of what she labels a “commercial ethnicity” (pp. 

46-71). She states that the dominant construction of the Hispanic audience is based on the 

vision of a Hispanic community that is " racially non-white, culturally homogeneous, 

linguistically Spanish-speaking, and socio-economically poor" (p. 47). Rodriguez 

explains that this discursive concept has a class character and it has been constructed by 

an elite of the U.S. born, college-educated Latinos. The author argues that this is also the 

the image that is sold in the general market. According to Rodriguez, U.S. Hispanic 

marketers and audience researchers have succeeded in creating a commercial and cultural 

construction of Spanish-speaking Latinos that separates Latinos economically and 

linguistically. This demarcation would transform the Spanish-speaking Latinos into easier 

targets of the Hispanic and American mainstream market.  
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In Rodriguez's (1999a) analysis, class is not only a marker of socio-economic 

conditions and social status, but also conflated with ethnicity affecting the media 

construction of the Latino cultural groups to which Hispanics belong. She argues that 

hierarchical class distinctions between Cuban, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans "are central 

to Latino media 'audience making'" (p. 7). There are differences among Latinos that 

cannot be erased with a unitary discourse of a "panethnic Latino identity "(p. 105), or 

Latinidad, as Dávila (2001) labels it.   

The use of the Spanish language as the main definer of the presence of Latinos in 

the United States is part of this conflation between class and ethnicity. The Spanish-

language operates as a class marker, in that it helps to segment the Latino audience (by 

ignoring the English-dominant Latinos)19 and justifies the existence of a Hispanic media 

and a Hispanic market. Rodriguez asserts that "from a marketing perspective, the 

Spanish-language is what makes the Hispanic audience ‘efficient’”(p. 6). 

 Arlene Dávila (2000), in Mapping Latinidad: The Cultural battlefront in the 

Spanish-language television, discusses Hispanic television’s legitimacy to define the 

Latinos’ Latinidad in the U.S.  As indicated in the previous chapter, Dávila uses the 

concept Latinidad as an identity discourse generated by different social institutions to 

define any person of Latin American background in the United States. From a cultural 

perspective, Dávila argues that Univision and Telemundo have narrowed the conception 

of Latino identity by linking Latino representativity with the Spanish- language and by 

posing themselves as the primary conduit of that particular Latinidad.  Likewise to 

Rodriguez's argument, she states that the Spanish- language emerges as the unique and 

                                                 
19 Latinos who only or mainly speak English. A similar term, Spanish-dominant, refers to Latinos who only 
or mainly speak Spanish. DeSipio (1998) uses the term bilinguals or dual language viewers to refer to 
Latinos who watch television in both  both languages to some degree.  
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authentic property of the Latinos who are “never to be part of the larger, monolingual 

[English- language] ‘national community’” (p. 89).  

The Spanish language helps to index differences between immigrants and non-

immigrants and defines domains of representations and sense of belongingness.  The 

strong connection between Spanish- language and Latinos' representation leaves little 

room to consider the situation of the English-dominant Latinos who are not targeted by 

the Spanish networks. They are an "invisible audience" (p.79) for the effects of Latino 

representations. The importance of language as a marketing tool appears irrefutable in 

Dávila's question: "if it is not language per se that makes Latinos ‘Latinos,’ what then is 

the need for ethnic specific  media and programming in the first place?” (p. 89)20.  

Dávila argues that in a Spanish language-centered definition of Hispanics/Latinos 

there are commercial and political interests at stake.  The notion that Latinos' Latinidad is 

located in Latin America rather than in "the deterritorialized U.S. - Latino culture" (p. 79) 

directly affects the commercialization of programs and the interaction between larger 

cultural and linguistic markets. Posed in simple terms, the Spanish- language has a trading 

value of buying cheap Latin American programming, an issue that consequently reduces 

and discourages local productions in the United States. Politically, the language and 

programming synergy between U.S. Latino and Latin American media markets also helps 

the networks to reduce the space for showing U.S. Latinos’ opinions on political, social 

or identity issues. Latino television, according to Dávila, has fallen short of addressing 

                                                 
20 Rodriguez (1999) and Dávila (2001) perspectives on the role of the Spanish-language in  the 
development of the Spanish-language media are contested by studies from the assimilation/pluralism 
perspective. Johnson (2000), in a quantitative and qualitative content analysis of five women's magazines 
targeted to U.S. Hispanics concludes  that language is not central in the development of ethnic media. She 
proposes that a revised model of ethnic media in the United States should omit language as a focus because 
"It is no longer a constant in all ethnic media" (p. 244). She argues that identity is not language-based and 
that Latinos in the United States are forming an identity "that is based on Spanish and embellished on 
Spanish, but not dependent on Spanish" (p. 243). She concludes that "Ethnic media can thrive without the 
native language" (p. 244). 
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"the multiplicity of Latino experience" (p. 88) in its programming. The author is 

concerned that the notions of Latino citizenship, belonging and entitlement are presented 

along the lines of "dominant U.S. nationalistic categories" (p. 77).  She argues that the 

conflation between language and representation can inform about the status of Latinos' 

claim to be included in the political community of the United States.  For her, the 

networks seem to have prioritized "the harmonious integration of Latinos devoid of 

politics and difference" (p. 89).   

In a further development of this critique, Dávila (2001) indicates that the Spanish 

networks are part of a larger representation industry -- the Hispanic marketing industry-- 

whose main role is the production and commercialization of contemporary definitions of 

Latinidad. In Latinos Inc.: The marketing and making of a people (2001), Dávila explores 

the political and economic processes involved in the production of Latino images in the 

Hispanic market along with Latinos' consumption of those representations.  

The author first analyzes the Hispanic marketing as a self-defined area of Latinos 

public representation. She argues that this industry, by being directly tied to the U.S. and 

Latin American economies and dominated by  “corporate intellectuals of Latin American 

background,” (p. 2) is responsible for sustaining "commonplace understandings" of 

Latinos as a "people" and as a "culture" (p.3). Together with criticizing the “‘ politically 

correct’ outlook” (p. 3) Hispanic marketers have adopted for themselves in their 

representations of Latinos,21 she establishes the need to study this industry in relation to 

wider social and international dynamics rather than as an isolated economic institution. 

The analysis of the Hispanic market should involve the analysis of the Hispanic media 

and the connections these industries have with the larger structures of corporate America 

                                                 
21  Dávila (2001) explains that the Hispanic media in general have engendered “discourses of 
authenticity”(p. 4) in order to defend the existence of this market as an authentic and profitable market. One 
of such discourses is the promotion of “Latinos  as a ‘nation within a nation,’ with a uniquely distinct 
culture, ethos, and language”(p. 4).  
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and the global economy. Dávila considers that this approach will help to understand the 

global bases of contemporary processes of Latino identity formation as well as the 

interplay of the notions of place, nation, and race between the United States and Latin 

America (p. 3-4). Latino images are reproduced in relation with other local and global 

dynamics of race, culture and nationality and are not just the product of some "faceless 

‘corporate America’” (p. 5), but also the work of the Hispanic market and media industry.  

Along the lines of Rodriguez's (1999a, 1999c) argument on the creation of a 

Latino ‘commercial ethnicity,’ Dávila also argues that there is a purposeful reconstitution 

of Latinos into Latino consumers and Hispanics into Hispanic markets. For her, this 

transformation becomes a central issue in the cultural production of ethnic or cultural 

groups because it affects the "public understanding of people's place, and hence, of their 

rights and entitlements, in a given society" (p. 2). As part of her critique of the Hispanic 

market industry, Davila rejects the denomination "ethnic and culturally specific media" 

(p. 5).   She proposes the generation of a more nuanced analysis "to uncover the power 

structures in which such media are also embedded" (p. 5). She argues that the 

classification of Hispanic or Latino media have tended to dispense these media from 

critical examination. This lack of scrutiny would only contribute to reproduce oppression 

dichotomies that mask differences, complicities and alliances “among and across 

members of what is supposedly ‘the same group’” (p.5). Latinos in their role of 

consumers of Hispanic market advertising strategies constitutes Davila's second focus of 

attention. With information gathered in 1999, in a series of five focus groups with self-

identified Latinos from New York City, she attempts to answer the question: "What, after 

all, draws people to images that --she argues-- scarcely represent them?”(p. 181).  

Dávila’s (2001) “deliberate selection” (p. 191) of the issues that surfaced in most 

of the groups revealed Latinos' contradictions and ambivalence regarding the Hispanic 
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television and the Hispanic advertising targeting them. On one hand, they criticized the 

Spanish television for being  “tacky and old fashioned”(p. 197), copying American TV 

shows, lacking variety in the programming and options for children and teenagers, being 

too Mexican-oriented, reproducing race and class differences among Latinos and 

sexualizing women (pp. 191-215). On the other hand, she argues, Latino respondents 

have internalized Univision and Telemundo’s discourse of representation (or 

“commercial Latinidad,”p. 215) and recognized these networks as representative of the 

U.S. Latinos. The focus group participants perceived their growth as an indication of 

“Latino achievement and enfranchisement” (p. 191). According to Dávila, this 

generalized belief, affected most of the informants’ interpretations and evaluations of the 

Hispanic media and marketing industry (p. 191).  She explains this dynamic as follows:  

 
Hispanic media were alternatively praised, criticized, or excused, but always in 
relation to their position as an ethnic-or culture-specific product that was 
questionably evocative of Hispanics (p. 191).  

 

Respondents’ internalization of this mediated category of Latinidad still poses 

another problem. During the study, they actively used Latinos’ commercial 

representations “to assert their own and others’ place and level of ‘belonging’ to this 

category” (Dávila, 2001, p. 215). Participants in the focus groups also used this 

commercial Latinidad to distinguish themselves and others along the lines of class, race, 

morality and nationality and to define “who among them is more or less ‘American’ and 

hence more entitled to representations within U.S. society” (p. 215).  Dávila asserts that 

the irony of this situation is that these distinctions do not challenge Hispanic media’ 

representational discourse. They rather reinforce “the preeminence of whiteness and of 

the ‘non-ethnic’ as the abiding reference against which each of them is rendered suspect” 

(p. 215).  
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From a political economy perspective, Chon Noriega (2000) describes the U.S. - 

based Spanish- language television as a "new" market phenomenon seeking its share of 

advertising revenues with strong connections to the Latin American markets. Noriega 

states that while writing the history of cultural productions for Chicanos in the United 

States, he did not deal with Spanish- language television until now, since "it has generally 

not been part of the local ethnic- produced programming serving the public interest" 

(p.169). He acknowledges that as early as the mid 1980s, U.S. Latino groups began to 

demand from Univision and Telemundo, both local and independent productions relevant 

to U.S. Latino based population (p. 169).  However, he says, that even though the 

television industry agreed to increase Latino representation in the industry, it has neither 

fully accomplished the creation of public affairs programming, nor has it fully developed 

children’s educational programming (p. 176-177).  For him, Latino activism pressures on 

these networks were not different than those upon the English- language media, although 

in this case, “Latinos were not the minority audience, they were the audience, and still 

they found themselves excluded" (p. 177).  

Latino scholars agree that the role Spanish- language television plays within the 

Latino community is going to be at the center of a cultural debate over the coming years. 

Noriega (2000) argues that the heavy reliance on imported Latin American programming 

for Latino urban populations "that had just developed a political and economic presence 

at the local level" evidences a more structural conflict of difficult resolution (p. 177). 

Dávila (2000), in turn, asserts that "the cultural battles in the Spanish television front," 

will likely to continue in the foreseeable future with an uncertain outcome (p. 89).   

The emergent critique against the Hispanic TV indicates that the role the 

commercial ethnic media plays in an industria lized society is far from being clear. For 

Riggins (1992b), minority media should contribute to ethnic cohesion and to some 
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degree, to cultural preservation, and not become a marketing tool and an instrument of 

social control. Early in the 1990s, some researchers suggested that the structure and 

ownership of the Hispanic media, altogether with the contents they offer, result in a poor 

attention to their ethnic community (Downing, 1992, p. 272; Gutiérrez and Schement, 

1981, cited in Gandy, 1998, p. 154; Rodriguez, 1995, p. 138). More recently, Rodriguez 

(2001) has reported that minority media executives could be receptive to the idea of a 

"mixed business model" for the future of ethnic minority media (p. 14).  However, she 

argues that in spite of their own suggestions to provide seed money for independent 

productions, "the search for the optimal combination of government, business, and 

community support for ethnic minority media remains as problematic as ever" (p. 12).  

Although Rodriguez (1999), Dávila (2001, 2000) and Noriega (2000) did not 

study the audience directly, they are concerned with the impact of the Spanish- language 

television in the Latino community. Their concern for the ideological work of Univision 

and Telemundo implicitly alludes to a concern for the Latino audience. This provides 

fertile ground to develop relational studies in which the audience is the central focus. A 

relational analysis of Latinos’ engagement with Spanish television requires consideration 

of the many processes that affect the generation and interpretation of the television 

discourse. In the next section I will discuss the role of ideology in the production of 

media representations and the implications of this on the reception pole.  

IDEOLOGY AND TELEVISION DISCOURSE 

The production of symbolic and cultural goods unmistakably reflects the 

predominant patterns of thoughts and beliefs of a particular society or cultural group.  

Media products contain the traces of main or dominant ideas that are deeply internalized 

in the culture and are barely visible at first sight. Contents targeting U.S. Latinos and 

Latin American Latinos are not exempt from the work realm of ideology. It is this 
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phenomenon --Ideology’s pervasive action--that articulates the following discussion on 

ideology and television discourse. In this section, I provide the theoretical elements that 

sustain the ideological analysis of the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en 

América. These elements should provide the framework to locate the dominant ideas that 

structure Univision and Telemundo's ideological map (Kellner, 1995). As noted in the 

previous section, some Latino scholars have already advanced ideas in that direction 

(Dávila, 2000, 2001 and Rodriguez, 1999a). My contribution to the configuration of this 

map is developed in more detail in the last two chapters of this dissertation.   

Ideology is something that is not directly visible, but can be experienced and 

comprehended. What is visible is a whole range of social and representational 

manifestations, which are rooted in relationships of power and subordination. Media 

representations of race, gender and class are integral parts of this range. Similarly, a 

peoples’ self- identification, in terms of perceived ethnicity and class location in a 

particular society, also bear the traces of ideology.  

There are many approaches to the mechanisms of ideology, and any attempt to 

conceptualize them runs the risk of reductionism. However, the study of media 

representations necessarily requires a starting point, a framework of analysis to sustain 

resulting judgments and evaluations and develop a productive inquiry. From all the 

theories of ideology e.g. Marx and Engels, Gramsci, Marcusse, Althusser and Hall, 

discussed by Ferguson (1998) and Eagleton (1991), I propose to use a construct called 

ideological criticism to face the challenge of analyzing the Hispanic talk shows. This 

methodological and theoretical construct, which Ang (1996) locates within the 

perspective of cultural studies, is relevant for this study because it contains in its base 

some of the assumptions of the traditional perspectives on ideology. Additionally, it is 
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important because it has been particularly applied to the analysis of television texts 

(Cloud, 1996; White, 1984 and D’Acci, 1994).    

Ideological criticism is an analytical method that aims to discover and make 

visible the dominant ideology or ideologies embedded in an artifact and the ideologies 

that are being muted in it (Foss, 1996, p. 295-296). This approach has emerged at least 

from three main perspectives, such as Marxism, deconstructionism-- sometimes called 

postructuralism-- and cultural studies, and whose main objective is to analyze how 

ideologies function in society (p. 294). 

Since the primary goal of this approach is to uncover dominant ideologies, the 

concept of hegemony, developed by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, becomes 

central in the analysis of cultural products.  Hegemony refers to the preeminence of the 

ideologies of powerful groups in society over the ideologies of the groups with less 

power. It is the act of privileging certain visions of the world and repressing other, 

alternative ideas, with the purpose of social control and symbolic domination. Ideologies 

become hegemonic not by force or coercion, but by an unconscious process of accord and 

consent where some groups in society inadvertently authorize one perspective to 

dominate (Ferguson, 1998, pp.19-20).  After a brief presentation of the different 

contributing perspectives involved in ideological criticism, I will return to the concept of 

hegemony as analyzed by Williams (1980) and Hall (1985, 1982, 1979).  

Marxism helps to analyze cultural products in terms of the social and economic 

practices and institutions that produce them. Although Marxists critics often differ in 

their interpretations and application of Marxism, they are united in the belief that the 

material conditions interact with and influence the symbols by which groups make sense 

of their world (Foss, 1996, p. 292). As discussed by Ferguson (1998), Marx and Engels 

identified these key relationships in their work on ideology: (a) the relationship between 
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‘social being and consciousness’ (that a ruling group or class in any period is able to 

dominate the working class, supported by the force of law) (p. 14-15); (b) the relationship 

between ‘base and superstructure’ (that the economic structures and organization of 

society-- or social formations--can affect the kind of ideas that are produced in the social, 

political, religious and legal systems of the same socia l formations) (p. 16) and c) the 

relationship between ‘real relations and phenomenal forms’ (That things are not always 

what they seem to be) (p. 17).  According to Ferguson, these three relationships "form the 

basis for all major debates about the role and function of ideology in relation to the mass 

media and the re-presentation of issues of ‘race’" (p.18).  

Deconstructionism, a perspective rooted in Cultural Studies, aims to 'deconstruct' 

the argumentative structure and basic assumptions that govern cultural texts. By 

questioning the evidence of central concepts, underlying meanings and beliefs embedded 

in the texts, deconstructionism is also trying to understand the processes of generating 

knowledge. Once the component parts of the text have been unpacked, this perspective 

seeks to transform and reconceptualize the ideological field of those texts (Foss, 1996, p. 

293). Deconstructionism is part of Cultural Studies, an interdisciplinary project directed 

at uncovering social inequalities in cultural products with the purpose of empowering 

oppressed or disenfranchised groups and lead them to emancipation. For the intellectuals 

working in this tradition, culture consists of everyday discursive practices that both 

embody and construct a culture’s ideology (Foss, 1996, p. 293-294). Media texts as well 

as popular cultural artifacts are considered legitimate data for critical analyses because 

they are places where struggles over meanings take place and some ideologies 

predominate over others (p. 294). 

 The fact that not all ideologies, that is, multiple patterns of belief that exist in any 

culture, have the same possibility of being represented is key for ideological criticism. 
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Gramsci generated three concepts that are central in the understanding of the privileging 

of dominant ideologies and the repression of alternative ones: Hegemony, contradictory 

consciousness and critical consciousness. The first, as mentioned above, describes the 

general predominance of a particular class, political and ideological interests. It involves 

some form of consent ("spontaneous consent" Ferguson, 1998, p. 20) from those who are 

dominated to the domination. Contradictory consciousness is a concept that tries to 

answer the question whether the ‘masses’ are conscious of their subordination (Ferguson, 

1998, p. 21). It informs whether they are seen as "deceived or duped, unable to perceive 

their true condition, and hence in need of assistance by those who know better, or [if they 

are] perfectly well aware of the 'state' of which they are part--and are, with occasional 

reservations, quite happy with it" (p. 21). Gramsci (1971) states that it is as if man has 

two theoretical consciousnesses, one which is implicit in his activity and connects him 

with other workers in the “ practical transformation of the real world,” and one “which he 

has inherited from the past and uncritically absorbed" (p 333, cited in Ferguson, p. 22).  

In order to overcome the problems posed by contradictory consciousness, 

Gramsci suggested developing a critical understanding (critical consciousness) of the self 

in the struggles for political hegemonies (p. 333, cited in Ferguson, p. 23). Ferguson 

indicates that although this concept leaves many things unresolved, mainly because 

Gramsci was theorizing in relation to politically active individuals, it is still relevant to 

the understanding of different levels of awareness within individuals and groups (p. 23). 

It can help to recognize tensions and contradictions between individuals and groups "as 

they encounter possibilities for change and the development of political understanding" 

(p. 23). Ferguson proposes that this concept could lay the groundwork for a "dynamic 

model of the relationship of audiences to the mass media and to representations of issues 

of 'race'" (p. 23).  
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Williams (1980), delving in Gramsci's works, conceptualizes hegemony as a 

stronger force than ideology, a force that equates the reality of social experience, being 

more than the result of a specific manipulation. Hegemony is a dynamic "body of 

practices and expectations" (p. 38). It provides "a sense of reality for most people in 

society, a sense of absolute" (p. 38).  The complexity of this concept resides in that it 

"supposes the existence of something which is truly total… which saturates the society to 

such extent …and corresponds to the reality of social experience more clearly than any 

notion derived from the formula of base and superstructure" (p. 37). Williams indicates 

that the hegemony of the dominant culture can accommodate contradictory elements that 

do not emerge from the central system of practices. Opposing ideologies are treated as 

cases of residual or emergent cultures and have to struggle to obtain a space within the 

dominant culture (p. 40). The dominant system, in turn, evaluates whether the new 

practices are alternative or oppositional and how much they risk the function of that 

particular system (p. 41).  

Hall (1982) has also given prominence to the concept of hegemony in his work on 

ideology. He reads Gramsci's concept "as something which must be 'constantly renewed, 

re-enacted" (Ferguson, 1998, p. 37). This is in line with his conceptualization of the 

process of social reproduction "as continuous and contradictory--the very opposite of a 

functional achievement" (p. 37). Hegemony is central to Hall's concerns for the 

production and transformation of ideology, the relationship of ideology with power and 

class and the interpellation of subjects into discursive relations (Ferguson, 1998, p. 36). 

Although Hall's theory of ideology has been mostly focused on the working of ideology 

in media and education, he has not abandoned the material relations and conditions of 

living of those subjects represented in and through discursive formations.  
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For Hall (1979), the media constitute an enormous site of ideological work where 

many worlds are apparently displayed in what seems to be a plurality of discourses (p. 

341).  Media offer maps and codes to organize and understand a complex and 

problematic society. Media help us "not simply to know more about "the world" but to 

make sense of ‘it’” (Hall, 1979, p. 341, emphasis on original).  Although not all 

audiences will take media messages as originally encoded, the overall intention of the 

producers, or what Hall calls 'effective communication,' seems to be to move the 

audience towards “the preferred meanings and interpretations” (p. 341, emphasis on 

original). Media have to win the consent of the audience "to the preferred reading and 

hence get him [sic] to decode within the hegemonic framework” (p.344, emphasis on 

original). In spite of the conflicted relationship between media and audience, Hall and 

other theorists, as I mentioned before, do not conceptualize hegemonic readings as part of 

a media conspiracy. The promotion of a dominant decoding is more connected with the 

naturalization discourse that structures media practices. People throughout their long-

term engagement with media modes of signification and representation tend to view as 

natural the definitions of reality and the explanatory frameworks presented in the media. 

This is what Hall (1979) calls the media ideological work (p. 341).  

 Hall (1982) conceptualizes television discourse as a "naturalized discourse" (p. 75) 

because it is "not grounded in nature but [produces] nature as a sort of guarantee of its 

truth" (p. 75). He asserts that much of the television' power to represent and signify lies in 

"its visual and documentary character" and in grounding its propositions and explanations 

"in 'the real' --in the evidence of one's eyes" (p. 75). The author argues that the visual 

discourse is peculiarly vulnerable to the work of ideology because it requires "the most 

skilful and elaborate procedures of coding: mounting, linking, and stitching elements 
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together" (p. 76). Television has to present a "naturalistic illusion" that "makes sense" (p. 

76).  

In the study of television representation, then, ideological criticism does not look for 

"unadulterated truth or unbridled manipulation 'beneath' or 'behind' a given text” (White, 

1984, p. 141). This critical methodology only aspires to understand what type of 

representations and ways of perceiving the world are being offered by the media or 

particular systems of representation. It focuses on the analysis of the contradictions and 

tensions embedded in the media texts. The rationale for this limited scope is that it is 

impossible to experience reality outside our own ideological framework. There is no such 

a thing as being outside ideology. Hall (1985) clarifies this point saying that "when we 

compare ideology to experience, or illusion to authentic truth, we are failing to recognize 

that there is no way of experiencing the 'real relations' of a particular society outside of its 

cultural and ideological categories" (p. 105).  

Due to ideology's ubiquitous character, a series of assumptions guide the ideological 

analysis of television texts. As discussed by Foss (1996) and White (1984), critical 

scholars should consider first that dominant ideologies and contradictions are not self-

evident in the television medium, because  the mantle of the 'natural' discourse covers 

them. They might be evident in different levels, moments, actors' roles, and, even more, 

in the course of a series of programs. Critical researchers should also consider that the 

work of ideology is not concentrated in the shows but dispersed throughout the structure 

of the medium. Finally, researchers should consider that more diffuse ideological 

meanings could operate as a textual strategy to attract the largest possible audience for 

any given program. This apparent lack of ideological unity is promoted by the 

fragmented and heterogeneous nature of the television texts. 
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Janice Peck’s (1995, 1994) ideological analyses of the American talk shows Sally 

Jesse Raphael and Oprah Winfrey constitute a concrete application of some of the ideas 

discussed above. Drawing on Gramsci's (1971) notion of hegemony, Hall's (1979) 

concept of media ideological work, Kellner's (1990) evaluation of television as a 

conflicted medium, and feminist theory among other sources, Peck examines the 

extension of the therapeutic discourse in relation to patriarchy and racism. She argues that 

the programs mentioned above "are fueled by deep social tensions that provide both the 

substance of the talk and the object of the 'ideological labor' of the talk show form" (p. 

58). The therapeutic discourse is one of the key elements of the talk shows ideological 

work in that it helps to organize and manage social conflict into personal narratives of 

deviancy and dysfunction (p. 58). Other ideological elements are the topical framing and 

synthetic personalization, which Peck defines as "a discursive strategy to move 

impersonal or anonymous relationships in the direction of equality, solidarity, intimacy" 

(p. 63). The therapeutic discourse used in the talk shows proposes that people should 

change on an individual basis. However, a stance like this disregards that individual 

identities and actions are defined and determined by social conditions that will not 

change because individuals interpret, face or manage them on an individual basis (p. 75). 

In her analysis, Peck argues that the “therapeutic discourse translates the political into the 

psychological" (p. 75-76). The image of a troubled, sick or deviant individual is 

'naturalized' as if his or her (psychic or psychological) problems are exclusively personal 

(or familial) and have no connection with the outside reality. Problems are de-

contextualized and de-socialized and the individuals cannot speak of social oppression, 

exploitation or solidarity with others in the same situation. The accepted statements only 

include verbalizations such as "'I am ill, I've been abused, I need recovery" (p. 76). As 

Dana Cloud (1998) argues in her work on therapy and American culture and politics, "the 
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rhetoric of therapy dislocates political anger that might be directed toward structural 

social change onto the individual and family, framing responses to crisis in terms of 

private life" (p. vii). 

If, as Hall (1982) and Kellner (1990) suggest, television’s ideological work involves 

offering maps, marking out territories and drawing lines between preferred and excluded 

explanations, then it is pertinent to question how those demarcation processes take place 

in Spanish language television.  It is important to know, what are the dominant ideologies 

that permeate Univision and Telemundo's programming? How do these networks 

ideologically construct U.S. Latinos and Latinas’s identity?  What is the dominant gender 

ideology promoted by the stations? The analysis of some Hispanic talk shows, one of the 

most popular television genres, after the telenovelas (soap operas), can provide an initial 

ideological map of the contents presented by the Spanish networks. This study constitutes 

the main focus of attention of chapter V, Program Ana lysis. 

LATINA RECEPTION STUDIES: IN SEARCH OF A FRAMEW ORK  

Since Latino scholarship has not explored the ways Latinas watch television, and 

more particularly Spanish television, I am faced with the dilemma of generating a 

reception perspective for this study. However, this tribulation is not exclusively mine.  

Valdivia (2000) has recently argued that since little research has been done on women of 

color as an audience, there is no literature “on the subject of methodology" (p. 164). The 

scarcity of research, in turn, brings a further epistemological problem. Reception studies 

on women of color (Latinas included) are still in an initial stage and lack the necessary 

reflexivity within the discipline. As Valdivia poses it, the study of minority women as 

audience “has yet to develop into the self-reflexive stage that other scholarship with 

longer trajectories has reached" (p. 163-164).  
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A cultural and feminist analysis of the female audience- television text bonding 

requires the consideration of a series of relationships that are taking place at the 

contextual level.  I suggest that in order to place Latinas and the Spanish- language 

networks ‘in relation,’ it is necessary to pay attention to some of the following 

relationships:  

(a) the relationship between Latinas and the U.S. society at large, (b) the 

relationship between Spanish-language networks and U.S. economic and political 

institutions, (c) the context in which Latinas consume television (family, 

community, society), (d) the role that the categories of gender, race/ethnicity and 

class play in the Spanish- language television contents and (e) the importance of 

these same categories in Latinas’ consumption and interpretation of Latino images 

and television contents in general.   

These particular contextual requirements cannot be fully addressed with the 

categories and frameworks of analysis provided by European or American reception 

studies (Ang, 1996; Brown, 1994; D’Acci, 1994; Heidi; 1995; Morley, 1988; Moores, 

1993; Seiter, 1999; Press, 1991; Radway, 1994). Although in both traditions there is a 

strong emphasis in studying the context in which media consumption takes place, none of 

these studies considers the problem of ethnic media productions and reception processes 

within the context of a host society.   

Cultural studies’ contribution to a new conception of the audience as “creative 

and resistant” (Press, 1994, p. 229) has been extensively discussed and documented over 

the last two decades (Ang, 1996b; Geraghty, 1998; Hay, Grossberg & Wartella, 1996; 

Murphy, 1999; Newcomb, 1994). Hall's (1980) encoding/decoding model is one of the 

most representative efforts of British Cultural Studies scholars to examine the television 

communicative process and the possible readings (interpretations) people could give to 
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the media content. Morley's (1980) study, The Nationwide Audience: Structure and 

Decoding, constitutes one of the earliest attempts to develop ethnography of the 

television audience. By showing tapes of the BBC news magazine to viewers of different 

class backgrounds, Morley proved how one single text could be decoded in different 

ways. He proposed that the interaction between texts and viewers is complex and gets 

complicated by a multiplicity of factors, such as historical and social forces as well as the 

presence of other media texts. These two seminal works generated a boom of cultural 

studies about the viewing practices of television audiences and their active involvement 

in the production of meaning. Women's negotiations with television contents were also 

part of the boom.  Hobson (1982) and Ang (1985) examined how women use popular 

culture products --the soap operas Crossroads and Dallas --to work on issues of their 

own lives, particularly their feelings about patriarchal oppression.  

In the American context, Radway's (1994) study of female romance readers 

appears to be an important breakthrough in audience research as it provides salience to 

the reception context and women's agency. In Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, 

and Popular Literature (1991), Radway used a feminist approach to theorize the impact 

of the romances in the lives of middle class women whose social space was mostly 

domestic. She found that although the female readers may assert their independence 

through the act of romance reading, the ideological content of the books might undermine 

this independence by proposing that the fate of all women is to fulfill identical roles in 

the society according to the sexual division of labor.  Although Radway did not have an 

ethnographic "conscious design" (Press, 1994, p. 228), she generated a major 

methodological change in American cultural reception studies. Reading the Romance 

moved the focus on inquiries from the interpretation of texts to the role of the audience in 

the negotiation of dominant meanings (p. 228).  
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David Morley (1986) provided yet another shift to the scholarly analysis of 

television viewing when he published Family Television. He moved the focus from a 

differential pattern of viewership for particular texts to the analysis of the domestic 

context, as a “framework” within which "readings" of the programs are made. By 

conducting in-depth interviews with both male and female family members from sixteen 

households in South London, Morley analyzed viewing activities within the social 

relations in which they operate. As a result of this study, he raised the issue of power 

differential between men and women over program choices and the ‘control’ of the 

remote control. His incorporation of gender relations in the analysis of television 

consumption generated a series of related studies on how families watch television, 

including cross-cultural projects (Lull, 1988).  

In spite the importance of these early works on receptions studies and the valuable 

concepts we can draw from them, a reception study of Latina television viewers requires 

the support of a scholarship that is simultaneously interested in issues of gender, race, 

class and television consumption. Such a combination is partially present in the works of 

two American feminist scholars: Andrea Press and Elizabeth Cole (Press,1991; Press & 

Cole,1999).  

Drawing from both, the European and American cultural tradition of reception 

studies and feminist theory, Press (1991) and Press and Cole (1999) have initiated a 

promising line of research aimed at an understanding of how women watch television and 

the importance of the television discourse in their lives. Although none of these works 

specifically address the categories of race/ethnicity, --issue that, according to some 

reviewers, undermines the purchase of their conceptual claims-- they can constitute a 

useful support in exploring how minority women interact with television contents (Carter, 
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1994; Condit, 2000; Moorti, 2000). The analysis of these two contributions will occupy 

most of the remainder of this section.  

Andrea Press' first book, Women Watching Television: Gender, class, and 

generation in the American Television experience (1991), is seminal in the analysis of the 

intersection among gender, class and television consumption. Using in-depth interviews 

with a group of 20 working-class and 21 middle-class women, she sought to investigate 

the relationship between the representations that women have of themselves and their 

images in the mass media, specifically, in prime time television entertainment shows (I 

Love Lucy, Charlie’s Angels, Cagney and Lacey, Dallas, Dynasty, and The Cosby Show) 

(p. 6). She operated under the premise that American mass media are powerful cultural 

institutions which profoundly influence women's sense of gender, class and generational 

identity. She argues that, in the case of entertainment television, the "culture's 

contradictory notions about feminine gender identity and female roles are represented in 

this medium in complex ways" (p. 6).  

Press' aim was to find out whether the women's interaction with television texts 

results in the reinforcement of traditional female roles (patriarchal values) or in a more 

resistant or critical evaluation of the messages. Perhaps not surprisingly, she found that 

class plays an important role in shaping women’s perceptions of the television reality. 

Women’s reception of television is affected by their position as women in American 

society and their membership in social class and age groups. The working-class women 

interviewed in this study generally looked for more realism in the television text than did 

the middle class women. According to Press, the women’s standard to judge something 

as “realistic” is largely based on their perceptions of what middle class life is really like. 

In general, working-class women did not identify with television characters, but they did 

consider that television middle-class shows presented a realistic picture of middle-class 
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lives. This finding is both surprising and disturbing for the author because of the 

implications this learning could have on “women's consequent interpretation of their own 

experience” (p. 175). It is as if working class viewers are more likely to accept television 

as realistic, and, as a result, find their own reality and themselves inadequate by 

comparison, even if they find their own behavior more worthy. In Press’ conception, 

working-class women appear more susceptible to what she terms “television’s ‘class-

specific’ hegemony” (p. 138) and more prone to alienation from the reality of their lives. 

Ultimately, the author says, this sense of personal failure regarding the media-defined 

norm may “confound working-class women oppression in our society” (p. 138).   

On the other hand, middle class women tended to identify more closely with what 

they watched. The realism of situations and even characters is seldom an overtly 

discussed issue. Middle class women often exhibit more personal and favorable feelings 

toward television characters, even in shows they described as “silly or unrealistic" (p. 

175). However, the middle class women, on the whole, did not admit to enjoying 

television as much as the working class women who were interviewed. 

Some reviewers have indicated that these findings suggest that television provides 

middle class women with materials “to play psychological games in which the self is 

projected onto favorite characters and vice versa” (Liebes, 1993, p. 971). Conversely, 

workingwomen seem to use it “as a window for collecting information about the 'big 

world' and how to behave in it” (p. 971). For the middle class women, television drives 

home the dominant representations of women in contemporary culture while also serving 

as a cultural reservoir of images of feminist power (p. 971). For working class women, it 

proposes a middle-class life-style as normal and normative, while provoking a certain 

moral indignation among these viewers over the manner in which television women 

manipulate the patriarchal system by means of sexuality and weakness (p. 971). 
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Age and generation also affected women’s responses regarding television’ gender 

and class representations. Press asserts that older women’s responses to television are 

governed by gender-related considerations more than by class, due to historical and 

socialization factors (p. 176). For younger women, class differences are more prominent.  

She says that at both ends of the age spectrum, women respond mostly to what they feel 

is missing in their lives. One of the reasons, as Press suggests, is that middle-class, older 

women perceive television as progressive in that it presents certain career choices for 

women that were not available to them in their youth. In contrast, younger working- 

women focus more on the family than on work. More conscious of today’s new roles for 

workingwomen, they view the families portrayed in television with “an interesting 

mixture of criticism and sadness” (p. 176).  

Press suggests that women's reception of television is affected by both their 

position as women in society and their membership in social class and age groups. She 

states that television contributes to their oppression in the family and in the workplace 

both as women and, for working-class women, as members of the working class. She 

argues that while women criticize television and resist much of its impact, it is clear that 

television contributes to these two dimensions of women's oppression. In addition, she 

says women of different age groups experience television's political impact differently; 

both older and younger women are at once critical of, and compelled by, pictures of 

television women in the family and at work (p. 177).  

In sum, Press concludes that television hegemonic discourse is gender-specific in 

the case of middle class women because it perpetuates patriarchy, and more class-specific 

in the case of working class women because it relates to their participation in the class 

system of American society (p. 176).  
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Press asserts that her findings stand in contradiction to both the cultural theorists 

who celebrate cultural resistance at all times and the hegemony theorists who might argue 

that mass media operates as a cultural monolith offering politically determined content 

that is received uniformly across groups in society. Instead, she argues “television is both 

a source of resistance to the status quo for different groups of women and reinforcement 

of the patriarchal and capitalist values that characterize the status quo” (p. 177). She 

perceives media in general and television in particular as simultaneously fostering 

conformity and encouraging resistance to it among dominated groups.  

Nine-years after her first book, Press co-authored a qualitative study with 

psychologist Elizabeth Cole: Speaking of Abortion: Television Authority in the lives of 

women (1999). In this work, the authors present an analysis of how women interpret the 

abortion debate and how they evaluate its’ television representations. Press and Cole 

wanted to determine how influential is the television discourse—particularly the 

entertainment genre-- in women’s lives in relation to a problem that intersects private and 

public life.  The authors contend that when women talk about abortion they participate in 

“natural conversation in which the media are ongoing participants" (p. 3). Women not 

only draw ideas, opinions and values from media representations, but at times they 

interact with these representations as if they engage in a dialogue with other women (p (p. 

3).  Press and Cole conceive media representations as active forces that interact with the 

beliefs and actions of particular persons, supporting or contradicting their thoughts and 

experiences. Succinctly, media depictions "become ideas (or in other words ideologies) 

that are lived" (p. 3, emphasis on the original) by the individuals.  

Drawing on data from 34 focus groups –where only 12 of the 108 informants 

could be considered minorities—Press and Cole theorize on how women’s attitudes, 

regarding abortion and TV representations of abortion, are shaped by class identification 
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and communitarian beliefs.  Between 1989 and 1993, the authors asked women of 

various classes to invite friends with similar stances on abortion to their homes to watch a 

television program, participate in a discussion and answer a survey.  The participants 

watched one of these three, edited prime-time television programs, Cagney and Lacey, 

Dallas, and excerpts from the made-for television movie titled Roe vs. Wade. These 

‘ethnographic focus groups,' as Press and Cole call them (p. 149), allowed the authors to 

hear women discussing and trying to decide on issues such as when and how an abortion 

is justified.  

Press and Cole distributed the women’s answers in five discursive groups: pro- life 

women, pro-choice middle class women, pro-choice working class women, pro-choice 

working class ‘middle-class identified’ women and African American women. Pro- life 

women appeared to be relatively homogeneous in their views and principles about 

abortion independently of their class differences. Shared values and beliefs and a strong 

opposition to the dictates of secular consumer culture superseded any other identity or 

category of difference that could prevail. Pro-life women rejected the authority of 

mainstream science, media, and secular rationality but, paradoxically, used the secular 

language of science itself to make the case for their version of the truth (p. 66). They 

represented a communitarian framework that, according to Press and Cole, constitutes an 

alternative or resistant subculture against the mainstream media discourse (p. 66). Pro- life 

women were able to “appropriate, transform and even co-opt outside discourses so that 

they validated their own world view” (p. 66). These women appear as a group that is 

resisting the dominant ideas of the secular society and mainstream media about abortion 

(p. 66).  

The answers in the four pro-choice perspectives are less uniform. Press and Cole 

reveal that pro-choice middle-class women’s discourse is virtually a reflection of prime-
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time television discourse, in which abortion is presented as legitimate only for the poor 

and working class women. According to the authors, these women offer responses and 

commentaries on abortion that have origin in liberalism, individualism and the 

therapeutic ethos (p. 122-123). They conclude that most of the middle class pro-choice 

women have a limited capacity to mobilize in support of abortion rights because “their 

perspective masks the contradictions of liberal ideals of freedom and equality in a society 

increasingly splintered along the lines of race, class and often gender privilege” (p. 122).  

In contrast to this position, Press and Cole see pro-choice working –class women 

as rejecting “television’s class-based version of choice” (p. 126) in which more 

vulnerable women are depicted as worthier candidates for abortion. Women in this group 

use their positions as outsiders to provide a deep critique of the middle class worldviews 

and the social system in general. Pro-choice working-class women were quick to criticize 

representations of women as helpless victims with little choice or agency in their own 

lives. Press and Cole argue that working-class women are accustomed to what they see as 

television’s misrepresentation of their world. Hence, this predisposes them to have a 

more critical reception of the stories and a more critical attitude toward authorities, 

particularly those representing the legal system.  

A quite different opinion offered the working-class women that Press and Cole 

labeled “middle-class identified.”  Although these respondents objected to television’s 

portrayals of working-class women as powerless and disadvantaged victims, they felt that 

“those who carelessly engaged in unprotected sex ought to pay for their errors” (p. 128). 

In their conception, these women “shouldn’t be allowed to depend on the state to solve 

problems they themselves have created” (p. 128).  These respondents are presented as 

women who perceive themselves as upwardly mobile with chances to improve their 

conditions and refuse to accept that someone in the television script did not have the 
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choice to make a different decision. Condit (2000), in a review of Press and Cole’s book, 

indicates that this category of ‘middle-class identified’ women is the most problematic in 

the analysis because “it replicates a fairly wide-standing and unexamined assumption in 

the left academy that ‘real’ working-class families are not legitimately interested in the 

fairly strict moral code enunciated by these women” (p. 658). The reviewer indicates that 

“moral codes are important to the maintenance of working-class communities [and] are 

not necessarily a false consciousness imposed by the middle class” (p. 658).  

Finally, in regard to the fifth discursive group, Press and Cole acknowledge 

difficulties in trying to locate the African American working-class women (only six 

women in two groups) within the labels ‘working – or middle-class identified.’ These 

authors state that, similar to the working class women described above, they were critical 

of societal authority, particularly the medical profession; both in their own experience 

and in the television depictions they viewed. However, similar to the working class 

“middle-class identified,” they were quick to castigate other poor women if they perceive 

them unwilling to work or unable to use contraception effectively (p. 99). The authors 

assert that their views can be best understood in the context of the African American 

women' conflicted experience with the media and policy makers alike. Although these 

women did not identify themselves in terms of social class as White respondents did and 

did not “discuss race explicitly” either (p. 88), they still conveyed internalized 

contradictions in their narratives. Press and Cole interpret this reaction as the result of the 

interplay between discrimination and   resistance within minority groups, and also from 

the perspective of blaming the victim, where women blamed themselves because they 

“threw their chances down the drain” (p.100).  

Despite some criticism raised over Press and Cole’s methodology and their class 

categorizations of women’ responses, the latter study has been praised as an important 
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contribution for abortion research and for class inclusion in the analysis of reception 

studies (Eliasoph, 2000; Condit, 2000; Bischoping, 2001; Moorti, 2000).  

Class has been a sensitive variable in the two studies described in this section. In 

both cases, the authors have expressed a deep caution in selecting their criteria to define 

the class status of the women they interviewed and they have pointed out the complexity 

the issue of class has in American society (Press, 1991, pp. 181-184; Press and Cole, 

1999, pp. 147-148). However, these precautions have not exempted their work from peer 

criticism. Ang and Hermes (1996b) pointed to the dangers of class essentialism and the 

reification of class categories in Press's first work. These authors argue that to interpret 

audience' responses as originating in working-class or middle-class experience convey an 

immense risk of essentialism (p. 116). A classificatory move that separates respondents 

by classes "runs the danger of reifying and absolutizing the differences found" (p. 116) 

and this might result  "in the construction of a simple opposition between two discrete 

class and cultural formations" (p. 116). Press and Cole (1999) responded to the critique 

by stating that their objective is to move simultaneously between class reification and 

class fragmentation in their interpretation of women's responses:  

 
It is possible to recognize the commonalties shared by women in similar social 
class position without insisting that class is a unified and undifferentiated 
category that determines people's consciousness and behavior in isolation from 
other identities…. [W] e aim to navigate between the two opposing problems of 
reification and fragmentation. Although we do look for, and often find, 
similarities in the discourses of women within class groupings, we also discern 
differences within classes …as well as similarities across classes…that are key to 
our understanding of the relation between women's socia l identities and their 
discourses of [sic] abortion (pp. 8-9).  
 

Press and Cole state that their perspective on class is closer to an interpretative 

approach rather than to a Marxist perspective. Citing Steedman (1992) and Jones (1983)'s 

discursive construction of class, the authors support a more subjective conception of class 
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where people's experiences and interpretations of their own social situation are used as 

raw material for class analysis. The authors argue for an understanding of class as "a 

category of lived experience that is continually constructed and reconstructed as 

individuals construct and reproduce their own identities and the parameters of their 

world” (p. 7). This binary conception of class as both an objective and a subjective 

domain falls within the realm of relatively recent sociological breaks with Marx’s 

original conception of class. The works of Erik Wright, Nicos Poutlanzas and the French 

sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu, although different in approach, are contemporary in this 

intellectual enterprise. In the case of the latter author, class does not depend only on 

material conditions or a political criteria alone, but in a wider range of other 'class 

practices' such as “food tastes, clothing, body dispositions, housing styles and forms of 

social choice in everyday life, as well as the more familiar categories of economy and 

polity” (Wilkes, 1990, p. 109). Skeggs (1997a) applied Bourdieu’s transposition of class 

analysis from the economic realm to the social domain in a 12-year ethnography with 83 

White-working women in North West England. She used Bourdieu’s "metaphors of 

capital" (p. 8) as a device to understand class and gender’s formations.  

Returning to Press and Cole’s work, it is important to mention that women’s 

discourses helped them to deconstruct the meaning of class as a category for making 

sense of women’s experiences (p. 6). Although class was central in the design of the 

study, the researchers had to abandon this paradigm in the interpretive process when it 

did not prove useful to understand their informants’ discussions (p. 146). The authors 

assert that other identities became more relevant in women's discussions of the television 

contents. In the case of pro- life women, their religious affiliations and their position as a 

cultural minority were more important than class in their evaluations of the television 

texts. Similarly, the great variation of positions among working-class women led the 
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researchers to conclude that "class membership is not a unitary construct” (p. 146). In 

sum, Press and Cole's study suggests that women's class experiences point toward a more 

nuanced understanding of this category and not to a reified, fixed or unitary picture of 

social class (p. 147).  

The two audience studies presented in this section provide an initial guidance in 

the development of a reception scholarship among Latinas living in the United States. 

The multiplicity of identities that can operate in the decoding and evaluation of a 

television show as shown in Press (1991) and Press & Cole's (1999) research constitute a 

reference to contrast and compare my own research design and the subsequent 

interpretations. The authors' discussion about women's class perceptions may be of great 

help in understanding the discourses of the diverse women interviewed for this 

dissertation. In summary, these two books warn about the complexities I may find in 

doing reception studies in a female audience that is primarily defined by its ethnic 

difference. I perceive that more than having a set of individual and contextual, I have a 

large set of complex and contradictory relationships that require a more comprehensive 

framework of analysis.  

 With that in mind, I propose to use some of Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984) main 

concepts –habitus, field and capital-- as an explanatory resource to understand the 

interaction between Latinas and the Spanish- language television stations. The strength of 

these concepts, particularly the concept field, lies in that they deal in a unifying way with 

a range of questions which are usually analyzed separately and treated as discrete issues 

(Peillon, 1998, p. 228).   

While I do not claim these concepts constitute the only path to study minority 

audiences and ethnic media, I do argue that they offer a significant tool for grasping the 

nature of this interaction at the micro and macro level. For interactions, I understand the 
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practices and strategies actors (audience in this case) use to negotiate with and within 

what I call “the field of Latino television.”  

Bourdieu’s sociology of practice, represented by the interaction of the three main 

concepts mentioned above, provides a useful tool for the analysis of different aspects of 

cultural practices (Johnson, 1999, p. 18). It can assist in the study of the relationship 

between Spanish- language media and the U.S. general economic field or in 

understanding people's trajectories inside the "field" of Latino television, such as 

producers, anchors, owners and the audience itself. It can also help to understand 

individuals’ evaluations of the Latino networks, that is, their classifications of those who 

portray them. Classifications between individuals and social groups are part of Bourdieu's 

symbolic dimensions of class struggle “which is not confined to the narrow sphere of 

economy…but finds its genuine field in the area of cultural practices" (Jopkke, 1986, p. 

54). Bourdieu’s sociology of practice provides a framework to understand the internal 

and external dynamic of the Latino television field and Latinas' interaction with this 

media. In a broader perspective, this approach could provide the basis to do a social 

mapping of the social fields in which Latinos must compete for resources, Latino 

television being just one. It is toward this theory and method of inquiry (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p.159-162) that I turn my attention in the final section of this chapter. A 

more concrete application of the concept “field” is presented in the next chapter where I 

discuss some of the tensions occurring inside the realm of Spanish language networks.  

THE THEORY OF PRACTICE: THE PROMISE OF A MORE COMPREHENSIVE 
FRAMEWORK 

 The review presented here basically intends to locate Bourdieu’s work in the 

realm of social sciences and philosophy. It does not attempt to provide a thorough 

overview or a critical analysis of his work, nor an exhaustive explanation about the 
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multiple theoretical positions with which his work engages. In the first part of this 

section, I provide some generalities about Bourdieu's sociology of practice and then I 

introduce each one of the main concepts used in this dissertation. In the second part, I 

discuss the relevance and pertinence of using Bourdieu's concepts of symbolic power and 

symbolic violence in the ideological analysis of the Hispanic television talk shows, El 

Show de Cristina and Laura en América.   

The theory of practice 

Pierre Bourdieu has been a dominant figure in French social science for the past 

fifty years. Internationally, he has been influential because of his new and persuasive 

alternatives to face some of the major problems that burden contemporary social 

scientists, such as the dichotomy between agency and structure (Mahar, Harker & 

Wilkes, 1990, p. 1). Bourdieu has been a major figure in the development of a general 

theory of 'practice,' as an organizing concept that can help to understand the apparently 

irreconcilable perspectives of objectivism/ subjectivism, culture/society and 

structure/action (Postone, LiPuma, and Calhoun, 1993, p. 1). Throughout his work, he 

has developed a constant concern for the production of sociological knowledge, the 

tension between theoretical knowledge, empirical research and analysis, and the role of 

the researcher in social sciences in general.  

During his extended trajectory, Bourdieu has addressed a wide range of empirical 

and theoretical topics: education, labor, kinship, economic change, language, philosophy, 

literature, photography, museums, universities, law, religion and science (Postone et al. 

1993, p. 1). More recently, his work has been incorporated into feminist, race and ethnic 

studies (Bottomley, 1991; Connolly, 1997; McNay, 1999; Moi, 1991; Portes, 1998; Reay, 

1995a, 1995b, 1997; Skeggs, 1997a; Smaje, 1997).  
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However, Bourdieu is mostly recognized as one of the most prolific contemporary 

sociologists who have theorized on the dialectical relationship between structure and 

agency (McCaughan, 1993). Bourdieu follows the tradition established by Marx, 

Durkheim and Weber, and lately Foucault and Giddens, in the exploration of this 

relationship. By studying these binary concepts as an interrelated whole, Bourdieu 

"comes the closest to bringing together the‘objective’ and the ‘subjective’ realms into a 

single framework for understanding social structure and human agency" (p. 91).  

Bourdieu has successively been called post-structuralist, post-Marxist, Marxist or 

Weberian (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992; Guilory 1997), or structuralist constructivist 

(Schmidt, 1997). However, as Mahar et al. (1990) assert, to classify him in any of those 

ways “would be to partly misunderstand the nature of his work” (p. 3). They propose 

instead to call his method and theoretical base a ‘generative structuralism,’ which 

describes “a way of thinking and a manner of asking questions” (p.3). Bourdieu himself 

explains that more than a theory, he is suggesting a method to study cases where the 

individuals and the social structure are involved (p.36). First, says Bourdieu, he is trying 

to describe and analyze how what we call the ‘individual’ is molded by the social 

structure and second, how this individual participates in a system of relationships called 

fields (pp.33-36). Different methodologies converge in his research efforts where the 

ethnographic method appears as the most recurrent one.  

In his search for explanations, Bourdieu breaks with any discipline that searches 

for the ‘truth’ in a purely material and objective reality. Bourdieu's first break is with the 

‘economism’ of Marxism, "which reduces the social field to the economic field" (Mahar 

et al. 1990, p. 4).   The second break is with the ‘objectivism’ of Marxism, "which tends 

to ignore the symbolic struggles within the social world" (p. 4). Bourdieu sees no place 

for the analysis of ‘symbolic interest’ neither in Marxist anthropology nor in structural 
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Marxism (p. 5). For him, the ‘symbolic’ contains an economic interest which in turn has 

an equivalence in power.  

A dialectical interplay between material power and symbolic power is at the core 

of his work.22 On one hand, Bourdieu conceives society as a web of social institutions 

(fields) which are subjected in more or lesser degree to the overarching influence of what 

he calls the field of power. This field refers to the arena where individuals endowed with 

"various kind of capital compete over which of them will prevail" (Wacquant, 1996, p. 

155). On the other hand, he considers that symbolic systems--such as language, media, 

clothing, body language-- disguise different forms of economic capital and contribute to 

define and reproduce the social order (Mahar et al., 1990, p. 5). In this dialectic between 

material and symbolic power, he proposes that the effects of the field of power extend 

"from the economic field, at one end, to the field of cultural production, at the other 

[end]" (Wacquant, 1996, p. 155). Mass media systems are part of the field of cultural 

production. They are also part of a symbolic system of power which works to legitimate a 

given state of material class relations by the subtle imposition of the 'correct' and 

'legitimate' definition of the social world (Mahar et al., p.5; Garnham, 1986, p. 426).  

Bourdieu ultimately conceives media as “instruments of knowledge and domination” 

(Mahar et al. p.5). This line of argumentation will be further developed during the 

presentation of Bourdieu’s main concepts and the application of Bourdieu’s conceptual 

scheme to the field of U.S. Spanish- language television. 

Bourdieu’s work should be understood in a dialectical fashion because he goes 

back and forth between theory and method. He is constantly revising and reformulating 

                                                 
22  Bourdieu conceptualization of dialectic refers to the "ontological complicity" between the material and 
symbolic properties attached to individuals or groups. For him, social action is simultaneously incarnated in 
bodies (dispositions) and institutions (fields or space of positions). Accounting for these mutual 
relationships would help social sciences to overcome the dichotomy of action and structure (See Bourdieu, 
1980, pp. 135-141).  



 74 

his ideas (Mahar et al.,1990, p. 3) or as Bourdieu & Wacquant (1992) indicate, revisiting 

"the same Gordian knots of questions, objects and sites, as his recursive and spiraling 

mode of thinking unfolds over time and across analytical space" (p. 6).  More than a 

theory, he claims to be proposing a method to study the binary structure/agency with 

flexible concepts that need to be tested in different research settings. The rationale 

underlying his proposal is that there is a possibility for social change. As Garnham and 

Williams (1980) put it, that possibility depends upon “the conditions under which 

reproduction does not take place" (p.211).  This means, those circumstances in which 

individuals enact their dispositions to resist the legitimizing power of dominant 

institutions and lead "to the more or less rapid transformation of the social formation" (p. 

211).Bourdieu argues that "one of the tasks of sociology is precisely to examine under 

what conditions these dispositions are socially constituted, effectively triggered, and 

rendered politically efficient" (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 81).  

Habitus, field and capital are the three main concepts that structure Bourdieu’s 

theoretical apparatus.  They help him in describing and analyzing the origin, constitution 

and dynamics of individuals, groups and social structures (Mahar, 1990 et al., p. 3).  

These concepts are supported by a subset of interrelated concepts such as symbolic 

culture, symbolic power, symbolic violence, strategy and struggle, all of them targeted to 

understand the constant collision between the individual and the structure and the role 

power plays in this relationship. A re-worked concept of class and the concepts of 

classification, interest, misrecognition and reflexivity have a prominent place in 

Bourdieu's lexicon.  

Roger Brubaker (1985), one of Bourdieu's main reviewers, suggests he has 

developed a methatheory-- the general theory of practices. This theory comprises a set of 

interrelated theories, such as the " theory of symbolic violence," the "theory of symbolic 
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goods and symbolic capital," and the " theory of real efficacy of agents’ representations--

in particular misrepresentations-- of social reality” (p. 755).  For Brubaker, this macro-

theoretical account of the 'economy of practices' (p. 755) reveals Bourdieu's central and 

unifying concern "with social class and the reproduction over time of class-based power 

and privilege" (p. 746).  

Before explaining in more detail the first three concepts of the theory of practice –

habitus, field and capital—it seems important to emphasize the lack of rigidity of 

Bourdieu’s conceptual scheme. His relational method of inquiry, where all the concepts 

are interrelated, allows us to use this scheme in creative ways during the research 

enterprise. This is well exemplified in the publication of a collective work23 edited by 

Bourdieu, La Misere du Monde (1993; English translation The Weight of the World: 

Social Suffering in contemporary society, 1999a), where working-class people talk about 

their lives and the difficulties they face in their material and symbolic existence (p. 7). 

Through in-depth interviews, Bourdieu’s team allows us to listen to the subjective 

perspectives-- “the social suffering”-- that emerge from their difficult social location, 

either at the intersection of several fields or in a precarious position within a field. By 

presenting their 'misery of position,' Bourdieu expects to give us the means to understand 

them and analyze the causes and the reasons they have for being there. He proposes to 

add more complexity to the simplistic public readings of communities that are "difficult 

to describe and think about" (p. 3, emphasis in original). He conceives a multi-

perspective approach where individuals' perceptions and experiences can have a space. 

Bourdieu states that as important as the real suffering of material poverty (la grande 

misère) is the ordinary suffering (la petite misère) that takes place inside different 

                                                 
23 Bourdieu and a group of researchers and students developed a series of in-depth interviews in a housing 
development project in France.  Some interviews were collectively conducted while others were on a one-
to one basis.  Bourdieu published his own interviews alone or in collaboration with other researchers and 
also edited the book.  
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domains of social life where individuals are subjected to the effects of the symbolic 

power. Such is the case of all the professions whose mission is to deal with poverty or 

talk about it and "all the distinctions that necessarily result from the particular character 

of their own point of view" (p. 5).  

Habitus   
  

Habitus refers to a set of personal dispositions, created and reformulated through 

the individuals’ encounters with objective structures throughout their lives (trajectory). 

These dispositions are acquired in the different social positions that individuals occupy in 

time within particular institutions (fields) and imply an adjustment to those temporal or 

permanent positions.  These dispositions are historically constructed and constitute a 

cognitive and a motivational structure where individuals (agents) can poach consciously 

or unconsciously for strategies (practices) that can be used in different circumstances. 

The regulations of the social structure are embedded in these dispositions and hence form 

part of the dialectic between agents and structure (socialization processes and 

internalization of rules). Methodologically, the habitus (set of dispositions) is only 

accessible “as the active presence of past experiences, which in the shape of schemes of 

perceptions, thought, and action seem to guarantee the correctness and coherence of 

practice over time” (Schmidt, 1997, p. 450).  

Similarly to what occurs in processes of primary and secondary socialization, the 

individuals internalize (objectify) in their bodies and mind the objective regulations 

(norms) coming from the institutions (fields of action)-- for example, family system, law, 

welfare or Immigration and Naturalization Service (in the immigrant’s case).  Once 
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individuals --or actors in Bourdieu's conception-- have internalized these rules, they 

generate durable dispositions that recognize and comply with specific demands of a given 

institutional area of activity. Bourdieu theorizes that by accumulation and internalization, 

individuals learn the necessary rules to play the game 24 and to invest in interactions 

within the social structure. Consciously or subconsciously, the internalized rules and 

dispositions act as a system to simultaneously perceive, evaluate, classify, and also 

generate dispositions that orient the actions (practices) in different dimensions of the 

personal and collective life. For Bourdieu, the interplay between individuals’ dispositions 

and their actions is what allows social institutions to attain their full realization. 

We understand, then, that individuals’ dispositions (habitus) and the social 

structure mutually produce each other in a dialectic way. These dispositions constitute an 

acquired system of generative principles that connect objective economic and social 

spaces with the more subjective space of groups and class-specific lifestyles at the level 

of the individual in his/her condition as member of a class. These dispositions act as the 

collective class consciousness that forces individuals to improve their positions but at the 

same time warns them of their limited range of mobility. This conception of dispositions 

(habitus) involves a deep paradox. For one part, it is seen as a guarantee for social 

reproduction and on the other as a subjective illusion of freedom. At the individual level, 

these dispositions can be seen as the unconscious possibility of using a restrictive 

freedom to optimize social positions. Bourdieu uses the concept class habitus to indicate 

all the dispositions, thoughts, perception and actions consistent with a particular set of 

                                                 
24 Bourdieu constantly uses the analogy of the game to explain why people participate and invest resources 
in different social fields. This metaphor is explained below during the definition of the concept field.  
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social conditions. However, this should not be taken as an expression of determinism. 

Bourdieu insists that in this dialectic between individuals and institutions there is room 

for individual agency. He does not suggest a transcendental freedom but the ‘constrained 

freedom’ of an ‘acting agent’ who has socially acquired a ‘generative capacity of 

dispositions’ (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 13). 

 In the interplay of agency and structure, Bourdieu conceives individuals as 

“social agents” who are “practical operators in the construction of objects” (p.13). 

Bourdieu explains that his body of work “has been guided by the desire to introduce the 

agent’s practice, his or her capacity for invention and improvisation” (p. 13). Agents, 

according to their position within a particular field and their dispositions and interest to 

compete for resources, develop different conscious and unconscious strategies to 

negotiate with the social structure. Bourdieu summarizes the notion of strategy as “the 

product of the practical sense as the feel for the game, for a particular, historically 

determined game--a feel which is acquired in childhood, by taking part in social 

activities…” (p. 63). 

Since individual'' dispositions do not take place in isolation, but in the interaction 

with the different social institutions, then, these dispositions can only have meaning when 

they are deployed or enforced in a particular field of action. These mental structures  

(habitus) are a mediating construct in people's interactions with the larger structure and 

not a determining one (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 372). They change as much as the practices 

they help to structure (Mahar et al., p. 12).   
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Field   

Bourdieu replaces the notion of society with those of field and social space. The 

field is defined as “a network or configuration of objective relations between positions” 

(Bourdieu, 1993b, pp. 72-77).  This dynamic configuration receives its form from the 

state of the power relations between each position (of individuals or institutions) and the 

distribution of a certain type of capital. Capital, in any of its denominations (economic, 

social, cultural and symbolic), denotes the different goods, resources and values around 

which power relations in a particular field crystallize.  

Field, then, is not a domain, something that is fenced around, but it is a “field of 

forces” (Bourdieu, 1999, p. 30; p. 184) where something is always at stake or there are 

interests involved. Social and economic conditions are at the heart of this concept. For 

Bourdieu, everyday life contains the structural properties of society that constrain and 

liberate the individual. Social actors, endowed with different types of capital, participate 

in the social fields and co-exist with others who (that) have more or less capital than they 

do.  

According to Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), a field is simultaneously “a space 

of conflict and competition, in which participants vie to establish monopoly over the 

species of capital effective in it […]” (p. 17-18, emphasis in original). Thus, there are as 

many fields as there are forms of capital (in any of its forms). In the final instance, all 

fields are determined by the demands of the capitalist system of accumulation. However, 

this doesn’t mean that they are closed systems. Fields are autonomous in relation to other 

fields. They have an internal logic and can establish uneven relations within them, issue 

that renders them "irreducible to any overarching dynamic” (McNay, 1999, p. 106).  

Individually, fields are partially autonomous because they keep constant struggles 

for positions within it. These struggles are seen to transform or conserve each particular 
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field of forces but never to destroy it. Bourdieu calls this ‘partial revolutions’ or ‘limited 

strategies for subversion’, arguing that what counts for agents and institutions is ‘the feel 

for the game’ (Bourdieu, 1993b, p. 73-74).  

Bourdieu asserts that a less visible property of the fields is the ‘objective 

complicity’ that exists between the agents inside each field. He argues that since the 

social actors share a number of fundamental interests, it tends to be forgotten that a fight 

presupposes agreement between the antagonists about what it is that is worth fighting 

about. He says that  “those who take part in the struggle help to reproduce the game by 

helping ---more or less completely, depending on the field-- to produce belief in the value 

of stakes” (p. 73-74).  

Bourdieu’s concept of field offers a useful explanatory device to understand the 

cultural battles that are taking place in what I describe as the field of Latino television, a 

field where the struggles for Latinos' representation take place. It can also help us, among 

other things, to understand the ambivalent attitude Latino viewers have regarding 

Univision and Telemundo, as Dávila (2001) discussed in the first part of this chapter.  

Field has helped Bourdieu to ‘set the scene’ for broad cultural discussions where power is 

involved. He has identified areas of struggles such as the field of Parisian intellectual life 

(Homus Academicus, 1988), the field of literary and artistic taste (The Field of Culture, 

1999), the inequalities in the educational field (Education and Reproduction, 1996), the 

field of French television (On television, 1998), and more recently, the field of gender 

inequalities  (Masculine Domination, 2001).  

 Thus, field as a concept, as well as a method, can help us to set the stage for a 

general analysis of the Latinos’ condition in the United States. More specifically, it can 

help in the study of Latinos’ relationship with a particular cultural field, the field of the 

Spanish-language television, one of the main axes of this dissertation. It is important to 
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acknowledge here that Latinos not only have a stake in the classifications of Hispanic 

television content, but they also participate in numerous other struggles in different fields 

in their daily lives as members of the largest U.S. minority. The first interrogation we 

must address here is what are the other fields of struggle Latinos must surmount? What is 

at stake in them? And, how are they prepared for those struggles? The best way to answer 

these questions is to empirically explore the existence and demarcations of these fields, 

without forcing the theoretical existence of a field in a prior way (Benson, 2000).  

I approach the social mapping of these fields with an initial proposition that needs 

to be developed and studied in further works. I suggest that immigrant and non-

immigrant Latinos participate with different degrees of empowerment in the fields of 

work, education, health, identity, immigration, fertility and cultural reproduction. In order 

to focus my attention on the field of Latino television in the remainder of the chapter, I 

have moved the discussion of this initial mapping to Appendix I. However, it is important 

to consider that what is happening in those other fields, unavoidably affects Latinos’ 

negotiations with the Hispanic television. It is necessary to note here that current 

demographic data is giving an initial answer to the question, how do Latinos fare in these 

fields of struggles?  The statistics indicate that they do not fare very well.  Darder and 

Torres (1998) put it succinctly in the introduction to The Latino Studies Reader:  

 
Without question, the closing years of the twentieth century represent the 
culmination of major changes in the socio-economic landscape of US society. 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the “Latinization” of the United States. 
Latinos currently number 24 million and, according to recent Census Bureau data, 
Latinos will become the largest ethnic minority group by the year 2009. Despite 
this increase in population and the political, educational, and economic advances 
of Latinos during the last 20 years, 30.3 percent (or 8.4 million) of Latinos 
continue to live in poverty. Latino workers continue to occupy the lowest rungs of  
the U.S. economy, finding themselves increasingly displaced and re-concentrated 
in conditions of structural underemployment and unemployment” (p. 3).  
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Before proceeding to a more exhaustive analysis of the field of Latino television, 

it is necessary to introduce here the concept of capital that, together with habitus and 

field, structure Bourdieu's theory of practice. .  

Capital 

Similar to what occurs with the intertwined relationship between field and 

habitus, capital cannot be explained without the assistance of field. The very definition of 

field, "as a place for struggles regarding positions of power and acquisition of diverse 

types of capital(s)" (Bourdieu, 1986, p.242) contains in itself the logic of capital 

(economism and interest, as Bourdieu defines it). Capital must exist within a field in 

order that the field may have some meaning for the participants (Mahar et al., 1990, p. 

13). 

Bourdieu’s definition of capital is very broad. It includes material things (which 

can have symbolic value), as well as ‘untouchable’ but culturally significant attributes 

such as prestige, status and authority (referred to as symbolic capital), along with cultural 

capital (defined as culturally-valued taste and consumption patterns) (Bourdieu 1986, pp. 

243-252). Researchers working within Bourdieu’s framework have commonly used four 

types of capital: economic, cultural, symbolic and social. The last one is made up of 

social obligations or connections, which are convertible, in certain conditions, into 

economic capital (Bourdieu, p. 243). 

Bourdieu states that, in order to explain the structure and functioning of the social 

world "it is necessary to reintroduce ‘capital’ in all its forms and not solely in the one 

form recognized by economic theory” (1986, p. 243). He argues that immaterial forms of 

capital, as well as the material ones, should form part of a more general science of 

economic practices.  His point is that, similarly to economic capital, the other forms of 

capital are also unequally distributed among social classes. Even though the different 
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types of capital can be mutually convertible under certain circumstances, they cannot be 

reduced to each other. Having more economic capital does not necessarily mean 

possession of cultural or symbolic capital, and vice versa.  

Bourdieu devotes special attention to the concepts of symbolic and cultural capital 

as particularly important in the field of cultural production. As mentioned above, 

symbolic capital refers to the degree of accumulated prestige, honor, status and authority 

and is founded on a dialectic of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition 

(reconnaissance) (Johnson, 1999, p. 7). Cultural capital, on the other hand, is a form of 

knowledge, “an internalized code or a cognitive acquisition which equips the social agent 

with empathy towards, appreciation for, or competence in deciphering cultural relations 

and cultural artifacts” (p. 7). The possession of these types of knowledge and competence 

places the individual in a different location within the cultural field, as compared to other 

actors who do not have this accumulation of capital. Different from the economic field 

(in which agents compete for economic capital, using accumulated economic capital), in 

the cultural field the resources at stake are not always material. In the cultural field such 

as the Latino television field, the competition often relates to the authority and prestige of 

the networks and anchors, and audience' recognition of that authority. Actors's 

recognition or mis-recognition of that authority provides Bourdieu the basis to develop 

his theory of symbolic power and study the role of language in domination processes.  

This concept and the related concept of symbolic violence are discussed below as part of 

the tools I use in the analyses of Cristina and Laura's talk shows.  

From symbolic capital to symbolic violence 

Bourdieu argues that the power to represent is rooted in the accumulation of 

symbolic capital (prestige, status and authority). In all of his work on education and in the 

cultural field in general, he equates symbolic capital with legitimacy and symbolic power. 
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Legitimacy emerges when the possession of any kind of capital is justified not only in the 

eyes of those who benefit most from its distribution, but also in the eyes of those who are 

most deprived of it. In that sense, symbolic capital is always associated with 

'misrecognition' (Peillon, 1998, p. 218)25 of the power invested in the cultural or symbolic 

capital. This leads to the concept of symbolic power, which is not a specific type of 

power, but rather the unnoticed influence of power in everyday life. In an elaboration that 

reminds of Gramsci's concept of hegemony, Thompson (1991) explains the concepts of 

recognition and misrecognition as part of the mechanisms through which power 

(symbolic power) is exercised and simultaneously disguised:  

 
The terms 'recognition' (reconaissance) and 'misrecognition' (méconnaissance) 
play an important role here: they underscore the fact that the exercise of power 
through symbolic exchange always rests on a foundation of shared belief. That is, 
the efficacy of symbolic power presupposes certain forms of cognition or belief, 
in such a way that even those who benefit least from the exercise of power 
participate, to some extent, in their own subjection. They recognize or tacitly 
acknowledge the legitimacy of power, or the hierarchical relations of power in 
which they are embedded; and hence they fail to see that the hierarchy is, after all, 
an arbitrary social construction which serves the interests of some groups more 
than others. To understand the nature of symbolic power, it is therefore crucial to 
see that it presupposes a kind of active complicity on the part of those subjected to 
it. Dominated individuals are not passive bodies to which symbolic power is 
applied, as it were, like a scalpel to a corpse. Rather, symbolic power requires as a 
condition of its success, that those subjected to it believe in the legitimacy of 
power and the legitimacy of those who wield it (p. 23).  

 

The ability to publicly define and classify the social world supposes the 

possession of a particular kind of capital and the existence of mechanisms of delegation 

accepted by the agents involved in the situation. The outcome of such mechanisms is 

what Bourdieu calls symbolic violence. This violence refers to "those who do not have 

                                                 
25 Mahar, Harker and Wilkes (1990) indicate that the term 'misrecognition' which is the usual translation of 
Bordieu’s word méconnaissance misses the subtlety of the original concept. For them, a minimal 
translation of the word would be '(mis) recognition and reconstrual' (p. 19-20) 
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the ‘means of speech,’ or do not know how to ‘take the floor,’ can only see themselves in 

the words or the discourse of others, that is, those who are legitimate authorities and who 

can name and represent” (Mahar et al., 1990, p. 14). Symbolic violence is defined as a 

form of subtle dominance or domination that many times is not recognized by the 

receiver of the action. In his last publication in English Bourdieu offered the following 

definition  

 
…[S] ymbolic violence, a gentle violence, imperceptible and invisible even to its 
victims, exerted for the most part through the purely symbolic channels of 
communication and cognition (more precisely, misrecognition), recognition, or 
even feelings. This extraordinarily ordinary social relation thus offers a privileged 
opportunity to grasp the logic of the domination exerted in the name of a symbolic 
principle known and recognized both by the dominant and by the dominated--a 
language (or a pronunciation), a lifestyle (or a way of thinking, speaking and 
acting)--and, more generally, a distinctive property, whether emblem or stigma, 
the symbolically most powerful of which is that perfectly arbitrary and non-
predictive bodily property, skin color (Masculine Domination, 2001, p. 2).  

 

The mis-recognition mechanisms that mask the effect of the symbolic power and, 

hence, symbolic violence have a material substratum that does not go unnoticed for 

Bourdieu.  For him, the main irony of the logic of capital is that the connection between 

different types of capital and their convertibility is not always recognized. When actors in 

different fields do not recognize that symbolic capital is a form of economic capital, then 

they do not know that they are accepting "a material form of power which is 

institutionally organized and secured”(Mahar et al., 1990, p. 14). Wacquant (1984) 

explains this phenomenon as   

 
(the) hidden processes whereby different species of capital are converted so that 
economically-based relations of dependency and domination may be dissimulated 
and bolstered by the mask of moral ties, of charisma, or of meritocratic 
symbolism ( p. 9, cited Mahar et al., p. 14).  
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Bourdieu's theorizing on  symbolic power and symbolic violence  prompts  a 

series of other questions regarding the relationship between Latinos and Spanish 

language television that require further  exploration in this dissertation and in future 

works. Can we apply the notion of symbolic violence to the work of the Spanish-

language television networks?  Can we talk about audiences that 'misrecognize' the 

networks’ symbolic power to represent them and speak on their behalf? Or is it possible 

to use this concept of mis-recognition to understand Latinos’ ambivalence with Spanish-

language television as portrayed in Dávila's (2001) focus groups?  

The definition for legitimacy also generates inquiries regarding the role of the 

anchors and show presenters. Is it possible that television anchors, producers and owners 

have a genuine interest in the Latino community but only they define it solely in 

economic terms or largely so?  Is it possible that they truly identify themselves as part of 

the ‘Latino community’? As mentioned earlier, the research of some Latino scholars 

provides a starting point on the study of these issues of representation (Rodriguez, 1999; 

Dávila, 2001). However, there is still so much to do in the area of representation and 

reception of the Spanish- language television.  

The role of the language 

Bourdieu conceives language as a social practice that is part of the economic 

exchange system. Language is a symbolic good that, like material goods, can be 

exchanged. The linguistic exchange is established “in a symbolic balance of power 

between a producer endowed with linguistic capital, and a consumer (or a market), and 

which is calculated to procure a certain material or symbolic profit" (Bourdieu, 1982, 

cited in Snook, 1990, p. 169-170).  
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However, because of the imbalance in linguistic resources, Bourdieu conceives 

language as a place for the enactment of symbolic violence. Language is connected to 

power and domination. It is "part of an activity in which some people dominate others" 

(Snook, p. 172). Everyday linguistic exchanges between agents endowed with unequal 

resources and competencies, "however personal and insignificant it may seem, bear the 

traces of the social structure that it both expresses and helps to reproduce" (Thompson, 

1993, p. 2). Language is used to define a group and to give someone (spokesperson) 

authority within the group and power to speak for the group (Snook, p. 172). Language, 

then, needs to be authorized by the group and the one who speaks needs to have secured 

'the right' to speak on their behalf.  

Thus, the intimate connection between language and power can be seen in 

Bourdieu's discussion of the position of “those who do not fully possess the dispositions 

(habitus), those who are not fully part of the social space, and those whose trajectory is 

different from that of others “(p.173). He argues that they are like "'a valet who speaks 

the language of the gentleman' or 'the ward orderly that of the doctor': they do not 

properly belong in the language game" (p. 173). They are recognized for what they are --

have social prestige--because what speaks is not the word but "the whole social person" 

(p. 172).  

Bourdieu elaborates the theory of the ministerium to explain how "those with the 

power make their words stick" (Snook, 1990, p. 174). Using the case of the ministers and 

priests, he indicates that the priests who claim to represent the community are only 

controlling the masses while pretending to speak on their behalf.  For Bourdieu, the priest 

or the minister engages in symbolic violence if he is able to profit from the 

misappropriation of power and if the misappropriation is disguised (p. 175).  Since 

symbolic power implies the recognition or better the mis-recognition of the violence that 
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is exercised through it, a  minister can only exert symbolic violence  if it is supported  by 

the denial that the disguise produces on them (1984a: 61, cited in Snook, p. 175). 

Bourdieu (1991) extends this theorizing to any case of "social magic" in which "a thing 

or a person becomes something other than what it/he is" (p.249). He presents as an 

example the case of delegates, members of parliament, the general secretary, who are 

able to ident ify and be identified with a set of people (the People, the Workers) or with a 

social entity (the Nation, the Church, the Party). The mystery of the ministry reaches its 

peak "when the group can exist only by delegating power to a spokesperson who will 

bring it into existence by speaking for it, that is, on its behalf and in its place" (p. 249). 

The connection between language and power is also discussed on two other levels. First, 

when one language dominates the market, it becomes the norm against which the prices 

of the other modes of expressions, and with them the values of other competencies, are 

defined (Bourdieu, 1977, cited in Snook, p. 170); and secondly, when institutions, such as 

the media, use the language “to impose (or even to inculcate) the arbitrary instruments of 

knowledge and expressions (taxonomies) of social reality" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 168).  

This symbolic power to impose the principles of construction of reality—in particular, 

social reality—is seen as a major dimension of political power.  

 

 Chapter summary 

 This chapter provides the theoretical foundations to develop both an analysis of 

Latinas' representations in Spanish- language television and a reception study of some of 

these portrayals. In the first section, I describe how the study of Latinos images have 

mainly focused on  American English media and discuss  the emergent interest for this  

topic in the realm of the Spanish- language media. The analysis of issues of gender, race, 

ethnicity and class in Latino television programming appears as a very recent 
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phenomenon in Latino media scholarship.  The scarcity of audience studies within the 

Latino population is also noted in this section. Practically all we know about Latino's 

consumption of Spanish language television is mainly informed by Nielsen's ratings and 

by a five-state survey conducted in 1998 by the Tomás Rivera Institute, based in 

California.  

 The second section of the chapter discusses the connection between ideology and 

representation in the television medium. It also analyzes the pertinence of using the 

construct 'ideological criticism' to evaluate the talk shows studied in this dissertation. 

Gramsci's concept of hegemony and Hall's television 'naturalized discourse' are explored 

in this segment.   

 In the third section, feminist reception studies by Press (1991) and Press & Cole 

(1999) are extensively discussed in the search for a methodological framework. These 

authors' concern for class and gender is relevant to the pursuit of a dissertation that 

analyzes contextual variables in the media consumption process.  

 The final part of the chapter focuses on the main concepts of Pierre Bourdieu's theory 

of practice and its versatile application to issues of representation and audience's 

evaluations. Of major importance for this dissertation are the concepts “field” and 

“symbolic power”, which are developed in more detail in the next two chapters. “Field,” 

conceived as a place where actors and institutions compete for material and symbolic 

capital, provides the theoretical basis fo r a more practical analysis of the Spanish-

language television networks and the cultural and economic struggles that take place 

within its reach. This analysis, in turn, maps actors' social positioning and allows us to 

envision an audience that is being represented but that is completely alien to the 

representation struggles that are taking place in its name.  This practical map is the 

subject matter of the next chapter.  
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Chapter III 

THE LATINO TELEVISION FIELD 

Field is more than a concept or a perspective from which we can ask questions. It is a 

metaphor of the relationship between subjective individuals living in objective structures 

that can also be used as method of analysis. Defined by Bourdieu (1993b) as a structured 

space of positions in which agents and institutions compete for the distribution of the 

specific capital26 accumulated within the structure (p. 73), the concept contains in itself 

the notions of dispositions (habitus) and capital, the other two main concepts of 

Bourdieu's theory of practice.27 Field, as a method, can prove to be a useful tool in the 

'mapping' of the current state of power relations within the realm of Latino television.  

The main rationale for proposing a field analysis of the Hispanic networks is based on 

Bourdieu's statement that "the struggles which take place within the field are about the 

monopoly of the legitimate violence (specific authority) which is characteristic of the 

field in question" (p. 73). Thus, in this chapter, I will attempt to describe and locate 

within the economic and media space what I denominate the Latino television field, a 

domain where diverse actors and institutions compete for the legitimacy of representing 

Latinos in the United States. The analysis presented here is a very tentative effort to 

understand from a different theoretical perspective-- a relational one--the types of 

conflicts that take place within this cultural-economic domain.  The ultimate goal of this 

analysis is to contribute to disentangle the complexities involved in the production and 

                                                 
26 When Bourdieu speaks of specific capital, he is referring to the capital that "is effective in relation to a 
particular field, and therefore within the limits of that field, and that is only convertible into another kind of 
capital on certain conditions" (1993b, p. 73, emphasis in original).   
27 Field is Bourdieu's preferred term to designate social contexts or field of actions in which individuals 
enact certain social practices. He also uses the term 'market' and 'game' in a way that is at least partially 
metaphorical (See Thompson, 1991, p. 14).  
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reception of Latino images from a more comprehensive framework. Information on these 

dynamics should provide a better contextualization of the talk shows analyzed in this 

study and Latinas' positioning in relation to the Spanish television.  Bourdieu (1998) 

suggests that an increasing awareness of the mechanisms at work in a cultural field can 

help to offer "a measure of freedom to those manipulated by these mechanisms, whether 

they are journalists or viewers" (p.55) 

A field analysis, as defined by Bourdieu (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), involves 

"three necessary and internally connected moments" (p. 104): 

 
First, one must analyze the position of the field vis-à-vis the field of power. In the 
case of the artists and writers, we find that the literary field is contained within the 
field of power where it occupies a dominated position…. Second, one must map out 
the objective structure of the relations between the positions occupied by the agents 
or institutions who compete for the legitimate form of the specific authority [within 
this field]. And, third, one must analyze the habitus of agents, that is, the different 
systems of dispositions they have acquired by internalizing a determinate type of 
social and economic condition, and which find a definite trajectory within the field 
under consideration a more or less favorable opportunity to become actualized 
(pp.104-5). 
 

Bourdieu states that the study of the artistic field serves as model for the analysis of 

any other field, an issue that is reflected in his study of the academic field (p. 105). 

Johnson (1999) considers that his approach could be characterized as a "radical 

contextualization" (p. 9) because of the multiplicity of viewpoints that are seen 

relationally.28 In a separate development, Ang (1996b; see also 1996c) uses the concept 

"radical contextualism in audience studies" (p. 66) to express the need for an empirical 

and interpretive work that considers "the multidimensional context, in which people live 

out their everyday lives'" (Grossberg, 1988, cited in Ang, 1996a, p. 67).  
                                                 
28 Johnson (1999) says that Bourdieu's theory of the field of cultural production involves an extremely 
demanding analytical method that encompasses the set of social conditions of the production, circulation 
and consumption of symbolic goods (p. 9) Radical contextualization implies the need to put in relation all 
the internal parts of a particular field and also the whole field in comparison with other social fields (p. 9).   
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Bourdieu's study of the literary field epitomizes the field analysis in any other 

domain. In this field he reviews the connections between literary works, the authors, 

public, critics, and galleries, among other actors in a specific historical moment. Writers 

are placed, in relation to their works, in positions according to their social origin, their 

personal trajectories in the world of literature, the symbolic and economic capital they 

have accumulated in time, and the consecration and legitimization they have acquired in 

the audience and the literature industry. Finally, Bourdieu evaluates the position of the 

literary field as a whole in comparison with what he calls the broader field of power. 

According to Johnson (1993), Bourdieu's model has a close affinity with Thompson's 

(1990) 'depth hermeneutics,' which comprises three levels of analysis: social-historical, 

discursive and interpretation/reinterpretation ( p. 270).29   

Benson (2000) used Bourdieu’s field theory in his dissertation on "journalistics 

fields" (p.3) and the immigration debate in the United States and France (1973-1994).30 A 

field approach provided Benson a “clearer vantage point to see and analyze both the 

macro-and the micro-structural framework in which public discourses are produced, 

under what conditions changes might occur, and the reasons for differences or similarities 

in journalistic discourses across national contexts” (p. 3). He indicates that this relational 

model constitutes “an important corrective to ‘media centric’ approaches (p. 3). It helps 

to replace the concept ‘media space’ with that of ‘media field’ “whose properties are 

understood as deriving not only from internal structure and dynamics but from the 

relation to neighboring fields” (p. 3).  

                                                 
29 See J.B. Thompson, Ideology and Modern Culture: Critical Social Theory in the Era of Mass 
Communication   (Cambridge: Polity; Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999)  
 
30 Benson worked in France with Pierre Bourdieu’s team and in the United States with his supervisor Löic 
J.D. Wacquant, long-time collaborator and reviewer of the late French sociologist. 
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Therefore, a field analysis of the Latino television should define the actors in the 

field; identify the capital at stake inside the field, the type of struggles and competitions 

that take place and the arrival of new actors to the field.  It should also provide 

information on how capital movements and actors’ trajectories inside the field change the 

conformation of the field over time. Some of these perspectives will be provided in this 

chapter, while others are indicated for future studies. The field description presented in 

the following pages can be understood as a practical extension of the theoretical 

developments presented in the last part of the previous chapter. The connections between 

actors, institutions and the discussions over the legitimacy to represent Latinos should 

serve as background information for the textual and audience analysis developed in the 

second part of this dissertation. Apart from practical purposes, this chapter has also a 

theoretical objective. I attempt to initiate Latino cultural studies from a perspective that 

has not been considered in the analysis of minority media in the United States. Field 

research in journalism, and cultural production in general, has a long trajectory in French’ 

sociology that only recently is emerging in isolated translations in English (Benson, 2000, 

p. 3). Bourdieu’s theory of practices, including field analysis, has been widely used and 

debated among Latin American intellectuals for over four decades. His theorizations have 

been appropriated in the areas of politics, structural violence, education, family and other 

areas consonant with the topics of his extensive production.  

The structure of the field  

Delving into the current discussions on Latinos’ representations presented in the 

previous chapters, I start with the assumption that the ‘U.S. Latino television field’ is a 

conflicted field of forces where economic, political and cultural powers compete for the 

monopoly of Latinos’ cultural representations. Theoretically, the field can be initially 

located within what Bourdieu calls the larger field of ‘large-scale cultural production,’ a 
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field that is heavily influenced by the actions of the economic and political fields, where 

“economic capital dominates cultural capital”(Benson, 2000, p. 20). The Latino 

networks, as well as other cultural industries, including the ‘journalistic field,’ are mostly 

inside the field of large-scale cultural production of American society, which, in turn, 

produces symbolic products for general audiences (p. 20).  

The field of Latino television is structured by a series of groups and social forces 

that invest and compete in the field in order to ‘impose the legitimate vision of the social 

world’ (Benson, 2000, p. 20). Among these actors it is possible to identify the Hispanic 

market industry, the U.S. general market and media industry, transnational corporations, 

Latin American regional television networks, the English and Spanish language media 

system targeting Latinos, advertisers, manufacturers, media professionals, Hispanic 

leaders, Latino scholars and Latin American media elite. Altogether, these agents hold a 

disproportionate amount of economic, cultural and symbolic capital as compared with the 

Latino audience, which has only a vicarious presence in the field. Latino viewers, who 

generally have low accumulations of cultural and economic capital and reduced 

opportunities for capital conversions, participate in the field in a mediated form, e.g. 

through media advertisers or rating constructions.  Their judgments and opinions need to 

be reintroduced in the analysis of the Latino television structure in order to recapture 

what Bourdieu calls “the intrinsically double reality of the social world” (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 11).   

The descriptions that follow attempt to map the actions and strategies of some 

objective structures such as the Spanish- language networks, Nielsen Media Research and 

some particular actors, such as media professionals and academics endowed with more 

accumulation of economic and cultural capital within the field.  
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Actors and capital changes in the field  

From an economic perspective, the field of Latino television has recently 

experienced enormous movements of capital and witnessed the incorporation of new 

economic actors that have totally changed its historical conformation. The data provided 

by Census 2000, revealing an increase in the Hispanic population from 22.4 million in 

1990 to 35.3 million in 2000, prompted a sudden burst of activity in Spanish-language 

broadcast and print media.  

Two large national television networks—Univision and Telemundo – have 

competed since 198631 for most of the allocation of resources (advertising), ratings 

(audiences) and the custody of the Spanish Language as a distinctive marker of Latinos’ 

Latinidad.  A third network, Telefutura, a sister company of Univision, was launched at 

the beginning of 2002 to target younger and bilingual Latinos. A minor regional network, 

Azteca America, based in Los Angeles and Dallas  which began in July, 2001, complete 

the Hispanic television system in the United States.  The smallest regional network, 

Hispanic Television Network (HTVN) based in Fort Worth, Texas, began in January, 

2000, but could not carve a niche for itself in a sector dominated by Univision and 

Telemundo, and filed for bankruptcy in July 2002 (Lauria, 2002). HTVN was targeting 

Mexican-American viewers, “a population that accounts for more than 60 percent of the 

nation’s Hispanic population, but are a minority among the hosts and among productions 

                                                 
31 The Mexican conglomerate Televisa founded the first Spanish language television network in the United 
States in 1961. With the creation of the Spanish International Network, SIN, Televisa dominated this 
market until 1986, when the Federal Communications Commission found that the network was in violation 
of a U.S. law that forbids foreign ownership of U.S. broadcast stations. The FCC did not renew the license 
and ordered a transfer to U.S.-based organizations. SIN was sold to Hallmark Cards, Inc. and First Capital 
Corporation and changed its name to Univision. In the same year, Reliance Capital launched in Los 
Angeles the second U.S. Spanish language television network, Telemundo (For a more detailed historical 
background, see Fox, 1996, Chapter 3; Rodriguez, 1999, Chapters 3 and 4 and Subervi Velez, 1994, pp. 
334-351).  
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made in the United States” (Marco Camacho, former president and chief executive of 

HTVN, cited in Navarro, 2000, ¶ 31). Some concerns have already emerged in the 

English media regarding Univision’s monopolistic stance within the Latino media system 

(James and Leeds, 2002).   

       Univision Comunicaciones appears here as the number one Hispanic television 

network, and is also ranked as the fifth- largest network overall in the United States 

(Goldblatt, 1997). This ‘national’ network is listed in the Standard & Poor’s index of the 

500 largest U.S. corporations. Mainstream advertisers and investors have begun paying 

attention to the demographics of the Hispanic market (with an estimated buying power of 

$ 452 billion in 2001) and the networks' tremendous popularity within this market 

(Bowser, 1998; HACR, 2002). Univision reaches over 90 percent of the U.S. Hispanic 

households while Telemundo covers 85 percent of them (Holloway, 2002). Some 

independent measurements indicate that Univision reaches as many Latino viewers 

during prime time as the six major English- language networks combined, while 

Telemundo was able to score a higher rating for prime-time drama last season with that 

audience than any of the six largest networks (Keveney, 2002,¶ 4). Other estimates 

indicate that as of April 2002, Univision had an average prime-time audience of about 3.4 

million, while Telemundo averaged about 817,000 viewers during this same time period 

(De Moraes, 2000, ¶ 9).  

Univision’s major strategic acquisitions such as USA Broadcasting, for $ 1.1 

billion in December, 2001, and Hispanic Broadcasting Corp, a network of 55 Hispanic 

radio stations for $ 3.5 billion in April, 2002, have led investors to perceive this network 

as a dominant force within the Hispanic market (Ahrens, 2002; Grimes, 2002). However, 

these deals are just part of the recent economic moves of this first Hispanic media giant. 

Early in 2002 Univision bought Fonovisa Records, a Mexican company, for $210 
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million. This new acquisition enlarged its Univision Music Group, which also includes 

small entrepreneurs and interests in other Mexican record industries (Business Wire, 

2002). This same year, Univision paid more than $150 million for the exclusive rights to 

broadcast the 2002 and 2006 Soccer World Cups on the U.S. Spanish- language television 

(Kaplan, 2002).  These games, including those broadcast at 2.a.m., attracted 2.5 to 2.88 

million viewers, numbers that do not include non-Hispanic viewers who were watching 

(Holloway, 2002; Business Wire, 2002). In Los Angeles, for example, Univision’s 

coverage of the U.S.-Mexico World Cup match drew 3.5 times more viewers than ESPN 

(a sports-only network) (Kaplan, 2002). 

 Univision is currently valued at $8 billion, far more than its smaller rival-- 

Telemundo, recently purchased by NBC for $ 2.7 billion (Grover, 2002). Univision is 

owned by the Mexican and Venezuelan networks, Televisa and Venevision, respectively, 

with an 18 percent share owned by Jerry Perenchio, an American entrepreneur who is 

also the station's chairman (Business Wire, 2002; Kaplan, 2002). All the holdings 

mentioned above enable Univision to offer advertisers "one-stop shopping packages" 

covering radio, TV and Internet, in a process that takes money away from the English-

language media (Ahrens, 2002; Kaplan, 2002). For example, Univision.com is by far the 

most widely used Internet Spanish-language portal within the Latino households (Kaplan, 

2002)32. 

Telemundo, while smaller, does not lag behind in changes and acquisitions. Its 

new owner, NBC, which in turn is owned by General Electric, is expecting to increase its 

pretax earnings 15 percent to $1.6 billion during 2002 on the strength of its popular 

prime-time shows, new programs and stronger advertising sales at stations (James, 

                                                 
32 According to a study by VN U, group of research companies, which include Nielsen Media Research and 
Nielsen/NetRatings, Hispanics users of Internet at home increased 136 percent between March, 1999 (2.9 
million) and March, 2002 (6.7 million). The Internet survey was based on respondents recruited in English 
only (see Allison Fass, 2002).  
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2002b).  NBC expects Telemundo's advertising to grow this year by more than 30 

percent. As of June 2002, this network had sold about $225 million in commercial spots 

for the new season, up from $175 million sold in advance the previous year (James, 

2002b).  

Spanish to English crossover 

As part of the NBC-Telemundo merger, NBC has contracted with Puerto Rican 

born Maria Celeste Arrarás, host of one of rival Univision's most successful daily 

programs, to anchor a 5 p.m. show for Telemundo. The $1 million deal that took place in 

April, 2002, constitutes the first ma jor on-air Latino talent-hire for an American 

television network. Arrarás is expected to appear on NBC news programs such as 

"Dateline" and the "Today" show (De Moraes, 2002). Arrarás hosted Univision's 5 

p.m."Primer Impacto" for eight-years, a show that she defined as part newscast, part 

"Entertainment tonight," "Extra" and "Hard Copy" (Moraes, 2002). Some Latino media 

writers have criticized this and other similar shows on the Hispanic networks as 

"sensationalist’ tabloid news" (Paternostro, 1993; Morales, 2002b).  

Telenovelas, bedrock of the programming 

In an effort to counteract Univision's competitive advantages in the area of 

telenovelas, Telemundo initiated in 2002, a series of nine co-produced telenovelas with 

the Brazilian TV giant Globo and other Latin American partners. However, the first co-

produced telenovela with Brazil, Vale Todo, launched in June 2002, was shortened to 

only 50 episodes and lasted only five months on the screen. Despite the international 

casting of well-known Latin American actors, the script of this novela did not seem to 

appeal to Latinos in the United States. According to some critics, this production was 

doomed from the very beginning when the producers manipulated the original Brazilian 

story. Morales (2002a, 2002c) considers Vale Todo "was loaded with cliches and 
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excessively melodramatic scenes, particularly those featuring the hate-hate relationship 

between Raquel (the main character) and her evil daughter" (¶ 9). As this columnist puts 

it, the production, that was supposed to become an alternative novela, "regrettably turned 

out resembling many of those standard Mexican melodramas in which the bad guys are 

downright evil and the good guys borderline stupid" (¶ 10). 

 Univision owes its telenovelas leadership to its owners, Venevision and Televisa. 

These foreign networks provide the Latino station with soap operas and entertainment 

programs that are cheaper to produce than in-house shows (Luhnow and Porter, 2001, 

A17). However, the Venezuelan network, Venevision, has the weakest commitment to 

Univision, since it only supplies about 11 percent of the current lineup (A17). Televisa, in 

turn, demanded in 2001, a restructuring of Univision's rights over its lucrative soap 

operas. Facing a slowing advertising market at home and considering that Univision 

would need advertisers for its second network (Telefutura), Televisa wanted more money 

from Univision for broadcasting Televisa' shows for Hispanics on the other side of the 

border.  Although Televisa is obliged to provide Univision with programming until 2017, 

the company is using Univision’ needs for contents for its new network, as leverage to 

renegotiate their 1992 deal in more favorable terms. Currently, ads aired on Televisa's 

shows account for about 40 percent of Univision' revenues. Televisa is paid 9 percent of 

the total Univision sales. During renegotiations, the Mexican network requested to raise 

its share of Univision revenue to 15 percent for both networks, as well as to increase its 

equity in the broadcaster to 14 percent from 6 percent. In addition to payment for this 

increase, Televisa offered to give Univision broader rights to its programs for both open-

air channels and pay TV, including Puerto Rico, where Televisa content currently goes to 

Univision’s rival, Telemundo (A17).   
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Univision's shows usually dominate the top 20 prime-time Hispanic network 

programs for the Latino audience. The distance between the two networks' ratings 

sometimes are reduced based on the soap opera of a particular season or a particular 

offering. These were the cases of Telemundo's soap opera "Betty, La Fea" (Betty, the 

ugly), the "most talked-about novela" in 2000 season, that outperformed Univision's 

ratings in key Hispanic markets and Univision's broadcasting of regional and world 

soccer tournaments (Hispanic PR Wire, 2000).  

Regarding the origin of the productions, Rodriguez (1999) states, that before 

1988, about 6 percent of Univision programming was produced in the United States and 

the rest was imported programming from Televisa. The author states that after the sale of 

the Spanish International Network to Hallmark in 1988, which prompted the creation of 

Univision and Telemundo, about half of the network's programming is produced in the 

United States (p. 67).     

The fight for advertising dollars   

Univision, Telemundo and the other Spanish language networks not only compete 

for a growing Hispanic audience but also for control of the Hispanic advertising market. 

At a time when other audiences are shrinking in the English media, Hispanic TV 

viewership keeps growing. There are an estimated 30 million viewers, distributed in 9.33 

million Hispanic households, of which, 15 million primarily speak Spanish (Nielsen 

Media Research, 2002). In 2001, an average of 3.7 million viewers watched Spanish-

language movies and Latin American telenovelas on either Telemundo or Univision, an 

8.7 % increase over the year before (Nielsen Media Research, cited in Grover, 2002, ¶ 3). 

According to Nielsen Media Research, the number of Hispanic households increased 19 

percent between 1996 and 2001, and the number of Spanish- language-dominant 

households also grew 29 percent during that period (from 3.54 million to 4.55 million) 
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(Nielsen Media Research Online, 2001). The audience growth is directly related to the 

57.9 percent increase experienced by the Latino population between 1990 and 2000 as 

compared with the 13.2 percent increase in the total U.S. population (Guzman, 2000).  

Over a third of the Latino population are foreign-born, that is 12.8 million, and 43 percent 

of them entered the United States in the 1990s (p. 3). Media estimates indicate that 70 

percent of Univision's audience is comprised of Mexican immigrants (Kaplan, 2002, ¶ 

37). 

Even though Hispanics account for 13 percent of the population, advertisers spend 

only 1 to 3 percent (a maximum of $1.8 billion a year) of their budgets on Spanish 

language media (Grimes, 2002; Rutenberg, 2002). Companies like NBC are betting that 

the Hispanic advertising business is in the very early stages of development and that 

advertisers will come "in a big way soon" (Rutenberg, 2002, ¶ 18).  And what looks more 

promising for Hispanic marketers is that Hispanics tend to watch more TV on average 

than other viewers, are younger, and have an increasingly disposable income. In 2001, 

over three million of them earned $50,000 or more (Serafini, 2001). 

Audience and ratings  

 Measuring the Latino audience has proven to be a long-time conflictive effort. For 

over a decade, Univision and Telemundo have complained that Nielsen's ratings 

chronically undercount Latino viewers (Rodríguez, 1999a; James, 2002a). According to 

Spanish-language broadcasters, in Los Angeles alone, there are 30 percent more viewers 

than Nielsen's ratings show. The networks estimate that this measurement error of 

Spanish speaking families cost them at least $65 million a year in advertising revenues in 

the viewing areas of Los Angeles, Phoenix and Sacramento (James, 2002a, ¶ 7). In 

Chicago the losses border $10 million per year (Kirk, 2000, ¶ 2). Throughout the last 

decade, Nielsen Media Research has created separate Latino audience panels to measure 
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Latino viewers' preferences and has sent bilingual recruiters to find more Spanish-

speaking families to answer its surveys. However, several factors complicate the 

development of an accurate picture of the Latino television audience. The major English-

language TV networks and their affiliated stations have long resisted changes in audience 

surveys that might boost Univision and Telemundo ratings at the expense of the English-

language broadcasters (¶ 8). The prize in this tension is the $58 billion a year that Nielsen 

helps to place in national and local television advertising (¶ 8). Spanish- language 

programming garners only 5 percent of the overall television audience, and as mentioned 

before, about $1.8 billion a year in advertising (¶ 11).  

The fact that two thirds of Latinos understand English and Spanish in different 

degrees also complicates the measurements (see also DeSipio, 1998, 1999; Nielsen 

Media Research, 2001). Not all Latinos watch Spanish- language television and those who 

speak and understand English are more likely to watch English- language shows such as 

“Friends” and “ER”. The role of the interviewers in the field and the data collection 

techniques are also part of the controversy. For more than two-years, Nielsen has been 

debating whether its fieldworkers should initiate a conversation in Spanish or English 

without alienating English speakers or vice-versa. It has also considered the issue of how 

to identify a Spanish- language television viewer, whether according to language spoken 

only by adults in the household, or according to the language spoken by both adults and 

children in the household. Measuring the preferences of Spanish- language TV viewers, 

with a separate panel of about 800 households and relying on the “decades-old 

combination of handwritten diaries and TV set-top meter," is considered problematic by 

some industry insiders (James, 2002a, ¶ 24). Nielsen’s new system will issue two types of 

reports: one that enables advertisers to see ratings within Spanish- language networks and 
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one that enables them to compare Hispanic networks' ratings with those of all networks, 

in any language (Calvo & Jensen, 2002 ¶ 9 and 10).  

Anchors and images 

Contradictions between the anchors' public discourses about Latinos’ unity and their 

private perceptions of Latinos' internal divisions are also a source of latent conflict within 

the field. Fox (1996) perceives a tension between an in-house image of Latinos and a 

projected image of them that often contradict each other (pp. 52-53). He thinks that this 

tension is more apparent in the productions of news, where television professionals do 

not seem convinced of the Hispanic unity.  He supports this point with interviews of two 

of the most visible news anchormen, Jorge Gestoso (Uruguayan, former anchorman for 

Telemundo) and Jorge Ramos (Mexican, current anchorman for Univision). Fox states 

that Gestoso is "pessimistic about any possible political unity among Hispanics, which 

the anchor sees as muy verde aún (still far from ripe) (emphasis in original) (p. 46). 

Gestoso perceives "jealousies and distrust among hispanos of diverse origins" and a 

"confusion of identity," (p. 46) especially in people of Mexican heritage in Los Angeles: 

 
They've been in this country for twenty years but they still feel Mexican and they 
feel themselves American and they don't define themselves as one or the 
other…In many cases the cultural level is very low, they don't have a clear 
awareness of the vehicle that political participation could be for achieving their 
goals (p. 46). 
   
 

The news anchorman, Jorge Ramos, also thinks more particular identities such as 

Mexican, Puerto Rican and some other nationalities still take precedence for many Latino 

viewers. Fox quotes Ramos as saying the problem is that "Nadie se siente realmente 

hispano (Nobody really feels Hispanic) and that many times "the proclamations of unity 

are fictitious" (p. 46).  Fox concludes that the creation of an image of Hispanic unity 
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emerges not because of "any nationalistic sentiment" on the part of Ramos and Gestoso, 

among other television professionals, but "just because the very nature of the industry 

demands the consolidation of its market" (p. 47).  

Scholars and journalists    

Scholars who have analyzed the history, evolution and performance of the 

Spanish Language television networks are other important actors in the field of Latino 

television. In the previous chapter, I highlighted the contributions of Dávila (2000, 2001, 

2002), Noriega (2000), Rodriguez (1999a), and Subervi-Vélez et al., (1994) who, from a 

cultural and critical perspective, analyzed the role of the Spanish- language television.  

Rodríguez, in particular, provides a detailed account of the historic formations of the 

Spanish-language media and the transformation of the concept “Hispanic audience,” into 

the concept of commercial ethnicity. In this section, I highlight some of the cultural 

tensions that occur among the Hispanic audience, Hispanic marketing and Spanish 

language media, as discussed by Rodriguez (1999a, 1999b, 1999c) and Downing (1992).   

According to Rodriguez (2001, ¶ 4), Univision and Telemundo have been leaders 

in the creation of the Hispanic market, which necessarily implies the idea that Latinos are 

an attractive and visible market segment that needs to be sought after. However, the 

author acknowledges they have not been alone in this enterprise. She argues that a series 

of intersecting developments, such as the census category of Hispanics, the opportunis tic 

logic of the consumer market, the development of narrowcasting and television 

deregulation have been crucial "in the re-creation of Hispanics as a national consumer 

group" (Rodriguez, 1999a, p. 41). For her, the notions of Hispanic market and more 

specifically Hispanic audience are marked by "unresolved tensions about how best to 

conceptualize Latino communities" (p. 42). Rodriguez suggests the commercial 

construction of the Hispanic must be analyzed in the context of the "political, economic 
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and social struggles of the U.S. society and the Latino communities that exist within it, as 

well as the more particularized commercial media sphere" (p. 47). This multidimensional 

vision of the cultural and commercial production of the Hispanic audience includes the 

presence of diverse actors, among which Rodriguez specifically identifies the U.S. born 

Latino media professionals and marketers who "personally celebrate intra-ethnic 

diversity, [but] professionally endorse denationalized, U.S. Latino pan-ethnicity" (p. 50).  

 The notion of 'Hispanics as profitable audiences' is also contained in what Downing 

(1992) defines as the two dominant responses to the Latinos position in the United States 

during the 1980s: 

 
One is the economic, and implies the trouble-free absorption of these minorities into 
the conventional consumerist processes of the American society. This is the Spanish 
language market theme. The second is political, and consists of plans to tame what it 
envisions as the Latinization of the United States, although less narrowly cultural than 
on political grounds (p. 259). [A]ll in all, therefore, Latinos found themselves in the 
1980’s, both an economic and a political target, with community empowerment 
definitively taking a backseat. How did their media fit within this context? (p. 260).  
 

Both analyses are concerned with issues of power relations at the micro, intermediate 

and broad societal levels. They are also concerned with the opposition between dominant 

economic and political power and dominated cultural power. The tensions described by 

these authors are consonant with Bourdieu's (1993b) usage of field as both  ' a state' of 

the power relations among the agents or institutions engaged in cultural and economic 

struggles inside it, and also "a state" of the distribution of capital accumulated as the 

result of previous struggles which orients present and future strategies of action (p. 73 

emphasis in the original).  Rodriguez’ and Downing' statements can also be related to 

Bourdieu's concern for understanding the relationship that any particular field, such as the 

Latino television, has with external forces to it.  
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Latino heritage and American journalists are also key actors in the debate for Latinos’ 

representation in the Spanish- language television. Although the majority of news and 

columns published in print media deal with economic decisions, ratings and 

programming issues, few of these pieces present a comprehensive and critical evaluation 

of the Spanish language networks. Race discrimination in hiring practices and lack of 

space for Mexican American in Univision and Telemundo were the central topics in 

articles published in the Washington Post and New York Times (Fletcher, 2002 and 

Navarro, 2000). Criticism about professional practices and news-making criteria were 

also voiced in articles published in Nieman Reports (Swafford, 1996) and Columbia 

Journalism Review (Paternostro, 1993). Latino activists, academics and media 

representatives were the main sources of these articles.  

Fletcher, a staff writer for the Washington Post, asserts that for many years Latino 

leaders have been dissatisfied with the racial images offered by Univision and 

Telemundo. However, he says, this issue did not have a prominent place in their agendas 

because they "have chosen to focus on increasing opportunities for Latinos on the major 

U.S. television networks and on film" (2002, ¶ 11). Fletcher states that the explosive 

growth of the Spanish- language television is changing this state of things and is breaking 

their reluctance to speak about lack of racial diversity (¶ 12-13). He acknowledges that at 

the same time Latino activists decried American “big-four” networks for the lack of 

presence of Latino characters in prime-time programming, they "quietly seethed at the 

offerings available on Spanish- language television as well as the lack of racial diversity 

on the networks" (¶ 15). He argues that, just as some African-Americans have challenged 

BET (Black Entertainment Television) for programming they call lowbrow and 

stereotypical, Latino activists say "Spanish language television offers too many sexist 

portrayals of women, a mind-numbing array of formulaic telenovelas and, most of all, 
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lack of racial diversity" (¶ 15). Fletcher suggests that this lack of racial diversity "is 

rooted not as much in the attitudes of the programming executives here as it is in the 

racial attitudes that prevail in Latin America" (¶ 29).  He quotes Harry P. Pachon, 

president of the Tomas Rivera Institute saying:   

 
There is a class phenomenon in Latin America where you think of upper and 
upper-middle class being more European, and the black and indigenous 
population being more in poverty (….) And it seems that Spanish- language 
television has taken this to heart (¶ 30).  
 

Navarro (2000), writing for The New York Times, criticizes the entertainment 

program offering for "the fastest-growing television audience in the nation" (¶ 4), the 

"invisibility of dark-skinned Latinos on and off the air" (¶ 6) and "the preponderance of 

imported programming" (¶ 6). Citing viewers’ opinions, Navarro asserts "Many are 

rankled by the dominance of programming from Mexico, Venezuela and elsewhere in 

Latin America that has little to do with the lives of people in this country" (¶ 16). She 

also states that "Critics argue that Spanish television should play a larger role in 

familiarizing immigrants with the American way-of- life and to link Latinos of different 

nationalities" (¶ 16).  Navarro believes Univision and Telemundo viewers "often get a 

dose of old-fashioned sexism, racism and stereotypes" (¶ 23). She says that this is better 

perceived in the stereotyped roles assigned to women, gay men and indigenous and dark-

skinned actors in the novelas and in the class issues portrayed in these programs.  

Paternostro (1993) focuses on the sensationalist tone of prime-time tabloid shows. 

In a chronicle published in the Columbia Journalism Review, she criticizes the networks 

for "concocting a new version of tabloid journalism" (¶ 2) where "Hard Copy meets 

CNN's Headline News, plus salsa--Latin America's magic realism meets the news 

camera" (¶ 2). The writer states that shows such as Univision's Noticias y Más (News and 
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More) and Telemundo's Ocurrió Así (It Happened This Way) 33 "mix news, consumer 

information, virgin apparitions, and teenage suicide pacts"(¶ 2). She argues that although 

these are some of the most popular programs on Spanish- language television, they have 

also faced sharp criticism for the treatment of the stories. Paternostro discusses the case 

of a man that shot and killed his ex-wife in the cemetery, in front of a Telemundo camera, 

during the production of a story about his daughter's suicide (¶ 4) and the network's 

decision to air the entire episode. In her article, the editors of these shows recognize the 

sensationalist slant of the shows and also admit that they include gore (¶ 7 and 8).  

The lack of interest Spanish language media have in environmental issues provides 

Angela Swafford (1996) the grounds to assert that these media, in Miami as well as in the 

whole country "give priority to practically every other issue" (p. 29). She affirms the 

Hispanic community, more particularly those who do not speak English --"live in an 

information desert with respect to the environmental problems that affect their 

neighborhood" (p. 29). For her this is not only a problem of minority communities but of 

environmentalists and the media that "have done little to increase what interest there is" 

(p. 30). The writer argues: 

 
[T]he bottom line for Hispanic media is that, like all media, they are out to make 
money. If their audiences prefer to read, watch or listen to stories about Castro or 
narco-traffickers or Hialeah's mayor, this is what they will get (p. 30).  
 

 
Swafford's concerns for environmental news could also be applied to some other 

realm of public affairs news, such as Latinos’ political participation. The reasons she 

provides for the lack of environmental news-- exile politics and Latino culture-- could 

                                                 
33 These shows have been replaced by Primer Impacto (First Impact), broadcast in Univision since 1994 
and Al Rojo Vivo (Red Hot), initiated by Telemundo in April 2002.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
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also be explored in the case of other news domains that appear minimized in the Hispanic 

media.   

Internet and opinions  
 

The growth of Latino portals and Internet websites in Spanish- language has 

contributed to the generation of a more elaborate but anonymous critique toward the 

contents of the Spanish networks. Univision and Telemundo “cha t rooms” contain a good 

dose of discussion about the programming and the performance of the networks' main 

anchors and celebrities. These forums, moderated by an in- house webmaster, provide 

different evaluations of these television stations as compared to the opinions of other 

television professionals, academics and journalists34 A similar phenomenon occurs with 

the emergence of some websites specially created to criticize the work of Univision and 

Telemundo.35 Without giving full credit to the opinion expressed in these exchanges,36 

                                                 
34  Univision and Telemundo’s forums  can be accessed in these websites : 
http://cristina.univision.com/  (Univision) and 
http://boards.multicity.com/servlet/BoardSubscribe?action=1&boardid=1776729042&sessionlanguage=EN
&hierarchyid=123 (Telemundo). 
 
35 The following is the website for TVChismes.com whose criticism and attacks are primarily targeted to   
Univision, its owners, contents, Mexican and Cuban artists and anchors in general:  
http://www.tvchismes.com/opinan.html 
 
36 I acknowledge that there are ethical and privacy issues involved in this claim. Although I constantly 
access Univision and Telemundo forums, I have not developed a methodological design that allows me to 
handle this information appropriately. The first concern I have here is with Univision’s new requirements 
of requiring personal information from the participants in any of its chat rooms, either on special topics or 
on the most popular programs of its programming. Until 2000, people could have free access, but now it is 
necessary to register and obtain a confirmation as is customary in many list servers. However, in 
Telemundo that access is without restrictions.  My second concern with the use of chatters’ positive or 
negative opinions regarding Laura  and Cristina’s is the issue of computer accessibility. Data from the 
Benton Foundation (2000) and National Information Telecommunication Administration (2000) indicate 
that only 31% of the Hispanic households own a computer, a figure that might divide Hispanics between 
the ones who can express their views and the ones who cannot.  
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the issues addressed there are very much in line with the complaints posed by Dávila 

(2001) and with the criticism voiced by the women interviewed for this dissertation. 

Some of these postings allude to an excessive orientation toward Mexican programming, 

ceaseless telenovela plot repetition, the scanty clothing of some of the female presenters, 

and artists’ and singers' use of the networks as a springboard to access the U.S. Hispanic 

market. However, as one participant accurately puts it, these websites could be more 

constructive than just "criticize only the bad things" (TVChismes, 2001). This call for an 

impartial critique warns me about the frailties of using these sources as part of the Latino 

television field. However, I still think that these messages might help to open an entire 

different line of research where the Latinos could have a more central place in the 

evaluation of the contents targeting them.  

The state of the Latino television field seems to be marked by extreme 

contradictions. On one hand there is a group of Hispanic and American economic 

organizations for whom the monopoly of Latino images is a profitable business and do 

not hesitate in expanding its operations. Latinos as a market is the capital at stake for 

these actors. On there other hand, there are a series of more dispersed actors, endowed 

with different levels of economic and cultural capital who contest the network legitimacy 

to entertain, represent and finally, act on behalf of the people of Hispanic descent. 

Contrary to the attitude of some Latino television executives who question why should 

they "mess with success" (McDaniel, 2002, ¶ 2) and change programming that proves to 

be successful, some journalists and scholars demand more space for Latinos’ diversity 

and more attention to their social positioning in United States' society.  
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The cultural and economic conflicts described in this chapter provide an initial 

evaluation that the Spanish- language television does not seem to have the total control 

and legitimacy to represent Latinos and particularly, the Spanish-dominant Latinos. The 

prospects for the future indicate that this field should face more structural modification 

due to the number of networks (and hence more programming options) and the 

incorporation of American media capital in one of the networks.  

However, contrary to this prediction, there is a programming inertia in the 

networks, particularly in Univision, that will continue to be a motive for discussion. For 

example, the criticism voiced by some interviewees in media articles about an excessive 

emphasis on Mexican-oriented programming will always be a point of debate, so long as 

Televisa remains as Univision's main supplier of programming. Over the past decade, 

Telemundo has attempted with little success to vary the Mexican orientation of the shows 

and present new alternatives to Latino viewers. In 1998 it produced a Spanish language 

version of old American sitcoms such as Charlie's Angels, Who's the Boss? and The 

Dating Game with a vast array of imported actors. In 1999, it introduced Los Beltranes, a 

Latino version of Archie Bunker “featuring a racist, homophobic, Cuban bodega owner in 

Los Angeles, with a Chicano son-in- law and a gay Spaniard neighbor" (Dávila, 2001).  

Between 1998 and 2000, Telemundo presented the family comedy Solo en America 

which was about a Venezuelan single mom, raising two teenage, bilingual and bi-cultural 

daughters in New York City, and their adventures as they make a new life in America. 

More recently, it has aired non-traditional telenovelas imported from Venezuela and 

Colombia and has initiated co-productions with the largest Brazilian television network, 

Globo. Telemundo has also launched a series of court shows such as La Corte del Pueblo 
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(People's Court), La Corte de la familia (Family Court) and  Sala de Parejas (Couple's 

Room) which occasionally includes topics such as hiring practices of undocumented 

workers and women and children’s protection under existing family laws.    

Telemundo's affiliation with NBC provides a new competitive dynamic to the 

Hispanic television market that should be followed attentively. The new owner has 

brought in resources that will allow this network to target Univision's dominance in 

audience share. Telemundo is targeting the younger population and wants to invest 

between $5 million to $10 million in 2003 for new programming (Hall, 2002). James 

McNamara, Telemundo's CEO "looks forward to the day when the bulk of Telemundo's 

programming is original production, rather than acquired material from Mexico, 

Venezuela and Colombia” (¶ 8). However, all these strategies still fall under the market 

logic of conceiving Latinos as consumers and competing for a large slice of the 

representation pie.  

Chapter summary 

The analysis and discussion presented in this chapter attempt to chart some of the 

tensions that currently take place within the Latino television field. Actors endowed with 

different types of capital (economic, social, cultural and symbolic) and located in 

different positions, compete to gain control over the “field's capital,” that is Latinos’ 

representations and the definition of what types of contents should be delivered to them. 

These actors, either marketers, media professionals, academics, activists, journalists or 

general public seem to be prepared to "play the game" in Bourdieu's words (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, pp. 21-22), know the rules, and recognize what is at stake in the field of 

Latino television. Their predisposition to invest in this field indicates that they agree with 
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their antagonists "about what it is that is worth fighting about" (Bourdieu, 1993b, p. 73). 

They are actors interested in generating strategies to maintain or modify the structure of 

the field.  

The conflictive relationship described above fits with one of the main 

characteristics attributed to fields, which says "any field is marked by a tension of 

conflict between the interests of the different groups who struggle to gain control over a 

field's capital" (McNay, 1999, p. 196). Newcomers who try to break barriers and 

challenge the authority of the dominant agents in the field play an important role in this 

tension. The dominant groups, in turn, "will try to defend the monopoly and keep out 

competition" (Bourdieu, 1993b, p. 72). Some of the new actors mentioned in this chapter 

are: the American network NBC, the newly created Spanish networks Telefutura and 

Azteca America, Latino activists who are taking a more challenging stance regarding the 

Latino networks, academics researching in the field, and the audience, particularly, the 

5.5 million Latin American immigrants who arrived in the ‘90s (Thierren & Ramírez, 

2001).  

In the next chapter I present the methodological design for the textual analysis of 

the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en América and the audience study 

conducted among 27 women in Austin, Texas. I also discuss here my stance on 

reflexivity issues and some ethical consideration about the relationship with my 

informants during the research process. 
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Chapter IV 

METHODOLOGY 

 
The study of gender representations in Univision and Telemundo and Latinas' 

evaluations of these portrayals required the formulation of two separate but closely 

related methodologies. In the first part of the chapter, I present the research questions and 

the methodological design for the textual analysis of 11 shows from El Show de Cristina 

and Laura en América. In the second part, I provide the questions and methodological 

design for the in-depth interviews I conducted with 27 Latino women. There, I place 

special emphasis on the informants’ descriptions and on the dynamics of the interview 

process. In the final part of the chapter, I discuss the issues of power and reflexivity that 

permeate the overall research effort. These considerations, crucial in qualitative research, 

can be even more neuralgic in the case of feminist research because the power 

imbalances that sometimes exist between women interviewing women are not always 

completely evident. I acknowledge that differences such as race, class and gender are 

filled with power and complexities that unavoidably affect the relationship between 

researchers and informants. 

Textual Analysis  

Guiding Questions  

(a) What is the definition of the Latino women proposed by El Show de Cristina 

and Laura en América?  

(b) How do these shows represent Latinas in terms of gender, race and class?  



 115 

(c) How do these shows conceptualize Latinas’ role within the family and in 

relation to the Latino male?  

(d) What are Cristina and Laura's views regarding women's problems and 

situations on their shows?  

 

Design 

Five shows from El Show de Cristina and six from Laura en América constitute 

the corpus for the textual ideological analysis. These shows, broadcast between 1998 to 

2001, were selected because their main topic revolved around Latinas' sexuality, 

motherhood and marriage problems. Only one of them had a central focus on racism in 

the Latino community (See Appendix III for a complete listing and dates of the shows). 

These shows were chosen from a universe of 150 shows I watched and taped during the 

past four years. The analysis draws on the literature of ideology and hegemony, as 

discussed in the previous chapter, and follows the four steps delineated by Foss (1996) 

for conducting television ideological analysis:  

 
(1) Formulating a research question and selecting an artifact; (2) selecting a unit 

of analysis; (3) analyzing the artifact, and (4) writing the critical essay. 

As will become evident, this study focuses primarily on the content of the shows 

and on the people, particularly women, who are represented in the shows. External but 

linked variables, such as the presence of the advertising within the shows, are tangentially 

touched upon in this study.  
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Considering that ideology and contradictions are not self-evident in the texts, and 

that ideology is not concentrated, but scattered throughout the structure of the medium, 

the ideological analysis of the shows has been performed in terms of "disunity and 

contradiction" (White, 1984, p. 154). Within the fragmented and heterogeneous nature of 

the television texts, I attempted to highlight moments during the shows where the 

narrative, the visual construction and the dominant ideologies came into conflict. My 

intention was to uncover moments in which the television discourse 'contains' minority or 

'deviated' positions in a process that researchers have called the function of television 

normative discourse (Fiske & Hartley, 1978; White, 1984; Cloud, 1996b).  

The unit of analysis  

 
The unit of analysis is the individual story presented by a panelist in each of these 

eleven shows. Usually the shows contain three to four personal stories, separated by four 

to six commercial breaks that mark the beginning and end of each individual story or 

participation by the panel. The unit of registration is the sentence in each of the selected 

dialogues or interventions performed by the panelists, the host and studio audience within 

the context of a particular story.  

Each of the eleven shows under study was replayed several times in order to find 

discourses that support or contest dominant or alternative ideologies.  Some of the 

original dialogues or verbal exchanges were transcribed for thematic coding. As the tapes 

were replayed, I took notes with the aim of identifying moments of 'naturalization' of the 

dominant ideologies and the strategies used in the talk shows to support the hegemonic 
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ideas. The main focus of these observations was the analysis of how television uses genre 

conventions in telling stories of compliance or ‘abnormality.’  

A set of questions, derived from Foss (1996) and White (1984) procedures to 

analyze ideology in rhetorical artifacts, helped structure the textual analysis. Some of 

these inquiries were (1) what do Cristina and Laura's shows ask the audience to believe, 

understand, feel, or think about women? (2) What arguments are being made in these 

shows and for what reasons? And (3) whose interests are represented in these shows? 

(For the complete list of interrogations, see Appendix II). The analysis of the shows takes 

the form of a critical essay that describes the programs and their social context, defines 

their dominant ideologies and explores the problem of authority in media texts. This 

analysis is the subject matter of the next chapter in which I discuss the intersections of 

race, class and gender in El Show de Cristina and Laura en America.  

The reception study   

 
Guiding questions  

For the audience study, the ‘grand tour questions’ had a broader span and were 

aimed at an understanding of the contextual variables involved in Latinas’ interactions 

with Hispanic TV. In order to understand the connection between Latinas’ self- 

perceptions and Latinas’ portrayals in the media, I inductively asked questions targeting 

different realms of actions, including the private and the collective spheres. The main 

questions for the audience study were:   

(a) How do Latinas perceive themselves in relation to the U.S. society?  

(b)  How do they feel about how other cultural groups classify them?  
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(c)  What is the relevance of Spanish- language television in their lives?  

(d)  What do they think about women’s representations on Hispanic TV in 

general, and in El Show de Cristina and Laura en America in particular?   

Design 

 
A total of twenty- seven women between 22 and 64 years of age, residing in the 

city of Austin, Texas, constitute the reception site of this project. These women were 

interviewed one or more times between Fall1999 and Spring 2002. The group is 

described here in terms of perceived and self-defined class location, ethnicity, nationality 

and marital status. However, as Ang (1996a) warns, these categorizations by no means 

pretend to reduce these women’s identities to demographic categories (p. 49). Similarly, I 

am also very cautious in using them to explain observed differences on television's 

consumption and evaluation patterns between groups defined by these categories (Press 

and Cole, 1999, p.145-146).  

In terms of my perceptions and their self-defined class location, these women can 

be separated into three different groups: working-class (14), middle-class (10) and middle 

to upper-class (3).  The fourteen women who defined themselves as working class, lived 

in low-income neighborhoods or subsidized apartments in the city of Austin, Texas. Most 

of them were employed as unskilled laborers, and their household incomes ranged from 

$14,000 to $27,000 (only one earned more than $30,000). Three were receiving Aid to 

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). In terms of schooling, six women completed 

high school, each in her country of origin. The remainder did not finish elementary or 

high school; one was illiterate.  
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The ten women, who defined themselves as middle, and middle-upper class, lived 

near downtown Austin or in the north part of the city. All had use of a car (or owned a 

car) and some owned a house or were in the process of buying one. Some were in the 

United States accompanying their husbands who worked as engineers in the computer 

industry in Austin or were undertaking doctoral studies at the University of Texas at 

Austin. Without exception, these women completed high school and some had pursued a 

bachelors degree in their countries of origin. One of them was obtaining a master’s 

degree at UT Austin while her husband was finishing a doctorate in the same institution. 

This respondent considered herself as temporarily displaced in terms of class 

classification.  

The three women who defined themselves as middle-upper class, lived in the 

northern (relatively affluent) part of the city and/or had houses valued at more than 

$150,000. One held an executive position with a news organization in Austin, earning 

more than $70,000 a year while another was running her own business and estimated her 

income at more than $85,000. One was not working and her husband's salary for a 

computer company was in excess of $80,000 a year. Two of these women had bachelor 

degrees and one had a doctoral degree.  

In terms of nationality, ethnicity and marital status, the group can be distributed as 

follows: Nine of them were U.S. – born, while the rest were immigrants, temporary 

residents or recently nationalized Americans. Seven were Mexicans, seven were 

Mexican-American, three were Cubans, two were Argentineans, two were Chileans, one 

was Puerto Rican-American, one was Peruvian, one was Ecuadorian, one was 

Salvadorian, one was a Spaniard and one was Guatemalan. With the exception of three 

interviewees, all of the women had children and lived in a family setting, as either 

married or single parents. Most of them can be considered "family women," as defined by 
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Reay (1995d, 1996b) and Cotterill (1992). In terms of permanence in this country, the 

immigrant or temporary resident women (18 respondents) have stayed in the United 

States between 3 to 20 years.  

The Latino women included in this study lived in a demographic context where 

Latinos represent a significant portion of the wider (larger) population. In a population of 

over 20 million in Texas, there are about 6.7 million Hispanics, and of these, 5 million 

are of Mexican origin (Bahadur, 2001, p. A15). Travis County, where the city of Austin 

is located, has a population of 812,280 that includes 229,048 Hispanics (Census 2000, 

cited in Bureau of Business Research On Line, 2001). Although prosperity studies 

indicate this city “tops in prosperity in the 90’s” with a median income of $48,950 

(Alford, 2002), working-class residents tell a different story; a story that speaks of an 

economic divide that mainly affects Hispanics and African-Americans (Rojas, 

Straubhaar, Roychowdhury and Okur, 2003 in press). Two out of three private jobs 

created in the 1990s paid wages below the city’s average. These jobs, such as 

construction and domestic services, drew heavily on minority migrants from rural areas 

and from Mexico. One-third of the Austin work force must subsist on a weekly income of 

$350 or less (Holstein, 2000). This is particularly true of the minority populations 

concentrated in East Austin, the place of residency for most of the low-income women 

interviewed in this study.  

The study was limited to women, because as noted in the theoretical framework, 

there is no information about how Latinas interpret Spanish- language popular culture or 

about how they negotiate gender representations available on the main Hispanic 

television networks. The criterion was to interview women who frequently watched 

Spanish language television and who were familiar with the talk shows El Show de 

Cristina and Laura en América. Being a fluent Spanish speaker was not a requirement for 



 121 

this study. Although half the women could switch between English and Spanish, with 

different levels of fluency, only three interviews were completed in English. 

For this project, I located women through different methods- direct invitation, 

snowball  from a previous informant, acquaintances, or participants in previous research 

projects.37 Four women were contacted through a digital divide project, developed by the 

Radio-Television-Film department of The University of Texas in 1999.  Four were 

acquaintances at the university housing community where I lived for over a period of 

three years. Four were contacted as a result of my work as an enumerator for the Census 

2000.  Five were contacted through previous interviewees. Four were contacted through 

acquaintances, such as the manager of a low-income apartment complex who led me to 

one respondent and this one, in turn, to three others. Another two informants were 

contacted through an invitation that was posted on an electronic mailing list for 

professional Latinas. A final participant was directly invited to take part in the study 

during a parent-teachers’ meeting session at a nearby high school. For the purpose of data 

triangulation, I also interviewed two Chilean graduate students from my academic 

institution. Triangulation is considered here not a tool for data validation but a valuable 

alternative for validation. It is a research strategy that combines multiple methodologies, 

diverse perspectives of analysis and various researchers in a single study with the purpose 

of adding rigor and depth to the investigation. According to Lindlof (1995), it involves "a 

comparative assessment of more than one form of evidence about an object of inquiry" 

(p. 239). Triangulation allows the researcher to confront major assertions in the study and 

also helps him/her to put his/her subjective role into context. Researchers can triangulate 

data through multiple sources, theories, methods, investigators and even through the use 

                                                 
37 This approach is common in qualitative reception studies. For example Press (1991), Press & Cole 
(1999) and Shattuc (1997) contacted their women through ads in the newspaper (snowball methodology) or 
in a hospital waiting room.  
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of interdisciplinary checks and comparisons (Lindolf, 1995, p. 239; Janesick, 1994, p. 

214). Triangulation is even more crucial in feminist research because it "expresses the 

commitment to thoroughness, the desire to be open ended…to take risks…to link 

individual behavior with social frameworks [and to be] able to illuminate previously 

unexamined or misunderstood experiences" (Reinharz, 1992, p. 197).  

My interviews with these women lasted between 1 hour and a half to 3 hours, and 

in some cases we met for a second or third time, depending on the particular situation of 

each informant and the interest in continuing the conversation. With three exceptions, all 

the interviews were conducted in the woman’s home, as “a natural setting for women’s 

conversation and discussions” (Press & Cole, 1999; Reay, 1997). I met with two 

informants in a public café, and with another at a McDonald’s facility at her request. 

During the interviews, depending on the respondents' time constraints--and the 

availability of VCR in their homes--we watched taped segments or complete programs 

from the eleven talk shows included in the study. Altogether, I watched television with 16 

women and those interviews lasted for about three hours. 

Although some time availability and scheduling difficulties arose, respondents 

evidenced a genuine interest in participating in the study and there was no rejection or 

cancellation of scheduled meetings. All the women were informed about the purpose of 

the study, signed informed consent forms for the interview, and were promised 

anonymity. In almost half of the cases, they chose their own aliases. 

Even though my original intention was to conduct only individual interviews, I 

could not resist the enthusiasm of one of my Mexican-American participants who invited 

her classmate and friend of 40 years and her classmate's daughter to our breakfast 

meeting. The encounter, which lasted for almost four hours, proved to be warm, rich and 

fluid, and gave a different perspective to the study. It provided the opportunity to 
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examine women’s discourse as it occurs in a collective context where “groups consist of 

friends, not strangers” (Press & Cole, 1999, p. 149). The same procedure was used in the 

interviews held with the two graduate students who helped me to triangulate my program 

analysis categories.  

I began all the interviews with a brief conversation about how these women 

came to live in Austin, their personal and family backgrounds, their education and their 

job experiences, among other issues.  I then moved on to the self-definitions, where I 

asked them to express how they saw themselves in multicultural America, and what they 

perceived regarding how others may classify them, and Latinas in general. Finally, I 

asked them about their television consumption, their evaluation of Univision and 

Telemundo and their opinion of the talk shows under study.   

All the women were asked basically the same set of ‘grand tour questions’ as 

indicated at the beginning of this chapter. According to the specific direction of the 

interview, some other questions were added or subtracted during the meetings (See the 

detailed set of the open-ended questions used in the interviews in Appendix IV, Interview 

Protocol). The ‘grand tour questions’ targeting both respondents’ private and collective 

sphere, were aimed at gathering contextual data to understand Latinas’ relationship with 

Hispanic TV.  

Categories 

All the interviews were tape-recorded for transcription and later coded 

thematically through a manual procedure (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Coffey and 

Atkinson, 1996).38 Respondents’ data were assigned to a few initial tentative categories 

determined by the “grand tour questions” and the Interview Protocol. However, as Fine 

and Weiss (1998) put it, the data "have to speak" to each category, in order to set them up 

                                                 
38 I have retained the transcripts of the original interviews in Spanish (24) and English (3).  
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as such. Thus, through a continuous reading and re-reading of the transcripts, the 

categories were readjusted and rechecked when new data or emergent patterns fit old 

categories, or when a new category would best explain the data. What is important in this 

process is to respect the emergence of patterns from the data, rather than forcing 

predetermined categories from outside the text. In some cases, some interview segments 

were double-coded if their contents pertained to more than one category, e.g. “Latina’s 

image” or “Latina’s sexuality.”   

Triangulation 

Different triangulation strategies were applied to women's discourses and also to 

the analysis of the selected talk shows in order to reduce the threats to internal validity, as 

discussed by Lindlof (1994) and Woolcot (1995). As noted earlier, triangulation involves 

a comparison between one or more sources of evidence in relation to an object of inquiry. 

Apart from using different methodologies and counting on the assistance of other 

graduate students, I re- interviewed participants when I needed additional information or I 

wanted to crosscheck some respondents' statements.   

In the interpretation and writing stages of the study, I counted on the assistance of 

five graduate students who helped me with different analytical and translation tasks. I 

required the assistance of a Costa Rican doctoral student from the communication field to 

refine the categories emerging from the women's transcripts. This same analyst also 

assisted me with the review of some shows' tapes and an initial reading of the shows' 

textual analysis. Two other Chilean graduate students, majoring in communication and 

Latin American studies, respectively, helped me triangulate the categories of analysis 

developed for the selected talk shows. Notes and transcripts of a four-hour session, where 

they reviewed videos and answered a topic guide, can qualify as peer examination for the 

textual analysis presented in the next chapter. Additionally, I counted on the assistance of 
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two bilingual (Spanish and English) speakers who helped me with translations and 

proofreading of women's selected statements.  

The use of bilingual translators in this project is based on the imperative need to 

preserve the essence of women's statements and wording in the English language as 

closely as they expressed them in Spanish. I acknowledge limitations in my linguistic 

competency to properly translate colloquial and slang expression in the Spanish language 

into the English language. It is far from my intention to censor, edit or beautify those 

expressions in order to make them fit into academic jargon. As was mentioned in the 

introduction of this study, translation is one of the main dilemmas I have encountered. I 

feel that I am not only portraying "others" but also that the majority of my respondents 

are speaking through my own translated words. Thus, the student-translators helped me 

recheck the reliability of my translations, provided me with their own translations and 

brought valuable insights into the meanings conveyed in the women's narratives.  

Writing on hybrid voices 

The data gathered in these 27 interviews speak of commonalities and differences. 

I attempt to portray both types of stories in my writing. Sometimes women's stories 

interweave and the categories of difference such as poor, working class or middle class, 

Cuban or Mexican became “fluid, with shifting boundaries,” (as happened to Fine and 

Weis (1998) in their portrayals of working class people in the The Unknown City). 

Sometimes my respondents had a common story, a general story that spoke of exclusion 

and racism. Occasionally, they had a particular story of gender oppression or of frustrated 

leadership that no other woman in this study shares. I want to credit those unique 

characteristics in my writing, too. The respondents in this study watch television from 

different social locations influenced by the fields in which they participate. They also 

have different linguistic competency to express their views. I want to account for the 
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informants’ diverse experiences and provide a space for all these voices, even if some of 

them appear shy, hesitant, or lack adequate expression.   

The women’s responses have helped me to create a text where my authorial voice 

is both muted and clear. It is muted in that I let the women speak for themselves, while I 

reproduce large segments of interviews. I do this purposely because I engaged in this 

project with the desire to have Latinas’ voices surface in the context of an unknown 

Latino audience. Thus, Mexican, Mexican-American, Cuban, Argentinean and Chilean 

Latinas, among others, can talk about and can talk back to Latino television networks if 

they desire. Although I acknowledge that inevitably their voices are organized through 

my own theoretical filters, I have no other alternative than to face that fact but try to act 

reflexively and tactfully.  

My authorial voice is clear in that I am not afraid of expressing my 

disenchantment with the role Spanish- language television plays in U.S. popular culture. I 

consider that the networks miss an opportunity to politically and socially empower 

Latinos. My disillusionment is accompanied by my search for a change, for the 

generation of alternative productions that can empower Latinos.  So as you read my 

discontent and my hopes of change in the programming of Univision and Telemundo, 

you are hearing my voice. But you are also reading collective discontent as I weave the 

‘me’ with the ‘we’ in this text.   

Reflecting on Power issues  

Decades of qualitative research in anthropology, and more recently in cultural 

studies, have taught us that when we talk to informants there is always a possibility to 

face problems or risk someone’s integrity. Given the openness of the qualitative 

approach, both the researchers and the informants might become affected during or after 

the research process. Issues of harm, consent, deception, privacy and confidentiality of 
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the data are some of the main ethical dilemmas of field studies (Alcoff, 1991; Allen, 

1997; Fine, 1993;  Foley, 1998; Jackson, 1987; Lindlof, 1995; Punch, 1994; Woolcot, 

1995). However, these dilemmas altogether with the methodological and political issues 

that gravitate in cultural research, should not inhibit the research enterprise but strengthen 

it. A continuous reflection about the possible problems that one could face during every 

stage of the research is the main tool to empower qualitative studies.  

Together with having a constant concern for my respondents’ integrity, I also 

devoted a thorough consideration to the problems of power imbalance during the 

interview process, my personal interaction with my respondents and the setting in which 

most of the interviews took place (usually the home of the informants). My comments on 

this last aspect are presented in chapter VI, Audience Analysis. 

Although at first impulse I could classify all my interviews as friendly 

conversations, there is a large body of literature, particularly the feminist critique, which 

prevents me from falling into the trap of oversimplification. During the last two decades, 

feminist researchers have arduously debated the elements of power, exploitation and 

betrayal that are present in the ethnographic work, and especially in the relationship 

between researchers and informants (Cotteril, 1992; Scanlon, 1993; Stacey, 1988, 1991; 

Wheatley, 1994a, 1994b & Wolf, D., 1993).  Accusations of colonialism, ethnocentrism, 

racism and imperialism have been launched against anthropologists' representations of 

the 'Others.' Some feminist anthropologists have even asserted "It is impossible to be 

'politically correct…[because] the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion …are played out 

on multiple and shifting fronts" (Bordo (1990), cited in Wolf, 1992, p. 13). No matter 

how careful researchers are, it seems they have to be prepared to be the "resented other to 

the 'objects' of [their] studies" (Wolf, M., 1992, p. 13). The intensity of this 
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anthropological debate serves to deconstruct my own experience with my informants and 

to locate myself within this study.  

 From the moment I contacted my informants, I tried not to ‘seduce’ them with 

promises that I could not fulfill with this project (Woolcot, 1995, p. 34). Also, I tried to 

avoid posing as their ‘friend’ or as a ‘distant stranger.’ The most I could aspire was to try 

to build enough familiarity to enable me to access them and hold their trust. My location 

in the field fell somewhere between Denise Segura's (1989) ‘interviewer as a friend’ and 

Mary Zimmerman's (1977) ‘interviewer as a stranger.’  My intention was to become Sara 

Evan's (1979) ‘knowledgeable stranger’ or Cotteril's (1992) ‘friendly stranger.’  

As a researcher, I could not expect that every interview was going to be a 

“transition to friendship" (Cotteril, 1992, p. 596). I could not assume that women needed 

an understanding listener, because they supposedly had their own circle of friends and 

confidants, and because a position like that would have a limited status in the 

respondents' lives. A position as a ‘friendly stranger,’ unlike a friend, does not exercise 

social control over the respondents because the relationship exists for the purpose of the 

research and is terminated when the interviews are completed. Indeed, respondents may 

feel more comfortable talking to a ‘friendly stranger’ because it allows them to exercise 

some control over the relationship. These stances question the views of some feminist 

researchers who believe that the female interviewer should invest her own personal 

identity in the interview process and encourage intimacy, reciprocity and rapport with her 

respondents (Finch, 1984; Oakley, 1981). Arguably, a perspective like this one assumes 

that a greater openness will undoubtedly generate non-hierarchical relationships and 

possibly long-term friendships.  

The type of interview I developed was an effort to be respectful of women's 

abilities, tactful regarding their family situations, and considerate of their time and needs. 
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Openness and engagement were two concepts at work in these encounters, but contrary to 

Oakley's (1981) suggestion, I did not strive for intimacy nor push the "feminist ethic of 

egalitarianism" (p. 27). This should not be interpreted as subscription to an "ethic of 

detachment" (p. 27) on my part, or an intentional accentuation of differences between my 

informants and me. On the contrary, my friendly/distant approach indicates my 

awareness of the dangers of establishing unbalanced friendships that are going to be 

discontinued when the study is over. I am conscious of the risks of intervening in 

women's lives, showing them different alternatives or life perspectives, and then 

abandoning them because the project fulfills my own needs and requirements, and not 

theirs.  

Additionally, I consider that excessive intimacy or a high degree of researcher's 

self--disclosure can increase the researcher’s vulnerability to criticism, both for what is 

revealed and for the very act of self-disclosure. Truly, some of my self-disclosures helped 

to enrich the dialogue, but I question how they could have initiated a "true dialogue" by 

allowing the participants to become "co-researchers," as Bristow & Esper (1988) suggest 

(cited in Reinharz, 1992, p. 33).  I do not want to sound too elitist, pessimistic or have a 

dim view about doing feminist qualitative research, but I think that we cannot celebrate 

women's participation in research projects on equal footing with the researcher position. 

We cannot assume that by just promoting more intimacy we are going to "earn the bonds 

of sisterhood" (Reinharz, 1992, p. 65) with our informants. The fact that women can 

share experiences as a result of gender commonalties does not eliminate other structural 

barriers such as status, class, race, and ethnicity that are always at work during women's 

encounters. During the interview and interpretation processes I continually wondered 

how many of my respondents answered my questions or presented a critique they thought 

would please me. A constant reflexivity over the categories of difference -- gender, race, 
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class and ethnicity – should help me to understand the difficulties involved in achieving 

more honest exchanges between female researchers and female respondents.  

The fact that I have known seven of my informants for several years and I have 

had repeated interviews with some of them does not provide me with the grounds to 

claim that we are friends. I feel closer to some of them because I lived in the same 

student housing community. With others, I have enjoyed spontaneous invitations to eat 

and talk, because I know that food rejection in the Latino cultural milieu might be viewed 

with distrust and a sense of distance (Press & Cole, 1999).  

From my perspective, some of these friendly gestures are framed within a sense of 

respect and hospitality that cannot be circumscribed as friendship. I follow here Cotterill's 

(1992) suggestions that it is necessary to distinguish between friendship and friendliness 

and not feel that the research relationship has somehow failed if I do not attain the first 

(p. 595). That is why I prefer to use the term 'friendly stranger' to describe my personal 

situation during the interview process. In this position, I can still consider myself as a 

"learner" and as a "listener" rather than a "researcher." As Reinharz (1992) explains it, 

"the respectful distance is supposed to avoid the danger that the researcher will "go 

native" or identify with the people being studied (p. 67).  

As a 'friendly stranger' I do not necessarily hold all the power during the interview 

process. Some feminist scholars have theorized that the power balance seems to shift 

between the 'researcher' and the 'researched,' generating different degrees of vulnerability 

on each end. Cotterill (1992) asserts that "even in circumstances where the respondent is 

extremely vulnerable, this can also affect the researcher so that she feels vulnerable, too" 

(p. 601). An example of my vulnerability has to do with interviewing family women who, 

for various authors, are extremely difficult to recruit (Cotterill, 1992; Reay, 1997). Thus, 

in some way, the research project totally depended on my respondents, because no matter 
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how interested and friendly they were, I could not expect them to be as committed to the 

research as I was. I acknowledge my vulnerability in gathering women's opinions and my 

efforts to sustain a level of commitment in my respondents that allowed me to go beyond 

the research questions. However, as discussed previously, this vulnerability shifts to their 

side when I handle and process their discourses.  

The deconstruction of power issues during the interview process should provide 

me with a better grasp of these "imbalances," and should help me to write "vulnerably" in 

Behar's (1996) terms. I wish to present my informants' voices as honestly and respectfully 

as possible, and I want them to be able to read my analysis, and contest the 

representations, if they so desire.39  In the context of this study, vulnerability means 

interest and concern for others’ lives. It also means a complete consideration of their 

opinions and an accurate use of their original statements in the wording and language 

they employed. Vulnerability does not mean personal disclosures for the sake of them. 

Informants’ and researchers' personal disclosures need to be essential to the arguments. 

They need to advance the research to a stage that could not be attained in any other way. 

Chapter summary  

 
In this chapter I have presented the guiding questions and the methodological 

design for the textual analysis of eleven shows and for the aud ience study performed 

through 27 in-depth interviews. The two designs presented here will be fully developed in 

the following chapters. A call for personal reflexivity, that includes a self-awareness of 

my role as a researcher, my performance in the research setting and my interactions with 

                                                 
39 Douglas Foley (1995) circulated a manuscript of his ethnography on the Mesquaki Indians among 
members of this cultural community. The Mesquakis live in settlements, 40 miles from the little town of 
Tama in Iowa. Foley included some of the informants' reactions --negative and positive--to his 
representations of people and events. See The Heartland Chronicle, published in 1995 by the University of 
Pennsylvania Press.  
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the respondents, constitute the main focus of the final part of this chapter. In the 

following chapter, Program Analysis, I present a critical essay of the talk shows El Show 

de Cristina and Laura en América. Using the discussion on hegemony, feminism and 

some elements of Bourdieu’s theory, I analyze the intersections of gender, race and class 

in these programs. 
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Chapter V 

PROGRAM ANALYSIS  

 

Gender, ethnicity and class in El Show de Cristina and Laura en América 

 

This chapter explores the underlying ideological structures that sustain women's 

representations in the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura in América. In the first 

part of the chapter I locate these shows within the context of Univision and Telemundo's 

general programming and the Latino media scholarship. The second part presents a 

critical analysis of eleven shows 40 whose central topic touched upon women's sexuality, 

motherhood, marriage and couples in conflict. In this section I explore in detail Laura 

and Cristina's41 use of authority mechanisms in the production of their shows.   

Three ideological ethe 42 structure the overall analysis of the television discourse: 

therapeutic, patriarchal and pan-ethnic. The first two ethe are based on previous 

ideological analyses developed for the talk shows Oprah Winfrey, Sally Jessy Raphael 

(Peck, 1994; 1995) and Donahue (Lupton, 1994). The third ethos emerges from the work 

of Latino scholars who strongly contest the use of Latino pan-ethnicity concept to define 

U.S. Latina/os (Dávila, 2001; DeSipio, 1996 and Oboler, 1996).  

Theoretically, the analysis is supported by Latino media studies, ideological 

criticism, feminist cultural studies, and Pierre Bourdieu's theorizations about the 
                                                 
40 As part of the project, I have taped and watched over 100 hours of El Show de Cristina during the years 
1998-2002 and 50 hours for Laura en America  between 2001-2002.   
 
41 I will use interchangeably the full name of the program and the first name of the hostess in italics to refer 
to the shows or to their television persona. I use their first and last name together to refer to the “real" 
persons.  
 
42 Plural for the Greek word ethos. 
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relationship between language and symbolic power. The latter theoretical framework 

helps to contextualize the problem of power and symbolic violence in the production and 

diffusion of cultural products (Bourdieu, 1991; 1998).   

 

Talk shows in Latino Television  

Spanish language talk shows are in the midst of dynamic growth that resembles 

the explosive impact this genre made on American television, at the beginning of the 

1990s, when they surpassed soap opera's popularity (Fishoff, 1995, cited in Gregory, 

2000, p. 17).  For more than a decade, Cristina's show-- a hybrid between talk show, 

celebrity talk and news talk—dominated Univision's TV screens with two daily 

presentations, a high rating and virtually no competition. Show producers estimated their 

audience at 6 million viewers within the United States and 100 million in the total group 

of Spanish speaking countries (Cristina Online, 1998; Baxter, 1998). Over the past two 

years, another seven shows have emerged, disrupting the daytime terrain of variety shows 

and imported telenovelas, which for decades have enjoyed programming supremacy.  

However, from the production point of view, there is an immense difference with 

American talk shows because most of the Hispanic talk shows, as well as much of the 

networks programming, are produced outside the U.S. borders, by foreign television 

networks which hold economic interests in Univision and Telemundo. Televisa (Mexico), 

Venevision (Venezuela), Globo (Brazil) and America Television (Peru), produce these 

programs for local and global Latino audiences.  

As the Hispanic networks have incorporated more talk shows, the share of the 

audience also has changed. El Show de Cristina begun to lose ratings in 2000, a situation 

that prompted Univision to change the time the show aired and to incorporate more 

sexualized elements in it. Neither an increase in audacious topics, which Cristina claimed 
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were based on her audience's tastes and demands43, nor the higher participation of 

Latina/o celebrities on the show saved her program from its cancellation at the end of 

2001.   

The higher ratio of body display/nudity did not go unnoticed by the Latino 

audience, as monitoring of Univision and Telemundo’s online chat rooms and the women 

interviewed for this study confirm it.  However, an increase in nudity, eithe r feminine or 

masculine, can be seen throughout the whole networks’ programming--from the novelas 

to the variety shows and even the soft news programs-- in what is simultaneously a war 

for ratings and for attracting more American advertisers (Associated Press Online, 2002). 

Holloway (2002) supports this point when she asserts that in a good deal of Spanish-

language TV, especially in prime time shows, "sexy- looking women with lots of cleavage 

are the norm" (p. K10).  

Changes in Cristina's show seem to be related to the increased popularity of the 

Peruvian talk show Laura en América, produced in Lima since 1998, and broadcast twice 

a day by Telemundo since the end of 2000. This show eclipsed Cristina's formerly high 

ratings on the main Hispanic markets of Los Angeles, New York, Chicago and even 

Miami, where Cristina's production headquarters are located (Telemundo, 2001a).  

Laura Bozzo, a woman in her forties, is the hostess of Laura en América. This 

polemical Peruvian lawyer shares some personality traits with Cristina Saralegui, a 55-

year-old Cuban-born journalist, who presides over El Show de Cristina. Both are 

professionals, have social and political agency in their respective contexts, proclaim to 

work for the betterment and empowerment of Latinos, come from wealthy immigrant 

families (Italian and Cuban, respectively) and bleach their hair blonde. This last element 

                                                 
43 At the end of the show Controversial Panelists, May 27, 2002, Cristina explained to her  audience that 
she is not crazy and that all the audacious topics she presents are based on people' requests, because it is 
"something you really like." 
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markedly contrasts with the body features and skin color of the panelists and studio 

audiences of their shows.  

El Show de Cristina, replaced today by an archival edition titled Clásicos de 

Cristina, and Laura en América co-exist in a television universe, heavily inhabited by a 

majority of light-skinned and blonde immigrant hostesses and models. A "rigid racial 

hierarchy that holds sway on Spanish- language television,” as Malin Falun, a Hispanic 

radio personality from New York describes it (Fletcher, 2000, p A1).  

 Telemundo has recently incorporated into its programming Maritere's talk show, 

conducted by another light-skinned Peruvian hostess. Univision, in turn, has given a new 

boost to Marta Susana's show--produced by Venevision-- an Argentinean, blonde and 

mature woman who somehow has occupied the empty space left by Cristina during the 

daytime schedule. However, in a move that seems to contradict this pattern, this same 

network presents on a midnight schedule a controversial Mexican talk show, Hasta en las 

mejores familias, (Even in the best families) conducted by a mestizo woman. Carmen 

Salinas, the host of this show, presents family and couples' problems, but the main 

emphasis of her show is on el barrio (neighborhood) and social problems of Mexican 

society.  

A paradox marks Cristina's cancellation since her television persona has managed 

to stay on Univision's screens over a decade, and many media products bear her hallmark. 

Saralegui retained her weekly show, Cristina Edición Especial, an interview program 

where she mainly talks to arts and entertainment Hispanic celebrities (a chat show as 

defined by Munson, 1993). And, from her original talk show, El Show de Cristina, she 

created for syndication two 'repackaged' shows that are reruns of old material, with 

different objectives (and targets), Los Archivos de Cristina and Clásicos de Cristina. The 

first one portrays exclusively Latino artists and singers’ personal stories. The second one 
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retains the essence of a traditional talk show by presenting ordinary citizens talking about 

family problems and sexuality in any of its physical expressions.  

Shows from the original version of El Show de Cristina, for the years 1998-2001, 

including one rerun presented during spring 2002, provide the material for this study. In 

Laura's case, due to the shorter period of broadcasting, the project considers only 

programs from the years 2001-2002. 

 

Re-appropriation of the genre on Hispanic TV 

The world of Hispanic talk shows is mainly feminine, therapeutic and limited to 

the context of the family. The shows essentially appeal to women and almost always 

involve, as the subject of study, individual panelists' psyche with the intention of 

correcting a 'dysfunction' (Greenspan, 1985, p. 11 cited in Peck, 1995, p. 60). Topics are 

rarely connected to larger spheres such as the neighborhood, the community or the 

society in general.  

As on American talk shows, problems are imported from the external social world 

to the individual's internal world, where they end up being decontextualized and 

converted into conversation topics (Abt and Mustazza, 1997; Gamson, 1998; Priest, 

1995; Peck, 1995; Shattuc, 1997).  The structural variables, which could have intervened 

with the generation of the problems, are left out and the audience is deprived from 

information to better evaluate the situation. Personal problems are transformed into 

public stories that are told in forcefully narrow contexts of time as well as format. The 

structure and the narrative of the shows are more important than the stories themselves. 

The predominance of appearances that define the society of the spectacle (Debord, 1994) 

seems to have the most concrete expression in these television practices. The "spectacle" 

is able to obscure the real economic roots of the social and personal problems. 
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Participants on the shows must follow the genre's formula and take on a specific role, of 

being the good or the bad guy. In this staged spectacle, then, it becomes clear from the 

very beginning of the programs, which is the panelist who needs a 'cure' or a 'television 

treatment' and who is the one who conforms to the expected behaviors. 

Hispanic talk shows' topics, formats and hosts' performance styles bear some 

resemblance with the organization and presentation of the American day time talk shows:   

Montel Williams, Jerry Springer, Sally, Maury, Ricki Lake, Howard Stern, Oprah 

Winfrey and Rosie O'Donnell. Gregori (2000) developed a thematic categorization for 

these American talk shows that can also be applied to the Hispanic shows (see illustration 

1 below). The main bulk of Laura's shows fall into the categories 'domestic' and 'love and 

sex,' while Cristina's shows can fit in any other category.  

Illustration 1  
 

Ambush 
 

• Emotionally incendiary  
Topics, confrontational matchups      

• Titillating disclosures 

 

 
Love and Sex 
 
• Sex, lies and true confessions 
• Pregnancy and sexual abuse 
• Love triangles 
• Marriage and married life 

 
Domestic 
 
• Domestic violence: children 
• Men who treat women badly or vice versa 
 

 

 
Dysfunctionality 
 
• Subliminal desires 
• Gender and nonconformity 
• Perverse taste 
• Constant, intensified novelty and reality 
• Multiple personality 
 

 
Personal failures 
 
• Personal or marital failure 
• Debasement of the human condition 

 
Relationships  
 
• Painful relationship problems 
• Infidelity 
• Disloyalty between friends, sister, family, etc. 
 

 

Note. From A genre based approach to daytime talk on television  (p. 18), by C. Gregori, 2000, Monographs 
(1), Studies in English Language and Linguistics. Lengua Inglesa, Valencia, Spain: Universitat de 
Valencia. Copyright 2000 by C. Gregori. Reprinted with permission.  
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The most criticized elements of American talk shows--pseudo- intimacy, dramatic 

confession and moral judgment—(see Abt & Mustazza, 1997; Munson, 1993), are also 

part of the discursive strategies used by Cristina, Laura and the rest of the Hispanic talk 

shows. However, the intense cultural critique performed by the popular press and 

American academia on Oprah Winfrey, Donahue and Geraldo 's talk shows, among 

others, do not have counterparts in the case of Spanish language television in the United 

States. Cristina has been a research object for only few researchers (Dávila, 2001, Calles, 

2000 & Ben Amor, 1998). The criticism of her program, and more recently of Laura's 

show, takes place on the Internet, particularly in the forums (foros) for these shows. 

Univision's personnel moderate Cristina's forum, whereas an Internet provider 

(http://boards.multicity.com) supports Laura's foro on Telemundo's main page. 44 An 

observation of the message posted on February 7, 2003 in Cristina's forum indicates that 

there were more participant criticizing her Monday show (Los Lunes de Cristina) than 

members defending it. One of the main complain was that the quality of the program has 

worsened over the years and that Cristina should go back to the "old times" when she 

used to present real cases. One member indicates that" her shows are of bad taste" and 

that "she excuses in that she wants to educate the public." The same participant questions 

"What public is she going to educate with the type of things she presents?" Other member 

directly invited her to "devote to other businesses" and "abandon the program as other 

have done it [other talk show's host] or give a new direction to the program as Oprah did 

it." Some others called on the producers "to improve the presentation of these shows and 

                                                 
44 See URL's for both programs on Chapter IV. Some of the titles of the messages in Cristina's forum for 
February 7, 2003 were:"I really like Cristina, but I think it is the worst Televisa program"  (Me cae bien 
Cristina pero  la verdad pienso que es el peor programa de Televisa), "Out with Cristina on Mondays" 
(Fuera con Cristina los lunes), "Out with Cristina's show " (Fuera con El Show de Cristina), "If people are 
waiting for a TV program to educate them …they can wait on the sofa for the miracle to come."  
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rescue the positive aspects of Hispanics." Finally, some others were more skeptical about 

any change and considered that the list's members are wasting their time repeating the 

same things over and over, because Univision "it is not going to do anything." The topics 

posted on Laura's forum on the same day (020703) focused on her arrest in Peru and on 

the way she treats poor people participating in the program. The question, Who can tell 

me that Laura is a piece of trash? posted by a participant sometime in 2002 still generates 

a heated debate in the list. The few defendants indicate that Laura's critics are "full of 

hatred" and that "she really saves the lives of thousand of sick families and abandoned 

children." They see her as a key person in Peru. Her detractors assert that she is a 

"trash/junk" because "she mistreats and humiliates humble people that go to the program 

out of need knowing what is there for them." One member listed ten reasons to support 

that Laura is trash. He or she refers to her economic interest, her abusive relation with the 

participants, her promotion of violence, the lack of educational topics, the veracity of the 

stories and the payments to the panelists, the truncated taping of the panelists and her 

vulgar behavior as a host. This member also predicts Laura will be remembered as "the 

porno-misery queen" and for having "the worst program of Peruvian television." 

 Furthermore, as it was mentioned in the introduction of this study, mainstream 

American and Spanish language press seem to have a non- intervention policy regarding 

Univision and Telemundo's programming. Articles about the contents of the shows are in 

general descriptive, and only sporadically contain a shaper critique. Mireya Navarro, staff 

writer for the New York Times, is an exception to the rule. In 2000 she posted on the 

Times a critical evaluation of the Spanish television programming arguing that 

“Univision and Telemundo viewers often get a dose of old fashioned sexism, racism and 

stereotypes” (¶ 23). The reporter also asked in the title of her article, “Where are the 

Americans” in the Spanish television? (¶ 1) 
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The scarce and dispersed critique against El Show de Cristina not only targets 

morality issues and the topics' absurdity, but also addresses the problem of ethnic 

misrepresentation. Added to the accusations that she discusses issues that are taboos in 

many Latino homes, there are the complaints of some specific Latino groups. Activist 

from the Dominican Republic community living in New York criticized El Show de 

Cristina in 1998 "for oversexualizing and rid iculing Dominicans and 'staining' their 

image through what they regarded as its selection of 'chusma Dominicana'  (lowlifes) as 

guests for the show" (Atanay, 1998, cited in Dávila, 2001, p. 170). A similar critique has 

been raised by Puerto Rican residents who perceived Cristina and other Univision's 

programs as foreign products with a morality and sexuality treatment that "spoils the 

values of the Latino community" (p. 164).  

On the other hand, Laura Bozzo, today at the pinnacle of her success on 

Telemundo, apparently has not yet received criticism from U.S. mainstream media as 

compared with the critique of the press in her home country (Chauvin, 2000; Torres, 

2001). Bozzo has been strongly criticized for the violence showcased in her shows and 

for her association with the former Peruvian President Alberto Fujimori (who resigned 

while in exile), and the intelligence director of his regime who is currently in prison. She 

has been in house arrest since July 2002 in a corruption case where she is accused of 

accepting bribes. This issue has damaged her popularity in Peru, but not her success in 

the United States because her show continues to be broadcast twice daily, once during 

prime time.    

The stereotyping and exclusion of low income and dark skinned people in the 

Spanish-language television is a topic that has acquired a gradual potency in Latino 

media research. Added to observations made by Subervi-Vélez et al., (1994), Rodriguez 

(1999) and Noriega (2000), we have Dávila's (2002, 2001) most recent and direct critique 
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of 'racialization' on the Hispanic TV. Dávila argues that the networks are involved in a 

strategy of whitening with the intention to keep the synergy between American and Latin 

American markets (p.170).  

Although Dávila does not analyze the content of the programs, for her El Show de 

Cristina constitutes a paradigmatic case of reproduction of inequality and white 

supremacy (p. 169). Her complaint that shows "that were initially devised to reflect a 

U.S. Latina sensibility, such as Cristina, end up showcasing and reproducing inequalities 

among and across Latinas subgroups" (p. 170) is central to the argument raised in this 

analysis.  

Talk shows: containment and conformity 

From a critical perspective, the argument that I build here is that Hispanic talk 

shows do not provide a place to support women's agency, to build a more pluralistic 

Latino identity and to promote tolerance for the difference among the diverse Latino 

groups. More than a celebration of occasional transgressions permitted by the media, 

these programs work under a very narrow definition of women's behavior, are moralist, 

conservative and prescribe Latin American upper and middle class values.  

Cristina and Laura provide a forum for controversies, individual testimonies and 

ordinary people’s confessions. However, their treatment of the topics and their co-

optation of difference (race, class and gender), discourage naming these shows as a place 

for generating empowering discourses for Latinos living in the United States. The 

structure and narrative of these talk shows, as well as most Hispanic soap operas, are 

based on dominant conceptions of gender and sexual roles and class and race distinctions 

in Latin American society. These ideas, in turn, inhibit any possibility of transgression or 

change and, on the contrary, reinforce "U.S. Latinas' racialization and subordination in 

the United States…by yet more images of whiteness" (Dávila, 2001, p. 169).  
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As part of the argument proposed above, I also argue that ‘working class guests' 

are instrumental in the promotion of dominant gender ideologies. Their stories, 

explanations and differences (sexual preferences, ethnicity, class, and value systems) are 

used to control women's sexuality and alternative lifestyles.  Sexual agency and sexual 

diversity are presented in the form of a spectacle where homosexuals, bisexuals, and 

transvestites appear caricaturized in their dress, language and body kinesics. This 

grotesque depiction of the panelists instigates a visual and symbolic confrontation with 

the members of the in-studio audience and, as a result, a rejection of their "difference." 

Usually ‘the different,’ ‘the deviant’ or ‘the abnormal’ belongs to a lower class or is 

evidently deprived of material means. Their difference is commodified as a spectacle, an 

issue that annuls their own agency. Again, Debord's (1994) conception of the spectacle as 

an "outcome and the goal of the dominant mode of production" (p.13) becomes relevant 

to understand this point. The spectacle for him is not something added to the real world 

but "the very heart of society's real unreality" (p. 13). He argues that in all its specific 

manifestations, advertising, propaganda or consumption of entertainment, "the spectacle 

epitomizes the prevailing model of social life" (p. 13).  

A critique of El Show de Cristina and Laura en América also needs to consider 

that these programs are produced for and circulate in transnational markets. Cristina, the 

only Spanish talk show produced in the United States, is created not only for Univision' 

viewers but also for Colombian, Mexicans and other Latin American markets. It has not 

been exempted of criticism in some of those countries, such as Mexico, where the show 

has experienced a history of cancellations and reinstatements over the years. The 

networks count on the Spanish language as a foundation for an expanded transnational 

linguistic market (Wilkinson, 1995). From this perspective, the Latino audience does not 

end in the United States but it transcends territories and transforms itself into a 
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transnational audience. As it was discussed in Chapter II, the underlying assumption is 

that this symbolic construction of the audience--a panethnic audience-- should act as an 

identifying mirror for Latinos in general.  

In this wider conception of the audience, Latin American nationals and even 

residents of the Iberian Peninsula serve as identification subjects for  U.S.-based Latinos 

and vice versa. This mirror- like function, in which all Latinos are the same and can 

mutually represent each other, inhibits considerations of differences and the treatment of 

'real' issues and problems affecting Latinos residing in the United States. Beneath the 

conception of an all-encompassing pan-ethnic Latino audience lies the risk of conceiving 

of all these populations as undifferentiated. This might lead, in turn, to accept exclusions 

and significant reductive homogenizations, without repairing in all the categories of 

difference and relations of dominations that affect them (Matos, 1998). The identity 

politics of Latinos and Latinas living in the United States is clearly at stake in a 

conception like this.   

From this perspective, Spanish language talk shows cannot be conceived as a 

public forum for Latino' problems, as the two networks claim in their presentation of 

these programs (Cristina Online, 1998; Telemundo, 2002). Evaluated on their content, 

neither of these shows nor the general programming of the networks contribute to any 

type of democratic conversation. In the name of entertaining the most deprived Latinos, 

what the networks really do is to promote a depoliticized consumer's society (Dávila 

2001; Navarro, 2001; Fletcher, 2000). Hispanic immigrants and different generations of 

US-born Hispanics are part of a media market whose main interest is advertising and 

whose media model is exclusively profit-oriented (Rodriguez, 2001).  

The ideology implicit in the previous argument is that Hispanic television, similar 

to American television, considers its viewers more as consumers than as producers of 
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self- images. One of the main problems embedded in this consideration is that the 

Hispanic audiences, and mainly the Spanish speaking members of these audiences, are 

compelled to consume cultural products that reinforce Latin American ethnic and class 

hierarchies. This situation is more evident in the production of Latin American 

telenovelas (Ricoy, 1999; Navarro, 2001). However, prevailing views--or hegemonic 

views-- do not occur only on telenovelas, they are also part of the news programs too, as 

described by Rodriguez (1999a) in her extensive account on how Latino elite journalists 

have shaped Hispanic media, Hispanic audiences and set the news agenda for U.S. 

Latinas/os.  

The analysis that follows focuses on the text and does not address questions of 

cultural taste. I do not attempt to “dismiss working class taste as beyond redemption of 

culture,” in the terms stated by Bourdieu (1994, cited in Garnham, 1986, p. 429), when he 

criticizes the intellectual separation between low and high-class cultural consumption 

(see Distinction, 1984). This critique does not pretend to impose a cultural canon for what 

should or should not be consumed. Rather, it targets the ideological structure embedded 

in the television discourse. Hispanic television texts are in themselves a contested terrain 

for the definition of Latino/a identities within the context of the Latino/a popular culture 

(Habell-Pallán & Romero, 2002).  

The Intersections in action  

Ideological articulations and contradictions take place at different levels in 

Cristina and Laura's shows. Since ideology is not concentrated but scattered throughout 

the programs and the overall media production process, it is necessary to dismantle it at 

different levels such as:  (1) the actors (i.e., host, panelists, audience in the studio); (2) the 

programs (i.e. the logic of the plot, theme development in particular episodes), and (3) the 

interaction of dominant and alternative discourses (i.e., gender, ethnicity, class).  The 
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textual analysis that follows embraces all these levels with a particular focus on the topics 

and the narrative structure presented in the shows. Three juxtaposed and permeable 

ideological ethe structure the analysis of these shows--therapeutic, patriarchal and pan-

ethnic-- which are separated here only for analytical purposes. These ethoi mutually 

reinforce each other to naturalize Latino women's definitions and Latino gender relations 

in general.  

 The therapeutic ethos 

In general, talk shows offer an anomic world of blurring borders where the best 

we can have is an ambiguous normative order (Peck, 1995). The differences between  

public and private, credibility and incredibility, good and bad, normal and abnormal, 

individual and community, among other contradictory binaries (opposites), are 

manipulated and erased for the distraction and entertainment of the studio and home 

viewers. Issues that are private become public and all that is public is reduced to personal 

histories. Everyday life rhythms and routines are ignored and more attention is paid to the 

therapy or the catharsis than to any possibility of social change. The underlying ideology 

in these shows -American or Hispanic- is that most people's problems are of a particular 

nature that can be solved with psychological handling, ultimately, with a 'therapeutic 

ethos' (Peck, 1995; Lupton, 1994). Talk shows' genre seems to suffer from an inherent 

internal contradiction because they focus on social crises that by no means can be 

resolved in television, and even less through a television 'conversation.' 

The therapeutic model for the analysis of the relationship between the self and the 

society has been widely diffused in the American society. Uncountable publications, 

videos and personal development programs are shaping the way people conceive 

themselves and relate to others, and even to the political institutions. The roots of this 

type of thought can be found in liberal thinking, which in turn is based on the belief of 
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individual's primacy and autonomy (McLaughlin, 1993). As Peck (1995) states it, 

liberalism's individualism gets conflated with other types of discourses (e.g., religious, 

political and economic discourses of capitalism) to create an individual who must 

function autonomously in the market, the church and the family (p. 95). As a result, this 

individualist vision of the individual seems to permeate American and Hispanic talk 

shows and is expressed in the repeated question Cristina and Laura ask their guests,"And 

now, what are you going to do?"  Whatever the answer is, the reading is that we are 

looking at an individual who is trapped in his/her own individualism. The representation 

is problematic because it presents a decontextualized and de-historicized person who is 

the victim of her/his own situation, her/his own social order, and not the consequence of 

historic and social forces that have acted over her/him.  The collective conception of 

Latino culture, as opposed to the prevailing individualism in American society is 

contradicted in the shows.45 Panelists are evaluated with other canons that require them to 

respond for their actions independently of the other persons involved in a particular 

situation.  

Programs whose central themes are conflicted relationships or deviant sexual 

behaviors provide the best scenario to enact the therapeutic model. Opposing discourses, 

moralistic classifications and a clear contention of alternative behaviors are some of the 

recurrent therapeutic strategies in Cristina and Laura's shows. The opposition between 

'normality' and 'abnormality' discourses is at the base of programs dealing with sexual 

                                                 
45 Collectivism and individualism are two different patterns to classify cultural differences. According to 
Triandis (2003), in collectivist cultures, such as Asian and Latin American cultures, people are more likely 
to reflect interdependence with others, conceive social relationships as communal, give more priority to the 
goals of the group and use in-group norms to shape their behavior (p. 19). On the other hand, individualist 
cultures focus more on the self which is conceived as independent of the in-groups, prioritize personal 
goals, "use attitudes much more than norms as a determinant of their social behavior…, pay attention to 
their own needs and …abandon relationships that are not optimally beneficial for them (p. 20). The 
individualist pattern is very common in North and Western Europe, North America, except Mexico, 
Australia, and New Zealand (p. 20).  
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transgressions such as pornography, prostitution, over-sexuality and cheating which 

coincidentally have a pervasive presence in both programs.  This intense focus on 

monitoring women's sexuality, categorize it and inscribe it in the body has no other 

objective than make them more vulnerable to the deployment of power (Foucault, 1990, 

McLaughlin, 1993, Lupton, 1994). In the shows, the "sexuality discourse" which implies 

other powerful ideological constructs such as disease, risk of contagion and asepsis, is 

reduced to a "disease discourse." Thus, the therapy can become more effective because it 

is based on the fear of the contagion and/or contamination with the show panelists.. 

The containment strategies used in the talk shows are just another part of the 

political, religious and scientific apparatus to repress sexuality described by Foucault 

(1990). Media organizations, in their role as cultural producers, are part of this apparatus. 

They participate in an intricate web of power relations that finally produce and circulate 

discourses that have the status and function of truth (McLaughlin, 1993). The "truth" 

presented in these programs, expressed in sanctions, critiques and morals, might not be of 

an epistemological character, but is definitely a category of power (p. 47). In these shows, 

the sex and the sexuality talk involve a series of elaborated mechanisms for the definition 

and regularization of the sexual behavior. The different forms of deviations are classified 

within the categories of respectable and non-respectable sexual practices and the contrast 

between licit and illicit sex.  

Therapy in Cristina and Laura  

 In Provocative Women (1998), Cristina begins the show celebrating the sexual 

agency of two panelists who are presented in scanty and flashy clothes. She introduces 

them with a series of quick and short clauses as "women who do not subjugate to male 

dictates because they are in this world to enjoy life and their sexuality, "and "if they want 

a man, they will conquer him with in a very scandalous way."  In the presentation, the 
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panelists'  "sexual identity" overwhelms their "social identity," and the audience has few 

chances to learn anything more about their lives. The festive tone of the introduction 

contrasts with the constant pattern of discredit observed during the rest of the show:  

 
CRISTINA: My guests today are flirtatious, provocative, terrible women. They swear 
they could care less if they are criticized, and, that if they like a man they will take 
him home to bed, just like that, in a flash, seducing him with their provocative and 
sensual way of walking and dressing.  Quite scandalous! Silvia Cuadrado, 26 years 
old, from Spain assures us that she is fantastic in bed. She says there is nothing better 
than to lure a man than to excite him with the game of flirtation and provocation.  
Karenina, from Puerto Rico, and 40 years old, says that she gets fascinated provoking 
men with her female charm (salamería) since she was born and explains that her 
'weapons' [attributes/assets] are he r lips, her tongue and her manner of dress. 

 

From the very first moment these women appear on the screen, they start a 

struggle to establish their "normality," in a strategy that gets repeated in almost all the 

shows studied in this dissertation. These women are implicitly labeled as different 

(oversexed and disreputable), denomination that turns them into a danger to other women 

in the studio as well as women in general.   

 This presentation frames two definitions of femininity that are going to be 

disputed in the show. It also provides, as part of the therapeutic weaponry, the possibility 

to dissect women's bodies in pieces, as well as, discuss separately the different parts of 

their attire and the missing pieces of their clothing.  Before closing the first segment, 

Cristina presents a third 'provocative' panelist as "a woman who enjoys having fun with 

men, playing with them, going outside in the street without wearing a brassiere, sleeping 

with whomever she wants to and who does not care about being called provocative." This 

panelist is Belen Ayala, a Puerto Rican American from the Bronx, New York, whose 

agency, expressed in complaints against male dominance, was silenced and marginalized 

during the program. Her objections about why women with a more liberal sexuality, 
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"similar to men's," receive more criticism than men and also different labels, are not 

considered for the program. Belen wants to know why a man who has or sleeps with 100 

women is called a "gigolo, Casanova, or macho man" and why a woman who does the 

same is labeled "prostitute, trash and worthless” (una "'no vale nada"). Her explanation 

that she does not respect men anymore because previous partners subjected her to 

maltreatment and beatings also is left out in the discussion.  

In the final part of the program Cristina introduces the last panelist, a clean-faced 

[no make up] and very traditionally dressed [business suit] woman from Mexico who 

used to be provocative but now has been redeemed “because of all the suffering and 

losses she went through.” In the transnational ‘Latino imagined community' (Anderson, 

1991), it is assumed that her advice, produced in a one cultural context, will necessarily 

act as a therapy device in helping to recover "fallen women" from other cultural contexts, 

e.g. 'Nuyoricans' and Spaniards, in the context of this particular show. Cultural 

homogeneity is assumed, and again, there is no consideration of any significant 

difference.   

During the show, Cristina plays in the borderline between voyeurism and the 

pleasure to punish deviant behavior that is being treated through confession. She 

morbidly participates in the game of fragmenting women’s anatomy by questioning them 

about the lack of undergarments or requesting demonstrations on how to use certain parts 

of the body to attract a man. The scripted oversexed Latinas are more a collection of 

erotic parts than real women. 46  As McLaughlin (1993) argues, attention to body 

                                                 
46 This trend of analysis connects with the carnivalesque interpretations of the talk shows within the 
cultural studies perspective. For some scholars the excess, scandal and the attack against the status quo 
reproduces the liberatory pleasures that the carnival provided in historical times. However, for others, talk 
shows can also be a place for 'authorized transgressions' where the producers are always in control and the 
rules are always present. As Umberto Eco (1998) poses it, "Our pleasure is a mixed one because we enjoy 
not only the breaking of the rule but also the disgrace of an animal like-individual [the transgression]" 
(cited on Shattuc, 1998, p. 223). A carnaval that cannibalizes and exorcises their panelists and fullfills a 
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techniques are prevalent in shows related to "sex work" or sexual taste (p. 50). Consider 

the following exchange, as an indication of what gets privileged during the show:  

 
CRISTINA: What I have in the glass is a [cocktail] shaker…I want Karenina to show 
me because at my 50 years of age these things are worth seeing… [As she herself 
plays with the shaker] 
KARENINA: It is just a matter of chasing the shaker along the rim of the glass with 
your tongue while you invitingly look at the men. 
CRISTINA: That tongue exercises every day! That’s funny because I am the one 
considered to have a sharp tongue in Latin America and this isn’t how I use mine. 
KARENINA: In other words, my tongue is long but it’s delicious… 
CRISTINA: Long and very exercised…  

The punctuation of this communication sequence (Watzlawick, 1989) fluctuates 

between an apparently lax position, expressed in an ambiguous morality, and the 

maintenance of the host's authoritative control because she finally is the one who judges 

the participants. Despite the fact that Cristina allows herself some ‘license,’ she always 

manages to take control back, always supported by an ‘official morality’ that demarcates 

the space inhabited by good and bad women. A question she directs to one male in the 

audience helps clarify this statement: “Don’t you think a woman who dresses and acts 

this way is vulgar, cheap and like a whore?”  Although the man finds that it is ‘exciting,’ 

Cristina does not explore this alternative further because she has already established the 

frame and his answer just challenges her perspective.  Instead, she morbidly continues 

digging into the "tactics" these women use to pick up men, “even in the restaurant’ 

restrooms where they are eating with their wives!”  

In the confrontation between ‘them’ and ‘us,’ the ‘appropriated’ versus the ‘fallen 

one,’ the epithet 'puta' (whore) bounces back and forth between the in-studio audience 

and the panelists, barely covered with a beep signal that does not blot out the bad words. 

Cristina lets the verbal fight to continue until a certain climax and then she asks 

                                                                                                                                                 
catarchical function for the audience is the one that takes place on El Show de Cristina and Laura en 
América.  



 152 

participants  "not to speak bad words." She does not use this epithet but invites the 

participants "to use the acceptable synonyms provided by the Real Academia de la 

Lengua [Spanish Royal Language Academy]."  She adds that "there is no reason why 

everybody should feel bad…let's say prostituta [prostitute] then." Cristina condemns the 

format, the utterance, but not the content or the ideology involved in the classification. 

Ultimately, she is authorizing her studio audience to ‘treat’ (cure) these women’s 

deviancy with vituperations and offenses. A paradox emerges at the pedagogical level. A 

program that pretends to 'educate' and 'advance' the Latino community, even in the areas 

of sexual behavior, ends up presenting a double morality and exacerbating the 

spectacular, morbid, sinister and prohibited.   

Panelists’ hyper-sexuality becomes as equally problematic as prostitutes’ media 

representations (McLaughlin, 1993, 1991). The dividing line between both categories --

over-sexiness and prostitution-- appears as very permeable when feminine sexuality is 

discussed. More than coquettish or provocative, the women in this show function as an 

accommodating category, as markers, who could eventually define any women who 

deviate from the hegemonic ideal of femininity. What is finally established is a binary 

contradiction between the ‘virgin and the whore,’ opposing concepts heatedly debated in 

Chicana and Latino feminism (Zavella, 1993).  

Promiscuity and risk of contagion also permeate the verbal interactions between 

the panelists and the studio audience. These concepts assume a material form in offensive 

expressions and insults directed against the guests, counting on the host's encouragement 

and approval. Host and studio audience strip these women from their ontological being 

and reduce them to the status of sexual beasts as, for example, in the following statement:  

 
OLDER MALE IN THE AUDIENCE: I am a man that is already alone; I do not have 
a wife now, but before sleeping with that woman in the middle [pointing to Karenina, 
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one of the Puerto Rican panelists], I would sleep first with a dog in the street 
[Applauses and cheers from the audience]. This is too much…. 
CRISTINA:  Yes. 
OTHER PANELISTS: [To Karenina] He called you a bitch…he called you a bitch.  

  

The panelists’ self-defense is contradictory and not well articulated. At least two 

of the panelists expressed confusion over the insults the studio audience was leveling 

against them. Karenina (Puerto Rican) insists that she is not a puta (whore) because she 

"satisfies the macho she likes without charging." However, she says that from the 

audience's perspective "any woman who has intimacy with a man would then be a 

whore.” She jumps from idea to idea and keeps repeating that the difference between a 

prostitute and them is “in the payment.” “We do not charge for what we do,” she says. It 

becomes clear to the audience that neither she nor Belen, the other panelist of Puerto 

Rican origin, are competent enough to to resist the categories that have been applied to 

them. Their language skills --a broken Spanish accent--, their manner of dress and their 

unrefined reactions, signal their class origins. The vision of working class women, 

struggling to defend their lifestyle and their sexual identity without much linguistic and 

educational capital, registers as pathetic. Ideologically, there is a link in the program 

between class, specifically the working class, and sexual transgression, promiscuity and 

prostitution.  

Belen’s contested discourse, regarding the different cultural evaluations for 

women and men’s sexuality, clashes with a unanimous response from the studio 

audience: “A woman must take care of her reputation…A woman has to be respectable 

and demand others to respect her.”  Women in the audience explicitly draw a line 

between ‘respectable’ and ‘disrespectable,’ and with no exception located themselves as 

respectable women. However, the moralistic halo that surrounds the concept 

respectability covers a class separation that irretrievably goes beneath these 
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classifications. This trend of analysis will be resumed in the next section and later in the 

analysis of the patriarchal ethos.  

Up to this point, the containment strategies applied to these women focus on the 

denying and repressing Latinas’ sexual autonomy. By different means, Cristina, 

supported by the studio audience, have tried to prove that these women are deviants and 

they do not represent Latinas' sensuality. The hegemonic ideology goes like this: Latinas, 

though they are sensuous, are also submissive and demure [modest]. Hence, being 

oversexed does not fit with the Latinas’ image. A closer attention to the actor’s speeches 

indicates that what is at stake in this containment is the problem of women’s heterosexual 

desires. Within the machismo ideology there seems to be no room for women’s sexual 

desires. The sexual agency of these panelists appears as a challenge to that canon. It is an 

explicit liberation from the oppressive and reified machismo sexuality.   

Contrary to Latino gender ideology conventions, these women do not subscribe to 

any emotional or economic dependence on men. Their crime is to be oversexed and this 

characteristic is exaggerated in the script of the program.  A more structural conception 

of the problem discussed here could have changed the title of the show to something like 

‘Latinas with an autonomous sexuality.’ However, it is obvious that such a name risks the 

audience attention and is not friendly with advertisers, but it could have led the 

discussion into an exploration of the evolution of Latinas’ sexual autonomy.  

From a Third World Feminism perspective (Sandoval, 1991), women’s sexual 

liberation is important but not as important as is the struggle against racism, cultural 

imperialism and economic exploitation (Iglesias, 1998). In the case of Provocative 

Women, the only possibility of liberation that is permitted is the sexual one, but even this 

is finally co-opted by the logic of the other participants in the program. As Iglesias points 

out, the problem of the heterosexual desires for women of third world countries needs to 
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be withdrawn from the “men’s emotional dependency framework” and be discussed in 

light of “ethnic and racial solidarity” (p. 508). How do women of color, in this case 

Latinas, experience and express heterosexual desire without fear of rape, harassment and 

other forms of coercion? This is something that Third World feminism still needs to 

answer.  

In the television segments discussed above it is evident that variables of class, 

culture and sexual orientation are shaping the way these women perceive themselves, and 

how they respond to different images of sexual identity. The panelists in the program 

represent a threat to more conservative images of women, but at the same time they 

appear as part of a struggle to alter dominant images of race and sexuality. They are 

simultaneous ly a permitted and controlled image of woman, mother and sexual being that 

challenge the ideal woman of the Latin American patriarchal society.  

At least two of the panelists have problems in pronouncing a ‘generic’ and more 

accepted Spanish, a revealing element of their social status. These women are clearly 

portrayed as lower class, compared to the status of the host of the show and the 

redeeming woman, who is from outside the system (Mexico) and is very articulated and 

knowledgeable in her use of the Spanish language. She enjoys cultural competence in 

speaking for others.  

Sexuality discourse masks a class discourse 

Dividing the feminine universe between good/bad and respectable/disreputable 

women goes beyond moralizing judgments. The morality, associated with the ‘sexual 

deviation problem’ presented in Cristina’s show, hides a problem of class division and 

racism that has not been studied on Hispanic programs broadcast in the United States. 

American and British feminist studies of the relationship between gender and class 

(McLaughlin, 1993; Ortner, 1991 & Skeggs, 1997a) could help us to understand some the 
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class and ethnic controls in the Hispanic television discourse. Even though I develop an 

analysis along those lines, I still acknowledge the need to connect this discussion with the 

deep social divisions created by the Latin American class structure, which is omnipresent 

in the construction of these shows. Some of Cristina’s guests and almost all of Laura’s 

panelists live in a social context where “the informal bourgeoisie and informal proletariat 

comprise a majority of the labor force in most Latin American countries” (Portes, 1985, 

p. 34)47.  

The audience’s construction of ‘the other woman’ as a non--respectable woman, 

leads us to the analysis of the concept of respectability, “one of the most ubiquitous 

signifiers of class” (Skeggs, 1997a, p.1). For Skeggs, who has worked on the issues of 

gender and class formations, this concept acts as “one of the key mechanisms by which 

some groups are ‘othered’ and pathologized” (p. 1).  According to her, respectability    

 
…[I]nforms how we speak, who we speak to, how we classify others, what we 
study and how we know who are [sic] we (or are not). Respectability is usually 
the concern of those who are not seen to have it. Respectability would not be of 
concern here, if the working classes (Black and White) had not consistently been 
classified as dangerous, polluting, threatening, revolutionary, pathological and 
without respect. It would not be something to desire, to prove, to achieve, if it had 
not been seen as a property of ‘others,’ those who were valued and legitimated 
(p.1). 
 

Respectability, then, involves moral authority where the ones that are respectable 

have it and the ones who are not, do not have it (Skeggs, 1997a, p.1). The ones who have 

                                                 
47 Alejandro Portes (1985) in an analysis of the Latin American class structure indicates that the social 
classes in these societies cannot be understood by an outright extension of theoretical categories employed 
in advanced countries. He proposes that the classes defined by their exclusion from fully capitalist 
relationships of production comprise a majority of the labor force in most Latin American countries. He 
states that in these societies the size of the formal proletariat ranges from less than 5 percent to more than 
85 percent. On the other side, what he calls the bureaucratic-technical class, represents close to 10 percent 
of the Economic Active Population  in Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela, but less than 3 percent in Haiti and 
Honduras. He states that despite substantial differences in development, all Latin American countries share 
the common characteristic of the dominant class representing a numerically insignificant proportion of the 
economically active population. 
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it, either by ascription or acquisition, as is the case of Laura and Cristina, are the ones 

who can be in control of the situation. Women’s polarization between respectable and 

disreputable appears here as another control strategy used to normalize the ideological 

construction of Latino women.  

   Delving into the inherent divisions this concept implies, I can also argue that at 

the bottom of respectability lies an unspoken class antagonism developed over the idea 

that classes always define themselves “in implicit reference to the other(s) [classes]” 

(Ortner, 1991, p. 172). Criticism over Cristina’s panelists' lifestyles might covertly imply 

a critique for lower class sexual behavior. However, more than a critique to manifest 

behaviors, this could mask an implicit fear of contagion with those lifestyles on the side 

of the middle and upper classes. As Ortner poses it, “class, now translated as ‘life-style’ 

intersects with the discourses and practices of gender and sexuality,” (p. 173) aligning 

individuals between respectable and disreputable.   

The virulence of the attacks against the panelists in Cristina’s show could be 

explained by this ‘fear to fall’ (i.e., downward social mobility), the most intense fear 

middle class members could feel regarding the low class (Ortner,1991, p. 176). It seems 

as if women in the audience and the host herself antagonize the panelists not only 

according to their economic location, but also to perform this class mirroring function in 

which “each class has the other introjected …and endlessly replayed through social 

relations internal to the class itself” (p.176).  

Ortner (1991), as well as McLaughlin (1993), coincides that class distinctions, 

hidden in the concept “respectability,” have multiple inscriptions in women’s bodies, 

such as clothing, language, haircuts, attitude regarding institutions and sexuality. Ortner's 

(1991) example of middle class teenagers who define working class teenagers as “highly 

promiscuous, highly experienced and sexually unconstrained” (p. 176), supports this 
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point of class antagonism. The association between class tensions and the criticisms 

about Latinas’ hypersexuality and moral irresponsibility, that I discussed in the show 

Provocative Women, can also be found in other Cristina's shows such as: Grandmother at 

30 (2002), Older Women with younger lovers (2001), I have your child in my womb, how 

can you leave now? (2001). In all of these shows there is an exaggeration of Latinas' 

sexual desire that conforms to some of the social myths regarding women and men of 

color insatiable sexual desire (hypersexuality) (Yang, 2001, p. 230).  

Heterosexuality as a norm 

Homosexuality, bisexuality and transvestism are other recurrent themes in 

Cristina’s show that encourage a high dose of therapy for their “cure.” In spite of Cristina 

Saralegui's declaration, that the program is a place for the advancement of Latinos in the 

United States and for exposing and dismantling of Latino taboos, including alternative 

sexual orientations (http://www.cristinaonline.com; Saralegui, 1998), most of the sexual 

topics are treated as an exotic matter. The majority of the panelists who acknowledge an 

alternative sexuality are presented in attires that exacerbate and caricaturize their sexual 

identity. There is a constant tension between heterosexuality and homosexuality in the 

shows and it is not clear if there is a legitimate space to discuss Latino homosexuality and 

lesbianism. I argue that there is a sensationa list and ambivalent presentation of alternative 

sexual orientations that do not contest the Latino heterosexual normative.   

In the program Pornography among Latinos (1998), Cristina uses similar control 

strategies to treat deviance as the one discussed for the show Provocative Women. The 

show begins with a Puerto Rican mother who is very disappointed at her daughter 

because she dances topless in the United States. In the same segment, Cristina introduces 

the daughter as a “bisexual Puerto Rican who performs sexual acts in public, just to earn 

money.” Later she presents a Venezuelan transvestite who offers his services over the 
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Internet and a Spanish porno film actor. The Venezuelan transvestite appeared dressed in 

a long and flashy red nightgown, hoop ear rings, female hairdo and heavy make up, while 

the porno actor was wearing an all black pants and shirt. The discursive link between all 

these characters and stories is Cristina’s interest to justify their deviant activities as the 

exclusive result of their need to make a living. Panelists' explanations, that they are in the 

sex industry because they like it, get suppressed and do not receive any development 

within the show. The last panelist, a mild, humble, quiet and shy Nicaraguan woman, 

who cleans houses in Florida, is presented as the redeemer of these ‘fallen’ panelists. She 

is authorized to 'treat' them because she never fell into the pornography trap, although she 

had strong economic needs.   

What follows is a commentary focused on the presentation of Gloria, the young 

Puerto Rican bisexual. In this case, Cristina avoids any direct recognition that the 

panelist performs nudity acts because she likes it. It seems as if Cristina has a script that 

does not accept that answer. Cristina first offers the observation that the young woman is 

too beautiful to be bisexual, thus implying that beauty is associated with heterosexuality. 

Later she will confront Gloria’s sexual agency with the sacred conception of the mother 

in Latino imagery. Here she asks Gloria if her mother knows that she is bisexual. Since 

the answer is positive, Cristina proves once more in that direction and questions “why did 

you lie to your mother regarding this job and why didn’t you choose for another job more 

accordingly your mother’s taste, such as in a medical office?  Gloria again challenged the 

question and answer “I did not lie.” Finally, Cristina asked her if she does this to give 

money to her mother [She does, but this contribution is never investigated].  

Gloria’s recognition that her sex work is not influenced by her mother’s economic 

well-being, but because she likes it and she obtains “good money” perplexed the studio 

audience. This confession provokes uproar and increases the audience criticism of the 
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panelist. This reaction coincides with McLaughlin’s (1993) assertion that the more 

money a woman earns with sex work, the more violent are the verbal assaults of the 

audience (p. 50).   
 

CRISTINA: What do you like? Here I have in my notes that what you basically do is 
excite men. 
GLORIA: Yes. 
CRISTINA: Why do you like that so much? 
GLORIA: Not as much as excite them. It's good money and I do not have sex with 
women. We act [Host interrupts]… 
CRISTINA: How is the sex act you perform with your best friend?  
GLORIA: We touch each other; I just only dance topless. And men sometimes want 
to see two women dancing and that excites them. And sometimes I get $1000 a night 
doing just that. 
CRISTINA: A thousand dollars the night? 
GLORIA: 500, 600, 400. 
CRISTINA: Why did you hide this from your mother? … 
GLORIA: I have never hidden that. I started as a bartender in a nudist place. And in 
Puerto Rico if I was a bartender and if I say that I was in a place where nude women 
go, they would tell me 'she is a prostitute' and I am not a prostitute.  

Cristina’s continuous critique and the audience’s unanimous sanction indicate 

that there is only one accepted pattern of sexuality in this program; a sexuality anchored 

in the traditional gender separation of the sexes promoted by the European-American 

patriarchy (Valdez, 1998). Cristina and Laura's shows conform to a heterosexual model 

like the one described by Berlant & Warner (1998) in Sex in Public where heterosexuality 

gets privileged "as a tacit but central organizing index of social membership" (p. 555). In 

spite of Cristina’s declarations, heterosexuality is the norm against every alternative 

sexual or economic behavior is compared. This situation should lead to reconsider 

Cristina’s claim that “she has done more to dismantle certain Latino cultural 

norms…such as machismo [and] homosexuality…than anyone in history” (Valdés, 1998, 

p. E6). In essence, says Valdés, she is "Americanizing Latino Culture, and Latino- izing 

American culture” (p. E6).  
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Sexual differences involve more than gender and sex differences. They also 

involve class differences that are best expressed in the buying and selling of prostitution 

services (McLaughlin, 1993; Patteman, 1988). This argument is also supported by 

Berlant and Warner (1998), when they assert that class relations within the sexual 

heteronormative model are a foundational condition of unequal and exploitative relations 

throughout even straight societies (p. 564).  

The Puerto Rican bisexual woman and the Venezuelan transvestite presented in 

the program are not only ‘sexual deviants,’ as they are presented in the show. They 

participate in an intricate system of sexual exploitation whose control is in social and 

racial structures far beyond their reach. They have deterritorialized themselves in search 

of a better labor market, whose axis coincidentally is located in the United States, a 

country that has an estimated $10 billion sex industry without counting the profit it 

generates through the Internet (PBS report, 2002). Aside from the moralist critique, 

Cristina loses the opportunity to analyze how young Latino migrants and immigrants, 

with slight education and low-income origins, participate in U.S. national and 

transnational sexual commerce. Oppressions and opportunities generated by the capitalist 

system do not constitute an issue not even when money is mentioned as an exchange 

value for the product of their work. The body is seen as a site for sexuality, performance, 

surveillance, but not as a material base for identity (Fine & Weiss, 1998).  

Some Latino scholars, writing from the Latino critical theory perspective, argue 

that there is a cultural tension between sex, gender and sexual orientation in the United 

States to secure the Euro-American sex/gender system and its heteropatriarchal ideology. 

Valdez (1998) asserts that this tension-filled dynamic is perhaps more virulent in Latina/o 

culture settings, both within and beyond the United States, due to the prevalence of a 

strong “machismo” norm (p. 551). In this context, Latina/o members of sexual minorities 
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“are socially and legally marginalized through […] precepts and practices of the two 

systems that constitute our beings and structure our environments” (p. 551).  

Chicanas’ sexual oppression provides the backdrop for a wider discussion about 

Latinas’ sexuality in the United States. Several Chicana feminists have already discussed 

the “double oppression” faced by these women whom not only are oppressed by their 

men but also by a system that constrain them as a minority (Zavella, 1989; Pesquera & 

Segura, 1998, Anzaldua, 1990 and Moragas, 1994). The difficulties to express and 

assume an alternative sexuality among Latina lesbians are well expressed in the preface 

of one of the few publications regarding their conditions and their literary production:  

 
Our sexuality has been hidden, subverted, distorted within the “sacred” wall of the 
“familia”-be it myth or reality-and within the even more privatized walls of the 
bedrooms. Like many women, our understanding of our sexual desire too often comes 
through the reality of sexual violence. In the journey to the love of the female self and 
each other, we are ultimately forced to confront father, brother, and god (and mother 
as his agent) (Alarcon, 1989, p. 9). 

 

The patriarchal ethos 

Gender construction in Latin American societies has been articulated under two 

constant opposites: the woman in the private sphere, in charge of the morality, maternity 

and the domestic life, and the man associated with the public sphere, the street, sin and 

sexual ‘incontinence’ (Fuller, 1995). Male sexuality is portrayed as a disorder that 

women’s superior morality must contain. Females are responsible for the family honor 

and their sexual purity. In all cases in which women live their sexuality with more 

freedom, they are symbolically associated with disorder and danger.  

The normative discourse of what is sexually permitted to Latinas permeates the 

construction and presentation of the two talk shows under study. As it was delineated 

earlier, in the discussion on respectable and disreputable women, Cristina has a more 
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surreptitious management of the dominant Latino gender ideologies, as compared to 

Laura, where there is much more verbalization and physical violence between the 

participants. Cristina builds her show over a sort of ‘moral hybrid’ in which, apparently 

there is more laxity for women’s actions. However, we cannot forget that she presents her 

show as one that “informs people about topics never treated before on television…a show 

that extols people…and educates my community” (Torres, 2001, ¶ 4). This educational 

leadership on behalf of the Latino community was frequently mentioned in press 

interviews and in news releases from her production studios before the cancellation of the 

show. Cristina Saralegui considers her long-term goals as "raising my people's self- 

esteem and knowledge quotient so they can succeed in this very competitive country, and 

making them feel that they are supported in their efforts" (Navarro, 1999b, p. E2). This 

condescending attitude regarding millions of immigrant Latinos matches Univision’s and 

Telemundo’s conception of the Latino audience as “uneducated and poor,” as described 

by Rodriguez (1999) in chapter II.   

In Laura’s world, the restrictions and sanctions inflicted upon women are more 

explicit and the therapy contains a higher dose of violence. Almost all the women 

presented this show reached to admit their guilt and were forced to apologize publicly. It  

seems that this show, as well as the talk show genre in general, have a particular interest 

in ‘maintaining women in their places’ through the articulation of the most narrow and 

conservative possibilities for agency and action (Birmingham, 2000). In Cristina as well 

as in Laura, women are criticized for some of the following reasons:   
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• Women are considered too fat to wear certain clothing or to be loved by somebody 

else (I hate my mother's scandalous way of dressing; Nobody is going to take away 

my wife because she is too fat, Laura en America, 2001).48 

• Women have goals beyond serving their husbands, and ironing their clothes, for 

example the desire to study (Husbands of abusive women; Men in the hands of 

abusive women, Cristina, 2002).  

• Women spend their money and their husband’s money excessively on impractical 

things (Compulsive shoppers, Cristina, 2002)  

• Women carelessly abuse money from the Government to raise their children (Does 

the Welfare have to maintain your children? Cristina, 2002).  

• Women become grandmothers at too young on age, and defy expectations regarding 

grandmotherly behavior, (Grandmothers in their 30s, Cristina, 2002). 

• Women are treacherous and do not respect sexual contracts (I will never forgive my 

mother for cheating on my father; I want my mother to leave her lover, Laura, 2001). 

• Women are foolish, incapable of thinking for themselves, and cannot behave 

responsibly (I want to rescue my grandchildren from their irresponsible parents; 

Road Curves [underage teenagers who became pregnant by truck/taxi drivers], Laura, 

2001; I have your child in my womb, how can you abandon me?; Adolescent’s 

addicted to sex, Cristina, 2002)  

Mothers’ worth as an example of virtuosity, and marriage, as an indissoluble 

bond, are the central themes in the patriarchal ideology. These very same concepts 

articulate many of Cristina and Laura’s shows. Often, the hostesses lift the status of a 

couple to “marriage” when in reality the panelists are living together just for several 

                                                 
48 The date indicated here is the actual date of taping of that particular program. In most cases these are re-
runs from previous months or years. Until 2001, it was a standard practice for Cristina’s show to repeat 
previous shows. In the spring of 2002, Laura  is doing the same in her daily nighttime presentation.   
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months or in a few cases for many years.49 This ‘legitimization’ or ‘institutionalization of 

the relationship [union]’ enables them to strengthen the criticism against cheating 

[unfaithfulness]. Most of the women have not cheated on lovers or partners but with their 

actions they have discredited the ‘marriage contract’ that obliges them to be with their 

alleged ‘spouses.’  

In the shows I will never forgive my mother for cheating on my father and I want 

my mother to leave her lover (Laura, 2001), Laura reveals the severity of the sanctions 

against women who engaged in other relationships and decide to end their “marriages.”  

In the first program, Laura present s the case of two women who abandoned their homes 

and now live with new partners.  The focus of attention is centered on the children, who 

according to Laura, have lived with resentment over the years because these women 

“decided to be more women than mothers.” The second show presents the story of two 

other ‘married’ women who have a ‘caring and affectionate’ lover because they have 

problems with their husbands.  

The discursive structure of these two shows defines from the very beginning 

Laura’s position in the story and where does she expect the studio audience to align.  

Both shows begin with an interview with the women’s sons, either the eldest or the 

youngest one. These panelists, age 21 and 17, criticize their mothers for not respecting 

the marriage bonds and for initiating a new family, cutting the sexual link with their 

fathers and the maternal link with them as children.   

Neither the beatings, bad treatments nor the husbands’neglect in providing for 

their children seem to be enough reason to excuse these women from breaking with the 

established canon for marriage and motherhood. “A woman does not abandon her 

husband, even less her children,” seems to be the motto of these programs, and in 
                                                 
49 These de facto unions may last for months or decades without a necessary formalization or state 
sanction. 
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general, of all Laura ’shows.  It has to be clear that the husband is unfaithful and a 

consummate beater for the women to have justifiable reasons to leave him.   

It is emblematic that the accusers of these mothers are the sons. The only daughter 

(27 years old) interviewed in the first program, is disqualified after the first question 

when she timidly supported her mother regarding her father’s constant beatings. All the 

discordant voices that contradict the privileged ideology are ignored. Panelists who do 

not align with the dominant ideology do not get questions, are interrupted or are 

confronted discursively with the accusers. Additionally, the accused women are not 

allowed to elaborate on their own interpretation of the facts.  

Raquel, a 53-year-old mulatto Peruvian woman, tired of her partner's beatings, 

left her home ten years ago. Previously, she had left many times, but always returned 

“because of her children and the pain of seeing them so neglected.” In one of these 

departures to her mother’s home, Raquel met a man and initiated a relationship, getting 

pregnant. She was unable to tell her first partner, presented as husband in the program, 

that this child was not his, so she returned to her home to raise her fifth son with her 

‘husband.’ This man distrusted the paternity of the child and never registered him as his 

own. When the boy was ten years old, Raquel told him the truth and announced to her 

partner that she was going to live with the boy’s father. Raquel has to confront her former 

partner, her 21- years-old son and Laura who sympathizes with them. She only counts on 

her new partner’ sporadic interventions and on the vain efforts of her ‘silenced’ daughter 

to say something. The entire dispute revolves around her betrayal and “how bad she is 

[mala mujer]” for having abandoned her children  (all of them over 14 years old at that 

time), and for lying to her husband regarding the boy’s paternity.  

Laura is not concerned with the quality of life Raquel shared with her ‘husband.’ 

She does not question why she put up with this situation or why the ‘accuser son’ refused 
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to follow his mother when she moved to his grandmother’s place. Laura is more 

interested in Raquel’s sexuality and in uncovering the possibility that she was a 

promiscuous woman who ‘played’ with two men at the same time. Details of her sleeping 

arrangements sustain most of the narrative structure of this program. Raquel’s 

‘promiscuity’ and her abandonment of the maternal role transform her into a 

‘disreputable’ woman throughout the whole program.  Raquel is portrayed as a deserving 

object of audience criticism as the following excerpts show: 

   
LAURA: So, you have spent the last ten years going from one bed to another, Mrs.? 
RAQUEL: Yes, m'aam…but we were no longer together that way. I no longer shared 
the bedroom with Lucho… 
LAURA: (Addressing the aud ience) Well, of course, she was traveling from one bed 
to another,don't laugh, that's the way it is! 

------- 
RAQUEL: (Addressing Luis, the father of her four eldest children) I have not been a 
bad woman. All my life you have held me down/beaten me. 
LUIS: (Interrupting). You have been bad to me in everything you have done…A good 
mother? You have never been a good mother, you have abandoned your children. 
LAURA: (interrupting) That is a critical point. We cannot permit a man to strike a 
woman…but you (addressing Raquel), don't say that you are a woman from your 
home, please…. 
RAQUEL: (interrupting) he has always hit me…Yes, I am a woman of my home 
LUIS: Look what you have done, leaving with that man, you have abandoned me… 
RAQUEL: No, I did not abandon you. I did help you quite a bit. 
LAURA: (interrupting) How can you be a woman of your home if you've spent the 
last ten years going from man to man? 
RAQUEL: No, Laura, not me. I was with him first and then with the other, so I told 
him I didn't want to be with him any more…. 
LAURA:Why did you tell him you were pregnant with his child if you were pregnant 
with your lover's child?  
RAQUEL: It's that I didn't know how he would react. He was really mean, and he 
would hit me if I told him. 

---------- 
LAURA: (addressing Raquel): And you ma'am, it is infuriating, I am telling you, 
because how can a mother do something like that? 
LAURA: (addressing the audience) For fifteen years, because of fear, she deceived 
her husband. 



 168 

 

Different maternal logics are at stake in these statements. One is deeply rooted in 

a higher-class morality, where if a marriage does not work, then it has to be “legally” 

finished by state-sanctioned separation or divorce. In this case, it is assumed that the 

woman remains with the children and by natural law has to take care of them, because 

"they are first.” As Ortner (1998) states, women are ideologically identified as being 

close to nature  (reproduction, domesticity and the traditional social roles) as compared to 

men who are identified with culture (human consciousness and its products such as 

cultural thought on religion, ritual, politics) (pp. 27-44). The other logic is grounded in 

the social inequities experienced by the lowest classes in the Peruvian society. 50 For a 

Peruvian low-income woman, as well as for any other Third World poor women, it is 

hard to cut a family bond when they live a life in poverty, because under those 

conditions, what becomes more important is to eat and continue surviving. Oscar Lewis 

(1959) explained this situations as part of what he coined ‘the culture of poverty,’ when 

he studied the survival strategies of poor Mexican and Puerto Rican families.      

Laura's criticism of Raquel’s desire to remain with all her children is expressed in 

statements such as “a woman doesn't do those things for the children… for the children 

one does other things." Laura does not indicate what those other things are nor does she 

mention that, in Peru, there is a high rate of abuse and domestic violence against women. 

In the show, we are not told that over 50% percent of the Peruvian population lives in 

poverty. We do not know that the aid agencies do not have the capacity to resolve these 

problems.51  Marriage within the 'culture of poverty’ is not just an issue of family, 

                                                 
50 The recently elected president, Alejandro Toledo, acknowledged in 2001that 54% of Peruvian citizen 
live below the poverty line. Peru has a population of nearly 28 million inhabitants. Governmental agencies 
and Human Right reports estimate that a little over 14% of the population lives in extreme poverty (2002). 
51 A 2000 national demographic and family health survey (Encuesta Demografica y de Salud Familiar, 
ENDES) reported that sexual violence continues to be one of the greatest problems for women in Peru. 
According to the report, 41% of women who at some time lived within a union had been mistreated or 
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morality or feelings; it is also a source for economic survival (Lewis, 1959). Legal 

systems to obtain child support are much more complicated than in developed countries 

and the amounts obtained are generally insufficient. 

The motherhood ideology promoted by the show does not contemplate a space to 

discuss violent acts against women, particularly by their children. Raquel's complaints 

about her son’s disrespectful behavior also go without discussion. Her son has 

ideologically aligned with his father, in a patriarchal logic, where the woman has to be 

submissive, faithful and devoted to her children. Men's patriarchal right over the women 

is presented as something that reflects the logical natural order. Raquel, at 53 years old, 

transgressed the canon and is harshly judged for he r actions.   

Inside Laura's family logic there is an artificial separation of the public, domestic 

and intimate spheres. Contrary to her daily work of exposing intimacies, she is constantly 

repeating to the audience “couples’ problems are couples’ problems that should be 

resolved within four walls…” Her statement is even more contradictory when she adds “a 

man and woman can kill themselves if they want to but this does not have to affect 

children because they are not responsible for adult’s problems.” This ‘common sense’ 

predicament seems to advocate children’s protection. However, more harmful, it 

implicitly allows violence against women in the domestic realm. By confining violence to 

                                                                                                                                                 
physically battered by their husbands or partners - most of them (83%) occasionally, and 16% frequently. 
The survey also indicated that over 40% of Peruvian children are physically battered by their parents, who 
"consider corporal punishment a natural method of discipline and education." Domestic violence is 
explicitly illegal in Peru. However, Human Rights groups have complained that the Peruvian government 
failed to reform its family violence legislation in a way that would afford women the greatest level of 
protection. Congress modified the Law for the Prevention of Family Violence in July 2000. The amended 
law has significantly improved definition of domestic violence, which includes sexual violence, provides a 
more complete definition of psychological violence, and broadens the scope of the law’s application to 
include intimate partners not living together at the time of the violence. However, in contradiction with 
these gains, activists complain, Congress left standing the requirement that women who report domestic 
violence undergo a mandatory conciliation session with their alleged abusers. Human Rights watchers 
consider that these conciliation sessions impose inappropriate obligations on the victims, obstruct women’s 
access to justice, and endanger women’s lives (Human Rights Watch, 2001).   
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the private world (the house walls), Laura is ruling out any possibility of agency for 

women’s testimonies.    

The private sphere, then, is not politically relevant in Laura's shows. It is only 

spectacularly, dramatically relevant. Raquel and many other low-income Peruvian 

women seem to be trapped in what Pateman (1988) defines as the untold “story of the 

sexual contract” (p.1), which explains the "patriarchal right or sex-right, [that is] the 

power that men exercise over women" (p.1).  The sexual contrast appears as the reverse 

side, the silenced side, of Rousseau's social cont ract which is about "the genesis of 

political rights, and explains why the exercise of the right is legitimate" (p.1). In 

Pateman's conception, women are the missing half of a story that explains the creation of 

a patriarchal social order. The social contract hides a sexual contract that enforces “men’s 

political rights over women and establishes orderly access by men to women’s bodies” 

(p. 1).  By separating the private and public spheres, the social contract is masking 

patriarchal mechanisms designed to cover women's sexual oppression under the mantle of 

a dubious equality. Adrienne Rich (1980) has labeled this process as “the law of male 

sex-right” (cited on Pateman, 1988, p. 2). An application of this logic of analysis to 

Raquel's case indicates that her main problem is not the abandonment of the father of her 

eldest children, but ignoring half of her original contract, which includes access to her 

sexuality.  

It becomes clear in these shows that the promoted ‘social contract’ does not speak 

of freedom and rights for the affected woman; it mainly speaks of obligations and 

subjection.  There is a political construction of sexual difference in which "men claim the 

right of sexual access to women bodies and claim right of command over the use of 

women’s bodies” (Pateman, p. 17).  
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More recently, Pierre Bourdieu theorized about male domination mechanisms in 

his last publication, Masculine Domination (2001). He asserts that the relationship of the 

sexes--homosexual relationships included-- constitutes the paradigmatic case of relations 

of domination and creates the context for the practice of symbolic violence:  

 
…'the relation between the sexes’ falls in the domain of an established order, with 
its relations of domination, its rights and prerogatives, privileges and injustices, 
ultimately perpetuates itself so easily, apart from a few historical accidents, and 
that the most intolerable conditions of existence can so often be perceived as 
acceptable and even natural (p. 1). 
 
…I have also seen masculine domination, and the way it is imposed and suffered, 
as the prime example of this paradoxical submission, and effect of what I call 
symbolic violence, a gentle violence, imperceptible and invisible even to its 
victims, exerted for the most part through the purely symbolic channels of 
communication and cognition (more precisely, misrecognition), recognition or 
even feeling (p. viii). 

 

Despite the fact that masculine domination has its more visible occurrence within 

the domestic unit, this does not necessarily imply that the perpetuation principles reside 

there. Bourdieu’s (2001) suggestion that feminists should start looking outside this unit 

and focus on the school, the church and the state, encourages a more structural feminist 

analysis for personal sufferings. The principles of domination that are going to be exerted 

in the private universe of the home are developed and imposed in larger institutions, and 

are supported by newer institutions such as mass media systems (p. 116). The fact that 

the themes presented in these Hispanic talk shows are contained at the level of the private 

sphere is evidence of the purposive disconnection with other layers of the social structure.  

It becomes imperative that feminist discourse pursues the disarticulation of what 

Bourdieu (2001) calls “the historical mechanisms responsible of the de-historicization 

and the relative eternalization of the sexual division structures" (p. viii). Disarticulation 

exercises need to take place within the media, particularly in journalism, which according 
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to Bourdieu, together with older social institutions, have contributed to this 

dehistorizacion and eternalization of human sexuality. The struggle for reinserting in 

history the sexes’ relationship implies efforts to restore women’s role as historical actors 

(p.8).  

In the analysis of Laura’s programs, it is necessary to consider the dynamic of 

race relations in the Peruvian society. It seems important to keep in mind that this show is 

produced in Lima, Peru and is exported throughout Latin America. Peru, compared with 

most other Latin American countries, has a high rate of indigenous inhabitants (45 

percent) and a large percentage of mestizos (mixed Indian and European ancestry, 37 

percent)52 who occupy the lowest rungs of the social structure. In this context, it is also 

important to find out how divisions and solidarities are articulated within indigenous and 

mestizo Peruvian working-class families.  

In I Want my Mother to leave her Lover (Laura, 2001), the host uses a similar 

containment strategy as the one described in Raquel’s case. The show begins with an 

interview of a male teenager who accuses his mother of having a lover and neglecting the 

teenagers' brother, his father and himself. The minor’s complaint, which is overtly 

supported by Laura, is that Hilda is a married woman and that it is not proper for her to 

be involved in these types of relationships, even less so without the husband’s 

knowledge.  Right after the introduction, Laura judges Hilda as a woman who “falls in 

the trap of her own passions,” who wants to ‘impose’ something upon her children and 

serves as a bad ‘example’ for them. Hilda responds that it is easy to criticize but “you 

must have courage to come here and tell your story.” Laura answers back that she is right 

but she should have had the same courage “to tell it to your husband who is the first 

person with whom you should have talked  [emphasis]!"  
                                                 
52 Whites comprise 14% of the population, while Blacks, Japanese, Chinese and others, 3% (Learning 
Network, 2002).  
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The ideological separation between the public and the private sphere, serves as a 

mechanism of control in the treatment of the deviant and is reflected in Hilda's answer to 

Laura's previous criticism:  

 
HILDA: It's not that I don't have the strength to do it, Mrs. Laura, but I do want him 
(her son) to understand my reasons. I don't want to lose my children (crying). 
LAURA: I think that many couples do, excuse me for saying this, but I think it is a 
mistake, I think it is a grave mistake….We can't mix our relationship with our partner 
with the relationship we have with our children….I can have it out with my husband 
right here, but my children don't have to know about it. The relationship within a 
couple has to be contained within four walls. You and your husband, you end your 
relationship, and after it has ended, then you start a new one.  

 

Maternal imagery is used as a mechanism of repression against deviant sexuality 

in Laura's shows. It is important to note that this strategy was also applied by Cristina’s 

presentation of the bisexual woman mentioned previously. Laura presents a role-playing 

confrontation, where she obliges Hilda’s lover to examine himself in a figurative mirror: 

   
LAURA: If this was your mother who was sitting right here (in Hilda’s place) and 
you were in Freddy’s position (Freddy is Hilda’s son), what would you do sweety 
(papacito)?  Would you live with your mother’s lover, would you leave your father 
behind?  

 

During the evolution of the show, Hilda is repeatedly confronted with the 

question “And now, what are you going to do?”  This can be translated as ‘this is your 

individual problem and you have to resolve it,’ but under the ‘accepted canons.’ As she is 

subjected to reality checks during the television interview, we can see an individual who 

progressively yields from an initial position of defending her love to a position of 

accepting the anchor and the public’s sanction and decision. Hilda shifts from defending 

her ‘right to be happy’ counting on her children’s understanding to a position of “I am 

going to do what my eldest son tells me to do.” Hilda’s initial sense of agency is co-opted 
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by the acceptance of the patriarchal ideology represented in the figure of her son. This 

sentiment is also evident in the following excerpts:  

 
(After listening to the son’s testimonial) 
LAURA: (addressing the son) How do you feel? (Addressing the audience). I don’t 
want you to continue talking, because there are two other brothers, ten and thirteen 
years old who may be listening)….What is going to become of those children? 
(Addressing Hilda) What are you going to do now?  
HILDA: I want you to help me. 

 
---------- 
(After listening the lover’s testimony) 
LAURA: (Addressing Hilda) What are you going to do? 
HILDA: I also want to be happy (she addresses her son as she speaks). I love him 
so….(Addressing Laura) But because of him (her son), he does not want to be with 
me. 

 
-------- 
(After a confrontation between the son and the lover) 
LAURA: What are you going to do? Are you going to live with Luis (her lover)? 
HILDA: It depends on my son. 
LAURA: At this very moment, on this show, what does the decision rest upon? Does 
it depend on your son? 
HILDA: Yes, it depends on my son.  

 

---------- 
(After accepting that she committed an error by dating someone while she was 
married) 
HILDA: Yes. I made a mistake. 
LAURA: Yes, it was a mistake, but how are you going to fix it? 
FREDDY (her son): I am leaving with my father and my brothers…. 
LUIS (lover): You want your father to leave you? If your father leaves you, what are 
you going to do? 
LAURA: I am sure that his father will not leave him…His father will take charge of 
the children and his wife can focus on living her love, since she has chosen that over 
motherhood. We will go to commercials.  
HILDA: No, Laura, no.. (Laura, ignores her and ends the segment). 

 

In contrast to Laura’s confrontational approach, motherhood transgressions receive a 

more subtle crit ique on Cristina’s shows.  In Girls from 1-900 (2001), Cristina discredits 
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(devalues) Lorena, a married Mexican phone operator who works as a telephone chat 

companion but who is also a certified kindergarten teacher and the mother of a three-year 

old daughter. The confrontation is framed before the panelist is presented on the stage. 

Cristina has invited a young man, who has spent $650 for this service, to talk about this 

activity. This panelist, supposedly, is unaware that he is going to meet the operator he 

usually talks to.    

After a cordial opening chat with the man, Cristina introduces Lorena to the viewers, 

mentioning only her nationality and activity. She then introduces her to the young man 

who seems surprised to see a mild-mannered and soberly dressed woman, because she 

apparently is older than he is. After this preamble, Lorena is subjected to an interrogation 

where Cristina attempts to portray her as a disreputable woman.  Cristina focuses on 

each one of Lorena's most vulnerable points to make evident her lack of morality and the 

inappropriate work she performs. Cristina first expresses her doubts about the content of 

the conversations, and does not believe that the telephone service does not offer sex chat. 

She asks Lorena, “What do you talk about that clients are willing to spend $650 a month 

for? What do you say to them, because I don’t think you are chatting about the miracle of 

‘Our Lady of Guadalupe?”  Lorena calmly answers that she talks about everything and 

that she just listens to the people, because some people feel lonely. However, that answer 

is not enough for Cristina; she does not believe Lorena talks on the phone out of genuine 

interest for her fellow-human's welfare. Her next move is to use personal information of 

the panelist, collected by her producers in interviews carried out previous to the show. 

Armed with note cards, Cristina launches an all-out attack on the panelist, reproaching 

the moral contradictions between her work as a chat operator and her more traditional and 

socially accepted identities of wife, mother and teacher. Cristina asks Lorena about her 

husband's opinion regarding her work, because, as she says, she has in her notes that “he 
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gets jealous from time to time and asks you not to do this anymore.” Although Lorena 

responds that those feelings of jealousy are normal, Cristina never asks why she does not 

quit if he is asking her to do that. She also does not ask whether Lorena and her husband 

discussed her taking this type of job. Lorena is trapped in a double bind situation 

(paradox), where she is criticized for working as a chat companion, and the husband is 

made a victim of this situation. Cristina establishes an ideological connection between 

disreputable and reputable activities and roles ("men entertainer" versus mother/wife and 

school teacher) that help her to present a shameless woman who enjoys working in these 

sort of immoral and illicit activities. Although Lorena tries to react more resolutely to 

these criticisms, she ends up being overwhelmed by all these questions and accusations:  

 
CRISTINA: So you do it for the money?  This has nothing to do with helping men 
vent?….(To the audience) This lady is married, has a three-year-old daughter and is a 
kindergarten teacher, yes or no?   
LORENA: Yes. 
CRISTINA: Don't you think this is--I am not going to say immoral-- but somewhat 
ridiculous? 
LORENA: Not really, because you can talk about a lot of things.  There are people 
who need to talk about many things 
CRISTINA: You feel like a psychologist…not guilty for speaking with strangers.  
How do you justify this in your head? When your husband says he doesn't want you 
to do this anymore and when society does not approve of something like this, how do 
you explain it to yourself?  What type of social labor do you think you are doing?   
LORENA: Simply listening to the person.  
 

Lorena's non-traditional work is rejected through a strategy of opposing discourses 

where she cannot be a good mother, good wife and a ‘man-entertainer’ at the same time. 

She cannot possess those multiple identities in one persona because one identity (‘man- 

entertainer’) seems to contaminate the others, and exposes Lorena to harsh criticism. 

However, Cristina's judgments are constructed over the base of a deliberate selection of 

certain aspects of Lorena's life. The audience never knows if Lorena works in the United 
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States or Mexico or if the young man is using the services in the United States while 

living in Mexico. It is not clear whether Lorena works as a chat operator and as a teacher 

simultaneously or if she is not teaching at all or has never taught. Also, the audience has 

no information about Lorena's daughter and her husband's activity. The story revolves 

around a series of interrogations/accusations and answers/denials that pretend to isolate 

Lorena from her family and from her economic situation. The deep division between 

Lorena's public and private roles serves to create fear in the audience and exacerbate the 

criticism. Some of the comments became very sarcastic. A woman from the audience 

said, “If my child had a kindergarten teacher, I would not like her to be in the 1-900-line 

of work.” Another replied, “kids don’t speak but she is mother to a little girl and she’ll 

see her." A man said: “That man calls very early, but I wonder if when they speak, she is 

teaching his ABCs.”  

The main issue exploited in this personal story is that Lorena does not conform to 

the traditional feminine ideal associated with motherhood and the domestic sphere, as 

Fuller (1995) stated previously. Lorena’s non-traditional job gets contaminated with the 

assigned social role to prostitutes, who would satisfy “a man’s disordered sexual 

appetite” (p. 252). This activity --even if performed with her husband’s consent-- 

subverts the feminine ideal and endangers the family’s sacred world, a situation that is 

also discussed concerning other shows analyzed in this chapter.    

Paradoxically, in the same show, Girls from 1-900, Cristina treats a Brazilian 

operator who works in Florida for a sex line operating in Brazil differently. This woman 

is with her husband and the interrogation dynamic was completely different. Here 

Cristina uses a voyeuristic approach asking information such as "what are you doing 

when you talk, because I have seen people that are frying eggs during these sex 

conversations…." She also addresses the husband, and in a festive tone asks him what he 
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thinks of his wife's work. The man answers that it is "nothing more than an artistic 

performance," because "she has studied theater." Cristina does not criticize the answers 

and does not investigate further into money issues in spite of what the Brazilian woman 

revealed in the interview that, "It's good money."  

What is striking in all these dialogues, is Cristina's lacks of interest in exploring 

the economic reasons the panelists or the interviewees have for working in the sex 

industry. In spite of other panelists' insistence that Lorena only works for a telephone 

service for money, Cristina does not develop any "money talk" in this or other shows. 

She is more concerned with highlighting a deviant morality without paying any attention 

to its explanatory factors. Economic motivation and economic problems are not a part of 

Cristina or Laura's agenda when women's morality is an issue. Women are solely 

responsible for their actions, and have to behave accordingly. The individualistic 

ideology of the television therapeutic treatment shines in its entire true splendor here. In 

sum, the audience is provided with a spectacle that allows it to penalize a moral and ethic 

‘perversion’ without considering any extenuating factors. On the other hand, Cristina 

does not even discuss, or even criticize the capitalist organizations that profit from this 

type of business. Laura, in turn, has the same complicit attitude when she discusses the 

women’s problems or the reasons they have to perform jobs that are ‘morally’ 

questionable. Money as a source of conflict or as a means to resolve problems is never 

discussed.  

The constant discrediting of "disreputable" panelists, discussed in the preceding 

sections, leads one to wonder why these men and women agree to appear on these shows. 

On Hispanic talk shows --as well as in American talk shows--this is a serious question. 

Why do they do it? If the panelists have ever seen these shows, it could be expected that 

they might consider them as a sort of a ‘degradation ritual.’ However, there are no 
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definitive answers on this issue.  Much denunciation and many complaints have been 

raised about Cristina and Laura's shows regarding payment to the participants for their 

appearance on these programs (Garvin, 2000; Torres, 2001), but producers have denied 

these allegations about compensations to participants. Is economic incentive what draws 

women and men to Cristina’s and Laura's shows? Is $30 enough incentive for a woman 

to go to Laura's show and lick "the armpits and toes of a sweaty body builder who had 

not bathed for two days"(Vecchio, 2000, ¶ 3)? In Cristina's case, the most documented 

complaint took place in the Dominican Republic, "where some panelists admitted having 

invented their stories to get a free trip to Miami" (Navarro, 1999a, p. E2; 1999b, p. E2). 

Unfortunately, in Hispanic television there seems to be no research available about the 

motives and expectations of the participants in the shows. Priest (1995), in a study of 37 

Donahue guests, explains that the main problem in doing these type of studies is access to 

the panelists. She describes how the producers of The Oprah Winfrey Show and Sally 

Jessy Raphael refused to cooperate with her study (p. 20). A follow-up of Cristina or 

Laura's panelists would necessarily entail a request to Univision or América Televisión 

(Peru) to access guests' information.  When we consider the tight control of external 

information at Univision, the success of such a project is uncertain. 53  

 

The Pan-ethnicity Ethos 

Cristina’s show, to a higher degree than Laura’s, subscribes to a mythical Latin- 

American, cultural pan-ethnicity that is more of an 'invention' than a cultural reality 

(Sommers, 1991). It is not safe to assume, not even for commercial purposes, that all 

people of Latino origin are similar or that they live under the same concept of ethnic 

solidarity. Despite the fact that the United States’ institutional system groups Latinos 

                                                 
53 Univision has a strict policy regarding outside interviews.  
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under a uniform label as Hispanics, they do not constitute a homogeneous group 

(DeSipio, 1996). Several other social markers divide Latinos, class being one of the least 

discussed within the studies of the Spanish- language media system.  

The ideology of a Latino cultural homogeneity undermines the recognition of 

Latinos' internal differences that are significant. The immense Latino community 

proposed by the television and music industry, among other commercial actors, suggests 

a fluid merging of U.S.-Latinos' identity and the identities of millions of social actors 

throughout the American continent. Diverse elements, such as the Spanish language, 

contribute to the consolidation of this imagined community and ease the process of 

targeting Latinos, because ‘all of them speak the same language.’  Spanish language 

constitutes the cohesive element of this naturalized ‘pan- ethnic ideology’, and it is 

widely reinforced throughout all the programming and through the work of the anchor 

persons on both networks. Univision and Telemundo appear to invoke what Hall (1996) 

calls a "naturally-constituted unity" (p. 4), that is a conception of identity, that in its 

traditional meaning, refers to "an all- inclusive sameness, seamless, without internal 

differentiation” (p. 4). However, this conception is the ant ithesis of new perspectives on 

identity, which conceive 'identity' as a more conflicted phenomenon. According to Hall, 

identities are produced in specific historical and institutional sites within specific 

discursive formations and practices (p. 4). Identities "emerge within the play of specific 

modalities of power, and thus are more the product of the marking of difference and 

exclusion," (p. 4) than the sign of a natural unity. From this perspective, Latinos' 

identities "are not legacies passively received but representations socially produced, and--

in this sense--matters of social dispute" (Matos, 1998, p. 598).  

The argument becomes then, that Latinos, living in the United States or Latin 

America, develop their identities in relation and in comparison to others in their own 
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specific reality, but also in connection with practices and representations in global 

realities. Canclini (1997) uses the notion of hybridization to explain how Latin 

Americans live in a multi-cultural fusion that combines racial mixing (mestizaje), 

religious beliefs, an incomplete modernization process and the advent of globalization 

processes (pp. 22-23).  Cultural hybridization implies that in this era of globalization, "we 

all live on a border, criss-crossed by multiple diversified strategies" (p. 23), where we 

constantly negotiate our space in the culture. Under this prism, it is necessary to rework 

the concept 'Latino pan-ethnic identity' and conceive it as a place for interconnected 

identities where differences are not obscured. As Matos (1998) says, scholars interested 

in promoting social change should not accept "an all encompassing transnational U.S. 

Latina/o--'Latin' American identity" (p. 598) as the result of a homogenization process of 

Latinos' assumed similarities. A critical reflection on Latinos' differences --either race, 

ethnicity, class or socioeconomic status, gender or any other kinds of domination--cannot 

be avoided if intellectuals wish to diminish social, political and economic injustices (p. 

602).  

The ideology of a pan-ethnic unity is distributed throughout Univision’s and 

Telemundo's programming, as discussed in Dávila’s (2000, 2001) and Rodriguez's 

(1999a, 1999c) work. It is also visible in the different nationalities of anchors and 

presenters, as well as producers and journalists. These professionals provide one of the 

best scenarios to study the enactment of Latinos’ transnational identity. They incarnate 

the ideal that “we, Latinos, are all and one."  

However, I maintain that this pan-ethnic ethos can also be found among the 

panelists of the shows studied here, particularly El Show de Cristina. I contend that the 

ordinary citizens presented in these programs provide an even richer place to study the 

articulation of the Latino identity promoted by the shows.  Even though the panelists 
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might follow a previously arranged script for the shows, they can still transmit more 

genuine traits of their Latino identities that are more difficult to erase in the editing 

process. Ordinary people do not stage for the cameras and do not speak a generic 

Spanish, as the anchor persons do. During their presentations, panelists 'leak' or make 

translucent many aspects of their social identity and allow viewers to see how the social 

structure is embedded in their bodies and practices.  

Unlike Laura’s panelists, who are exclusively ‘locals’ from Peru, Cristina gathers 

guests from different parts of the United States, and on many occasions, some who are 

presented as coming directly from Latin America or Spain.  When the topics of the shows 

focus on human interest stories, e.g. Children who live on the Street, The Miracles of the 

Virgin of Guadalupe or Encounters with estranged relatives (all broadcast in 2001), there 

is a discursive convergence to unity, to homogeneity among Latinos where “we all 

experience or suffer the same situation.” However, this homogeneity of thought and 

feeling does not take place when the topics are confrontational and of a personal nature 

that clash with the accepted morality and norms prevailing on the program.  

Hate within the Latino community (Cristina, 2001), a show misleadingly 

presented as terrifying and controversial, provides a context to simultaneously explore the 

representation of the mythical pan-ethnic Latinidad and the contention of ethnic 

differences affecting Latinos in the United States. Cristina introduces the program by 

stating that the show will be about “people who promote hate among Latinos.” However, 

any expectation that this discussion would include the discrimination problems that affect 

Latinos in the United States is diluted in the first segment. The program in reality is 

devoted to the cases of three South American hate groups from Argentina and Uruguay 

that were created by European-heritage nationals.  The first group of panelists is 

comprised of an Argentinean family “who has created a racist anti- immigration group” to 
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expel “the inferior groups” from Argentina and to promote the superiority of European 

whites. These “inferior” groups are Peruvian and Bolivian immigrants who have legally 

and illegally entered Argentina within the past few years, in search of a better life. In this 

process they have faced an organized violence against their communities.   

Cristina indicates that she understands the social problem that this situation 

provokes, because “here in the United States the majority, well I am not going to say the 

majority, thinks the same about Latinos.” However, she says she does not understand 

“what does all of this have to do with a person skin’s color?” Her inquiry sounds out of 

place.  She appears to be ignoring the problems of racism and mestizaje (conflicted racial 

mixing) 54 that is occuring in the United States, as well as in several Latin American 

latitudes.55  Two young, American, Black-Hispanic males are in charge of 'neutralizing' 

the Argentineans ‘racist discourse.’ They will unsuccessfully apply ‘therapy’ to a 

discourse that had been originated in other cultural and historical contexts.  They contest 

a cold, eugenics56 discourse with an emotional one containing insults and offenses. They 

do not target the race hierarchy that affects them, nor do they address the panelists’ 

inflammatory remarks of race supremacy. The young males rhetorically appeal to Black 

ethnic pride and blood purity. However, by doing this, they do not bring to the forum 

                                                 
54 Valle & Torres (1995) assert that Latinos cannot be strictly categorized as a race, nationality, or ethnic 
group because Latinos are mixed or mestizo  people who are "woven from indigenous, African, Iberian, and 
European, as well as Asian strands" (p. 141). Latinos have so many identities in terms of culture, language, 
gender, history and class, that the best Latin-American word to account for that "ambiguity" (p. 141) is 
mestizaje. For Valle & Torres, mestizaje  refers to the American continent's unfinished business of cultural 
hybridization. They state that in some cases, mestizaje has risen to the level of a truly critical counter-
discourse of revolutionary aspirations, while in other cases, it has been co-opted by the state (p. 141).  
55 Peter Wade (1997), among other European and Latin-American scholars, has extensively written about 
the discrimination that has historically affected the indigenous and black populations in Latin America.   
56 Francis Galton, scientist and cousin of Charles Darwin, coined this term at the turn of the 20th century. 
Eugenics alludes to scientific racism based on the idea that the reproductive capacities of biologically 
‘unfit’ individuals (for example the insane) and, more generally, the ‘inferior races’, should be restricted, 
just as the breeding of domestic livestock might try to eliminate unwanted traits (Peter Wade, 1997, p. 12). 
The Eugenics movement had quite a strong influence in Europe and the U.S. and also affected Latin 
America. Nancy Stephan (1991) has explored the impact of diverse national eugenics projects in Latin 
America and the relationship between this ideology and the variables of race, gender and nation.  
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their own situation of marginalization within American society.  Black and Hispanic 

racial issues are not on the agenda of this show. 

Despite the fact that this show on hate does not focus exclusively on women’s 

representations, it provides support for the argument that Latinos’ Latinidad is a 

commodity that is moved from space to space at producers' convenience. Race issues are 

diverted or fragmented. By discussing racial tensions occurring outside the United States, 

Cristina avoids the institutionalization and legitimization of racial issues as a valid topic 

of discussion within the U.S. Latino sub-groups. The question here is, why this talk show 

does not comply with its promoted purpose of empowering Latinos? Or, what do the 

producers understand as educating Latinos far beyond moral values? Why did Cristina 

not elaborate more on her own statement about Latino immigrants being perceived as an 

economic risk for the white majority? By framing the problem in economic terms, she is 

aligning with one of the most recurrent frames used by the liberal press to “objectify” the 

immigration problem as a job problem (Benson, 2000).57  Instead of using her political 

agency and her self-proclaimed cultural leadership (Navarro, 1999a; Torres, 2001), she 

takes a more propagandistic approach, and authoritatively delineates a questionable, 

conceptual distinction between ‘ethnic hate’ and ‘racism.’ Consequently, she avoids 

disrupting the American dominant race-relations pattern, as expressed in the following 

statement:  

 
CRISTINA: I don’t want conclusions from the viewers. This program isn’t about 
racism. This program is about new hate groups that are proliferating in the Internet 
and that are all over Latin America, all over Europe and the United States. And I am 
telling you, you have not seen yet what the word hate means.  
 

                                                 
57 In studying the ‘objective’ reality and the framing of the immigration problem in the American press, 
between  1970-1990, Benson maintains  that immigration has been framed in the public debate, variously, 
as a social problem, as an economic/jobs problem, as a problem of racism and discrimination, as a cultural 
problem, and as a fiscal problem (2000, p. 187).  
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This strategy of dislocating the axis of the race/ethnic conflict is instrumental for 

the harmony and cohesion of the imagined Latino audience. Cristina has the political 

agency to speak against Fidel Castro, and treat him as "the animal" whenever she can 

[Her wealthy parents and relatives brought her to the United States at age 12. Her 

grandfather once owned the magazine Vanidades, sold throughout Latin America]. 

However, she does not have the same passion when she talks about the problems Latinos 

have in this country. Cristina's rhetoric is securely located within a liberal economic 

framework and the acceptance of prevailing ethnic hierarchies in the United States. Since 

she has been repeatedly called 'the Latina Oprah,' it could be interesting to compare her 

performance with Oprah Winfrey, who, under the perspective of rhetorical tokenism does 

not represent "difference and resistance in popular culture" (Cloud, 1996a, p. 115). 

Moreover, some critics of the English- language television talk shows have already said 

that African-American and Latino hosts tend "to act white" (Squire, 1997, p. 243; see 

also Abt & Seeholtz, 1994). 

This same pattern of non- involvement in Latinos’political internal issues is 

repeated throughout Hispanic stations’ programming, and particularly in the news 

segments. Political riots, confrontations with authority, and Latino’s political agency are 

mainly portrayed through what happens in Latin American countries. Some scholars have 

already raised the issue that international news comprises more than half of each of the 

two 30- minute daily newscasts (Rodriguez, 1999a).  

 

The articulation of gender and ethnicity 

Respectability, as a concept and a category of analysis, not only masks a class 

conflict, as discussed in the section on patriarchal ethos, but also conceals an ethnic 

devaluation (descalificación). This ideological mechanism can be seen in Cristina, where 
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the majority of the panelists who volunteer ‘sexual confessions’ are of Puerto Rican 

origin. Women of Mexican origin follow them, in terms of numbers, although the 

problems they discuss are mainly related to couple’s conflicts and family issues in 

general. Cristina presents a high number of Puerto Rican and Mexican panelists, and 

coincidentally these are the Latino groups that register among the highest poverty rates 

within the U.S. Latino community.  Argentinean women have a sporadic presence on the 

shows, but in general, are presented as oversexed and uninhibited (see archival material 

on Cristinaonline.com). Women of Dominican Republic heritage have virtually 

disappeared from Cristina's shows after misrepresentation complaints from several 

Dominican organizations in 1998.  

In Laura’s case, the ethnic discrepancy between the host on one side, and the 

panelists and studio audience on the other, is shocking. Women and men with indigenous 

features, mestizos of darker skin, toothless, and sometimes visibly undernourished, 

confess their ‘moral and sexual crimes.’ They are “suffering human beings,” as one of the 

interviewees for this dissertation phrased it. The program's population somehow reflects 

the asymmetrical ethnic power relationship in Peruvian society, where whiter minorities 

are in control of resources and, in this case, of representations as well.   

Two paradoxes take place in the presentations of these talk shows. The first one, 

already mentioned in some stages of the analysis, alludes to the manifest pretense of 

these networks as offering a service program for the Latino community, when in fact 

there is no real promotion of change for U.S. Latinos.  The second paradox emerges, 

exclusively, from Laura’s show, and her portrayal of Peru's poorest.  It is important to 

understand why a program presenting poverty, abuse, and family violence as recurrent 

topics, can resonate with large sectors of American Spanish-speaking Latinos. What 

elements of their local and global identities get connected to produce an interest in 
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American Latinos to watch this program?  A group of Latinas, interviewed for this 

project, provides some clues to answer these questions. However, more data needs to be 

collected to deeply understand the relationship between television genres, class and 

consumption processes among Latino audiences in the United States.  It is necessary to 

disentangle the relationship between Latino ethnicity and class positioning in the United 

States in order to understand why immigrant and non-immigrant Latinos watch these 

programs. Do American working class Latinos see themselves represented in Laura's 

stories of poverty and disillusionment?  Do poor Latinos empathize with other poor Latin 

Americans?  Or are we dealing with programs whose locus of control is intentionally 

outside the United States in order to make their content less threatening to the prevailing 

American ethnic, race and class hierarchies?  

Cristina and Laura, as well as other anchors and presenters from Univision and 

Telemundo, have an important role in the promotion of Latinos’ pan-ethnic unity. They 

have the capacity 'to represent' and 'to nominate' ethnic groups, and they decide through 

which means and with what objectives. Cristina and Laura are part of an ever expanding 

'representation business' that needs to be questioned about its practical effects. Bourdieu 

(1991) reminds us that we cannot forget that "practical classifications of these groups are 

always subordinated to practical functions and oriented to the production of social 

effects" (p. 220). In the final section that follows, I explore in more detail the power 

mechanisms deployed by Cristina and Laura to classify their panelists. In doing this, I 

use Bourdieu’s conceptualizations of identity, representation, ethnic groups and the 

symbolic power of language. The guiding questions of this section are: how do Cristina 

and Laura convince their audiences to accept their power to 'nominate' them?  What type 

of ‘social magic act’ do they perform in order to convince the Latino audience that they 

really represent them?   
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The work of symbolic violence  

The hosts' authority to define objects and ‘to make and unmake groups” 

(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 221) emerges from the conjunction of capitals that converge in their 

respective television personae, such as their social trajectory and their actual location in 

the U.S.-Latino social space. Similar to politicians and priests, they are representation 

professionals who compete to impose and inculcate principles of reality construction 

whereby the members of the target group recognize themselves and see themselves in 

these classifications without doubting or distrusting their sense of reality (pp. 221-224). 

This constant struggle to inculcate, preserve and transform definitions is part of a process 

that Bourdieu calls the monopoly of the legitimate symbolic violence, because it is based 

on people’s acceptance of these denominations. Since the networks have attributed to 

Laura and Cristina the power to act “as spokespersons for the groups at whose service 

they place their specific competence” (Bourdieu, 1987, p. 14), their symbolic power is 

mainly based on the words they use to describe the groups and in the institutions they 

represent.  

Cristina Saralegui is a consolidated icon in the Hispanic media system and a 

member of the U.S. Latino economic elite.  She has earned much recognition and awards 

(10 Emmys), has a star in Hollywood, as some other Latino actors do, and is the first 

Hispanic woman to own her own production studio. She can easily convert her social and 

economic capital into symbolic capital, ‘the most powerful conversion,’ in order to be 

seen as a person of prestige and status and be accepted as legitimate authority (Mahar et 

al., 1990, p. 13).58 Such a position carries with it the power to nominate (persons and 

                                                 
58 Cristina Saralegui also produces a radio show and publishes a magazine under her name. In 1998, she 
wrote her autobiography Cristina! My Life as a Blonde (Warner Brooks), with a presentation of other 
Latino celebrities such as Gloria Estefan, Carolina Herrera and Isabel Allende. The same publishing house 
edited a Spanish Language version titled Cristina: Confidencias de una rubia .  
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groups), and the power to represent common sense, but even more importantly, it also 

carries the power to impose "the legitimate vision of the social world" (Bourdieu, 1991, 

p. 239).  

Laura, in turn, is on the way to establish herself as another icon for the U.S. 

Latino community. Currently, her persona is undergoing a transformation that will take 

her from a local to a global product, even though her first connections are with Puerto 

Ricans. In becoming more transnational, she is already using the homogeneity discourse 

that "we Latinos are all one." 59 

Laura and Cristina fulfill what Bourdieu calls the ‘mystery of the ministerium’ 

(1991, p. 248), a concept that explains the power priests hold and the power the faithful 

give the priest. The social location and the capital they possess are keys in a struggle for 

making that one particular division of the world universally known and recognized. Their 

symbolic power is based (a) on the strength of their symbolic capital (be recognized as 

spokespersons; as immigrants who have succeeded in the host society); (b) in their 

performative discourse (the imposition of a new vision and division of the social world 

where Latinos are more than nationals from different countries; they are now 

'institutionalized' as members of the same group), and (c) in the cognitive effect of this 

discourse in the represented group (how much the group believes and internalizes its 

classifications). This last requirement is crucial for their representation strategies. It is 

necessary that the group have consensus about the meaning of the identity that has been 

created in its name.  

                                                 
59 Laura Bozzo, interviewed by a Telemundo news crew during the Puerto Rican parade in New York, June 
9, 2002.  
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Laura en América: a particular case of violence 

In Laura's world nothing can be relative. Each panelist assumes his/her specific 

role in the story and receives a denomination for that. In her programs, 'bad men' or 'bad 

women' are addressed as "animal," “dog/bitch,” "liar," “garbage/trash.” Sometimes they 

are silenced at the risk of being kicked off the stage ("cállate tu"; “cállate la boca 

porquería o te echo a patadas de mi set"), and other times they are expelled from the set 

with the help of guards, as the host and audience scream with approval.  Laura is used to 

saying “I throw women and men like you out on the street like dogs; and may the dogs 

excuse me for treating them like that!”  Contrary to Laura’s repeated assertion that 

violence is not accepted on her set, the structure of the show promotes confrontation 

between panelists at many levels. Violence that seems to be provoked to satisfy the script 

of the show becomes repressed, and the victims are blamed in this process. A normal 

practice is to have panelists present their testimony while uniformed security guards are 

restraining them.  

 Apart from an authoritarian discourse, which includes insults and offenses, the 

host uses two other strategies to preserve her power in the show, which usually serve to 

prove that somebody is lying or is mistaken. These other ideological devices of control 

assume a material form in the person of a witness, who contradicts the offender's 

testimony, supported by the recordings of a hidden camera, surreptitiously installed in the 

room of one of the accused panelists, with the complicity of a family member. Again, 

contradicting her own slogan that children do not have anything to do with parents' 

problems, Laura does not hesitate to use them to structure her story and have them 

antagonize their parents, and particularly their mothers. Children, teenagers and young 

adults, ages 8 to 21, frequently perform this role of accusing those who neglect or abuse 
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them. Children are central to the ideology of the patriarchal family sustained by the host 

of the show. However, while they are praised, they are also used to produce a spectacle.  

All of these strategies are part of the talk show genre. However, in Laura’s case, 

they acquire particular character because she is not only a 'representation professional 

expert,' supported by the symbolic power of the cultural industries, but she is also a 

lawyer who can 'accuse and send (the participants) to jail.’ She has a team of lawyers 

working with her on the show, a factor that is designed to enhance her power even 

further. In the initial seasons of the show, these lawyers were part of the staff of 

Solidaridad y Familia, an association headed by the host of the show.  In 2002, Laura 

Bozzo publicly acknowledged, during the shows, that Telemundo supported her legal 

team. Unmistakably, the law appears here as "one of the most powerful examples of 

power to nominate and represent the 'legitimate' social order” (Bourdieu, 1987, cited in 

Mahar et al, 1990, p. 14). The purposive interaction between a local legal system and an 

international media system raises ethical questions. The network's involvement in 

financing these services 'to help poor Peruvian families' seems to be motivated more by 

ratings and the need to count on a continuous production of people's stories for the show 

than by any commendable principle.  The asymmetric interaction between Laura and her 

panelists, who do not dare to pose resistance to her comments and insults, reveals an 

instrumental use of the language based on the totality of her social persona. Laura's triple 

agency - as a television persona, a lawyer and chair of a non-governmental Peruvian aid 

agency - overwhelms the participants, who in most cases tell stories that accentuate their  

'misery of position,' in Bourdieu's terms (1999d).  

Language is part of a symbolic exchange that can be unequal when one of the 

speakers is endowed with more linguistic capital than the other. This situation can 

transform language into a domination instrument where "some people dominate others" 
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(Snook, 1990, p. 172). When Laura labels people, as described below, she is adscribing 

(institutionalizing), through language, an identity to them. She appears as the one with 

enough authority to define others; to know what other people are, a situation that is 

clearly evident in her use of insults (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 120-121).  She assigns 'meaning' 

to people (labels), and lets them know they are expected to behave or react according to 

the labels she has assigned to them.  This labeling, as expressed to the person before an 

audience, is one of Laura's most recurrent mechanisms to assert authority, and often 

reaches dramatic proportions. In the following example, she criticizes a teenager for 

becoming engaged to a married man:  
 

LAURA: And how old are you? 
PANELIST: 15 years old (smiling to the camera) 
LAURA: 15 years old…and your mental age is 12! 

 

Laura sells herself as a woman who empowers women and will work to help them 

financially, legally and emotionally. According to the program analysis developed here, I 

argue that this help is contrived (not genuine), because what she really does is to 

perpetuate a dependency pattern among the few who have resources and the ones who do 

not. Two elements of analysis will help to support this argument: the way women address 

her during the interactions and the selection of subjects who participate in the program.  

Compared to Cristina, where panelists address the host with her first name or treat 

her as 'tú,' the informal 'you' in Spanish, in Laura, panelists address her as "señorita 

Laura," “señora Laura,” or the affectionate “Laurita.” All of these denominations imply 

a sense of respect and acknowledge her different social position. This power asymmetry, 

expressed through the language, is a Latin American cultural trait that permeates different 

social realms such as the family, education and workplace, where 'Usted,’ the formal you, 



 193 

is used to address people who hold positions of authority e.g. teacher, parent, doctor, 

police officer, politician.  

It becomes clear in the resolution of some of the shows that often, panelists 

participate in the program with the intention of receiving some material and concrete help 

for their problems. The phrase "I want you to help me,'' constantly repeated during the 

testimonies, may speak to promises made in advance for material rewards, which in most 

of the cases may consist of a little street car to sell sandwiches, or a study fellowship (the 

amount is never disclosed). This economic dependency also poses a serious ethical 

problem, because Laura Bozzo, as a chairman of Solidaridad y Familia-- which claims to 

have served nine thousand people (Telemundo, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c)--seems to be 

patronizing these interviewees. People recruited through the cases that are handled by the 

agency lawyers and social workers may not actually be spontaneous participants on the 

show, but participants who are ‘subjected’ to a double type of oppression. There seems to 

be a material and symbolic dependence, whereby low-income women might view public 

embarrassment on national television, as a small price to pay in order to receive much 

needed assistance. This might explain why "chatters" on different Spanish language web 

sites, label Laura 'the queen of the porno-misery’ (See TVChimes.com and program 

forums at Telemundo.com).   

Chapter summary  

The first part of this chapter describes the vigorous growth the talk show genre 

has experienced in Spanish- language television in the past two-years, and provides 

contextual information about Cristina and Laura's talk shows. In format, content and 

performance styles, these Hispanic shows bear some resemblance to many of the 

American daytime talk shows. They can also be subjected to the same cultural critique 

that has been applied to American talk shows (best represented by accusations of 
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exploiting pseudo- intimacy, dramatic confessions and moral judgments as part of a 

spectacle). Like American shows, Cristina and Laura import to their programs, stories 

and situations that take place in larger social contexts in order to give them a more 

isolated treatment or analysis. The structural variables that intervened in the generation of 

the conflicts or problems are omitted and the only visible cause (or victim) of the 

situation is the person who dares to tell his/her story. The presentation and format of the 

story thus becomes more important than the story itself. In this chapter, I argue that 

Cristina and Laura do not truly provide a place for empowering women or a place to 

promote tolerance among diverse groups of Latinos. These programs work within a 

narrow conception of women's behavior, are moralistic, conservative and subscribe to 

middle and upper-class Latin-American values.  

Three related ideological ethe help to organize the textual analysis of 11 shows and 

give shape to the critical analysis presented in the second part of the chapter. The 

therapeutic ethos supports the analysis of shows whose central topics are women's sexual 

transgressions or deviant behaviors. In most of these programs, women's sexual identity 

overwhelms their social identity and the audience does not have an opportunity to know 

about the person who is telling the story but, instead, is shown more about his/her 

intimacies. The therapeutic ethos can also help to uncover how the sexuality discourse 

masks class distinction. In Cristina's case, it helps to understand the prevalence of 

heterosexuality as the preferred norm, even though the show pretends to condone diverse 

sexual orientations and lifestyles. The patriarcha l ethos serves to connect the shows' 

topics with the discussions about the maternal logic in Latin-American feminism, the 

sexual contract logic (Pateman,1988), masculine domination (Bourdieu, 2001) and the 

culture of poverty (Lewis, 1959). The pan-ethnicity ethos helps to dismantle the myth of 

a homogeneous Latino identity, which is strongly maintained by Univision and 
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Telemundo. The articulation between gender and ethnicity, and class and ethnicity also 

are discussed in this section. The chapter ends with an analysis of the symbolic violence 

portrayed in the shows and the power of the hosts to resolve, divide and define particular 

realities.   

The ideological analysis of the shows presented in this chapter acquired its final 

shape after completion of the fieldwork stage. Although some women voiced some of the 

arguments I have raised here, the intention of this chapter is not to compare my opinions 

with theirs, but to present my own critical reflection about these particular cultural 

products. At the end of the next chapter in which I present Latinas' evaluations of the 

shows, I come back to this analysis and contrast my opinions with my informants' 

opinions, as triangulation of my own analysis.  

Six of the programs discussed in this analysis were used as motivational elements for 

conversations with 16 of the 27 women interviewed in this study. The analysis of these 

conversations is the central concern of the next chapter. Although the interviewees were 

asked about the Latina images portrayed in these shows, the conversations had a broader 

focus and included a general evaluation of women's images portrayed by Univision and 

Telemundo in general.  
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Chapter VI 

AUDIENCE ANALYSIS  

The audience analysis presented in this chapter discusses the multidimensional 

context in which Latinas watch and evaluate Spanish language television. The 

relationship between agency and structure as proposed by Bourdieu's (1980) theory of 

practice and Ang's (1996) "radical contextualism in audience studies"(p. 140) is central to 

this analysis. The chapter begins with a discussion of some structural relationships 

between Latinas and the U.S. society in general and its impact on the development of 

their gender and ethnic identity. This section offers a general picture of how the women 

interviewed in this study perceived their location as minority women in the context of 

American mainstream society, and how they think the majority group (Anglos) perceive 

and classify them. I argue that this relationship is crucial in an understanding on how 

Latinas finally watch and evaluate English or Spanish language television. This model of 

analysis, where all the parts of all the contextual variables need to be seen relationally, 

has already been proposed in Chapter II when I discussed the search of a framework to 

study Latinas' television reception. It is also congruent with the order of the guiding 

questions for the reception study presented in Chapter IV (see p. 116) where the 

interrogations follow an inductive (general to particular) pattern.  

The span of the analysis is broader, richer and more contradictory as compared 

with the textual analysis presented in the previous chapter and it can be thought as made 

out of layers. The first and outer layer of this contextual analysis addresses the problems 

of ethnic and gender identification in the host society. The second analyses Latinas 

consumption of Spanish television and their general evaluation of the programming of 
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Univision and Telemundo. The third layer offers respondent's opinion regarding Latinas 

representation in Univision and Telemundo in general and the final layer of analysis 

focus on the Cristina and Laura's talk shows in particular. In this last layer I organize the 

presentation of the interviews according to the similarities of respondent's personal 

stories and condition of existence. The categories of gender, ethnicity and class are 

interwoven in each of these multiple levels of analyses having more or less 

preponderance in each on them. The chapter closes wirth a reflection on some power 

issues that took place during the interview process and a summary of the main patterns 

emerging from the women’s narratives.  The overall aim of this chapter is to put the 

television discourse and Latinas' viewing practices in relation, as two phenomena that 

should be studied together. The initial proposition is that Latinas watch television in a 

context which is informed by their particular ethnic identity, class location and 

immigration status.  

As indicated in the methodology section, the reception analysis is based upon in-

depth interviews with 27 Latinas, conducted in Austin, Texas, between Fall 1999 and 

Spring 2002. A brief profile of the panelists, whose real names have been protected, is 

provided in parenthesis after each initial presentation.  

Latinos/as in U.S. society 

 The women interviewed for this dissertation watch television in a multicultural 

context in which their ethnic identity and their class position in the U.S. society are 

central to an understanding of their media consumption practices. The articulation 

between women's original culture and the new hybrid culture (García-Canclini, 1995a, 

1997; Hall, 1992) in which they live, provides the context for their identity negotiations 

with mainstream society and with the media systems. Some women, the ones that I later 



 198 

described as sojourners60 are constantly defining themselves in terms of an original 

identity; an identity that they left in their home countries. They have the certainty that 

they are going to recover this identity. They know their permanency in the United States 

is temporal and they have the confidence that they will go back to their 'roots' in the near 

future.  However, the majority of the immigrant women and the ones who were born 

here, daughters of second or third generations of Mexicans immigrants, are in transition 

to different cultural mixes from which there is no possibility to recover the 'old' or 

'original' culture. As Hall puts it, "they are irrevocably the product of several interlocking 

histories and cultures, belong at one and the same time to several 'homes' (and to no 

particular 'home')" (1992, p. 310).   

According to Hall (1992), people belonging to "cultures of hybridity" (p. 310 

italics on original) have had to give up in their ideas or dreams to rediscover a lost 

cultural purity because "they are irrevocably translated" (p. 310 emphasis on original). 

Latino identities, as well as the identity of other migrant groups in a globalized world, 

seem to oscillate between a a dialectic of tradition and translation (p. 309). Tradition can 

be defined as people's attempt to restore their cultural purity and recover the unity and 

bonds they feel are lost. Translation implies the acceptance that identity is the result of 

the interplay of history, politics, representation and difference, and that it is unlikely that 

they will ever be unitary again (p. 309).  

The women in this study live in this delicate dialectic of “fundamentalism and 

hybridity” (Hall, 1992, p. 310), which provide them the elements to negotiate their place 

                                                 
60 According to Martin & Nakayama (2000), sojourners are "those travelers who move into new cultural 
contexts for a limited period of time and for a specific purpose" (p. 204).  They are voluntary travelers and 
often have the freedom and the means to travel. In this group are included international students who go 
abroad to study, technical assistance workers, corporate personnel and missionaries. Immigrants could also 
be considered voluntary travelers. However, the economic reasons behind their immigration processes 
disqualify that possibility. Martin & Nakayama indicate that "there is often a fluid and interdependent 
relationship between the countries that send and those that receive immigrants" (p. 205). 



 199 

in the United States' society, their relationship with other cultural groups and their media 

consumption, particularly their consumption of Spanish language television.  Some of the 

immigrants and sojourner informants defined their identity as Argentineans, Cubans, 

Mexicans or Peruvian. Others used a situational ethnicity61 approach (Stayman & 

Deshpande, 1989) to define themselves, such a New York-born woman who considers 

herself Puerto Rican. However, the large majority of the U.S. respondents used either a 

hyphenated identity, such as Mexican-American, or the social constructs, Hispanic or 

Latina, to define themselves.  

Women in this study defined their identity not in terms of gender or sexuality-- as 

is the predominant definition for Latinas in the English and Spanish mass media-- but in 

terms of their participation in the collective society. The public space these women have 

is not exempted of tensions and contradictions.  The following excerpts, as well as some 

other sections in the chapter, indicate that low-income U.S. Latinas negotiate their space 

as much as middle and upper class Latinas. Their problems seem to be of a different 

nature; however their struggles converge on a single issue: recognition.  

Latinas' self-awareness of their differences constitutes a main disruption of the 

notion of homogeneous Latinidad or cultural unity so promoted by the networks and the 

Hispanic and American markets (See Chapter II, III and also the analysis of the programs 

in the preceding Chapter). The following excerpts indicate that Latinas and Latinos do 

                                                 
61 Stayman & Deshpande (1989) indicate that "ethnicity is not just who one is, but how one feels in and 
about a particular situation" (p. 361). Cultural anthropologists and sociologists have been using since the 
late 1970s, the concept of situational identity to suggest that ethnic identification and behavior "is at least 
partly situational determined" (p. 361). In this tradition, ethnicity and related behavior can be thought as "a 
stable sociological trait of individuals that is manifested in the same way at all times, but also as a 
transitory psychological state manifested in different ways in different situations' (p. 361). An individual 
first identifies the ethnic group to which he/she belongs to (self-designated ethnicity) and then expresses 
how strongly he or she identifies with that particular group (felt ethnicity) (italics in original, p. 362).  
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not belong to the same pan-national family and that the concepts Latinos and Latinidad 

do not cancel or subsume cultural differences.  

One topic that permeates all of the interviews is "la descalificacion"62 (a 

combination of devaluation, discredit, lack of consideration, disempowerment or 

disenfranchisement) Latinos experience in United States society.  This discredit affects 

diverse Latino groups in varying degrees. In the context of these interviews, the most 

affected ones were Mexican-Americans and Black Hispanics, particularly Cubans and 

Puerto Ricans. For eight informants of different educational and income levels, Texas is a 

place where discrimination still exists. Even though the majority of the 27 informants had 

not experienced blatant discrimination, at least five of them, located in different 

socioeconomic classes, acknowledged the use of certain strategies in their interactions 

with members of the dominant ethnic group, as well as with other Hispanic groups. For 

these eight informants, Latinos' disenfranchisement is based mainly on lack of knowledge 

and ignorance about Latin American or Spanish-speaking countries on the part of the 

Anglos with whom they interact. According to them, members of the majority ethnic 

group do not know the economic and social difficulties faced by Latin American 

countries in general.  A Mexican-American informant considered that Latinos' discredit 

(disempowerment) is based on the existence of contradictory stereotypes that both 

negatively and positively portray Latinos as being hard-workers or lazy or being family 

oriented and having many children. This opinion is developed in more detail in the 

following section. 

                                                 
62 Informants mainly used the Spanish word descalificación (devaluation; discredit) and in some occasions 
they speak of discriminación (discrimination). The verb descalificar in its first meaning refers to discredit, 
deprive of authority, or consider unable for something. The second meaning refers to the disqualification 
from a team (sports) or as a sanction for not fulfilling the established norms (Diccionario de la Real 
Academia Española, 2001). 
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 The women in this study recognized that there are tensions in American race-

relations in general, and in the social co-existence of diverse Latinos cultural groups in 

particular. They say that these tensions vary according to the geographic zone where 

Latinos reside. For example, Melissa (31, bilingual, married, three daughters, truck driver 

paying for her own eighteen wheeler, high school education completed), who was born in 

New York, but self- identified as Puerto Rican, thinks Texas is not the same as New York, 

where to be a Latino "is not a big issue." The following excerpts highlight the points 

presented above:  

 
 

MARITZA: Here in Austin, Texas, it’s seen as a bad quality to be a Latino, because 
here they look at Latinos the wrong way and they get confused. They believe that 
Mexico is the only Latino place in the world. And if one tells them, I am a Puerto 
Rican, they tell you no, it doesn't matter, it is the same, and that's it. We are all 
different. Thousands of times they tell you, 'What is the difference? You speak 
Spanish, don't you?' [….] Texas is a place where Latinos are discriminated against 
and on top of that they don't have…. they don't know that there are other countries. I 
would imagine they know, or don't they remember the time when they were in school, 
and with so many Mexicans, they believe we are all Mexicans… In New York, that is 
not a big issue, because you know that there are cultures….You know that such and 
such is Cuban, there are Chileans, there are Puerto Ricans…. Here in Texas, you 
speak Spanish; you are Mexican. 

 
LIDIA (Argentinean, 42, single mother, one daughter, college degree obtained in her 
home country, works cleaning houses): It is like I am telling you. I never felt affected 
[discriminated against] except for little things. Yes, but Mexicans, they are really 
discriminated against. They (Anglos) don't care for them…. Mexicans, they say, are 
only good for cleaning, for jobs that white people don't want to do. For example, 
there was a window, very high and it was dangerous. "Call a Mexican (said her 
boss)….let a Mexican do it and pay him a couple of bucks." 
 

For women with more years of schooling, the negotiations with other dominant 

ethnic groups are a little easier than for those who do not have the same cultural capital. 

Maritza's case is paradigmatic. By having the truck now, she is able to establish working 

conditions she could not set when she worked in doctors' offices. She can arrange 
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schedules at her own convenience, send children to school and also make efforts to have 

a functional household. She says her work involves a good dose of delegation to her 

eldest daughters, because her husband also drives another truck. However, she complains 

that in spite all her efforts to do the best, she constantly takes criticisms from other 

Latinas because she does a job that is “supposed to be for men.”  

Lidia (Argentinean) is also an exceptional case in how she negotiates her working 

conditions. For seven years she worked cleaning houses for construction companies, until 

an American woman asked her to clean her house permanently. Lidia told her that she 

charged a lo t and she liked having the freedom to create her own schedule because she 

had a little girl. Even though the woman told her that it was unusual to impose those 

stipulations, she still agreed to pay Lidia up to $2000 a month for her work.  

 An issue that parallels the question: How do others see us (Latinos)? is How do 

we see ourselves (Latinos)? Although most of the interviewees interacted with other 

Latino immigrants in their neighborhoods or at their workplaces, they still recognized the 

existence of latent cultural tensions among Latino cultural groups. Some respondents 

criticized the lack of drive (empuje) some immigrant workers show, their reluctance to 

assert their own cultural identity, and the lack of solidarity between old and new 

immigrants. Other respondents used the country of origin and the method of arrival as a 

source of odious distinctions. For example, Maritza, the Puerto-Rican respondent 

mentioned above, recognized that many immigrants did not have the opportunity and the 

means to study in their countries of origin. However, she argued that here "there are 

many free places that can help them learn things, but they don't support each other to do 

it." This same interviewee indicated that Mexican immigrants in general are not clear 
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about their ethnic identity. However, her criticism, expressed in the following statement, 

can indicate how deeply she has internalized American dominant ideologies about race-

relations hierarchies. The statement might also reveal her inability to understand that 

immigrants' hesitation in subscribing to a particular ethnic identity could obey to a 

conscious strategy to avoid stereotyping, labeling or plain discrimination. It is also 

important to consider that immigrants of Mexican origin have a different status as 

compared with Puerto Ricans who come to live and work in continental United States  

MARITZA: I truly believe that the Mexican race is a race very…very, what’s the 
word…they have no center (…)They are Mexicans, are Texans, are Tex-Mex, are 
Chicanos and …the way they introduce themselves when they don’t know whether 
they are coming or going. Young ladies, you ask them who are you? Or what are you? 
And they tell you “I’m a Latina” And I tell them are you a Latina from Mexico? And 
they tell you “No, we grew up here” They are embarrassed to say that they are from 
Mexico. They are not clear about their origin…they don’t honor or love one thing, 
like I would say I love Puerto Rico, I love Colombia, I love the ‘Uniteds’, they are 
like “they don’t belong anywhere.” They like, just wondering what’s going on; they 
don’t know where they are going. I don’t know if I am expressing myself clearly, but 
they don’t find themselves… 

 
  

Nury (32, Mexican immigrant, married, three children, incomplete high school in 

Mexico, working as a janitor in an elementary school) considers that there is discredit 

/devaluation (decalificación) not only between Anglos and Latinos, but also within 

Latino groups. She says that earlier generations of Mexican immigrants, who have been 

in this country longer and know the language, can also look down upon new immigrants. 

This comment reveals the existence of in-group tensions among Latinos that finally end 

up in questioning who is more entitled to be an American citizen of Hispanic heritage? 

Proficiency in English is one of the measurement sticks to define who is more or less 

assimilated into the U.S. society.     
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NURY: Many times Latinas are not looked at with good eyes… because in many 
jobs, I don’t know, maybe I have bad luck…it is like they look at you bad, because 
you don’t speak English… and many times it is really sad because it is our own 
people who are coming from Mexico, who have been here longer and they know a 
little more. They look at you wrong…I think that is hard to deal with. 
 

     Nationality can act as a source of hateful differences either between U.S. born 

Latinos or immigrant Latinos. For one of the two Argentinean respondents in the group, 

the country of origin and the geographical distance appear correlated with the education 

of the immigrants who come to the United States.63 These differences are also reproduced 

later in the analysis of who watches what on Latino television.   

LIDIA: Those of us who come from Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, Venezuela, are 
not like those who come from Mexico, Honduras or El Salvador. And it is not that I am 
making differences. I can see the difference. The one who comes from South America 
can’t come by swimming. What I mean is that those are other kinds of people. That 
would be a person that at least finished high school. It is not somebody coming who 
does not even know how to read or write (…). The reality of these people, I mean I 
don’t know if reality.. is that they are different; they are different. 

 
 
Gender identity: How do others see us? How do we  see ourselves? 

Most of the respondents agree about the existence of a Latina stereotype64 that usually 

portrays them as “sexy.”  They acknowledge that this conception circulates in American 

mainstream society and is also taken and exploited by the Spanish- language networks. 

However, many of them reject this image as “superficial” and as an “empty portrayal” 

that does not embody all of a Latina’s characteristics. For all of these women, Latinas are 

                                                 
63 Portes and Rumbaut (1996) have studied the diversity of immigrant experience and establish a 
distinction between immigrant status, prior education in the country of origin and social conditions in the 
United States. Legal Latin American immigrants have improved their social conditions as compared to 
Mexican immigrants, who have a large population of illegal immigrants. Rumbaut (1997) reports regional 
immigration flows have sharp differences in terms of class character. By 1993, immigrant flows from Asia, 
Africa and Europe had achieved rough parity in occupational status, with close to half (44% to 48%) of all 
occupationally active immigrants consisting of professionals and managers. In contrast, less than 10% from 
Latin America and the Caribbean immigrants had that occupational status (p. 20).    
64 Stereotypes refer to "widely held beliefs about a specific group of people" (Martin & Nakayama, 2000, 
p. 128). 
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more than sexual objects for men (Latinos included), and they disagree with the social 

and media system that defines them in that way. Some of these women argued that this 

image misrepresents the millions of hard-working Latinas who dress in conservative 

clothing and who provide support to their families without male assistance.  The 

following transcripts indicate the types of tensions, including the ethnic ones that are 

residing at the core of this gender stereotype:  

 
LIDIA (Argentinean): I do not know an American guy who does not like a Latina 
because they are “hot"… because they think that they are hot and that they want to 
have sex and that they will have the best sex in the world. I’m not sure how that 
works statistically, but out of ten guys, ten American guys that I know, they would 
die to have a Latina with them, I think that is just for the moment. Look, they think 
that they have a “big” . . . they have ass, they dress sexy, their movements are sexy, 
they are…very sensual, they pretty much look at them in a sexual way. 

 
VIVIANA: How do you think Latinas are perceived? 
MARITZA (31, Puerto Rican): I don’t know because I am not a 'gringa' (Anglo)  
VIVIANA: (Silence) 
MARITZA: … But Latino women are sexier than Americans, because of their shape, 
their hips, their hair, the color of their eyes, their skin tone, well, but I (we) think like 
that because we are Hispanic. Who knows what they think about us, because we are 
Hispanic. 

 
CORINA (31, Argentinean, widowed, raising a seven-year-old daughter, bilingual, 
obtained a degree in communications in her home country): Latinas' image follows an 
ideological model of oppression… not only here, but also in Latin American 
countries. But well, we come with this prototype to the U. S., where Latinas are hot, 
where they are the ones who fuck the best ["la que mejor coge"], the one that…and 
Spanish programs take and use that; that is on the talk shows.   
 

Maritza's refusal to discuss the Latina stereotype on behalf of Anglos reveals the 

underlying tensions in gender and ethnic identities. In the interplay of cultural stereotypes 

and self-perceptions, she does not feel capable of speaking as an Anglo or subscribing to 

Latinas' stereotypes. Her individual and group identity clashes with Latinas' collective 

identity, as other members of the society define the last one.   
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 Most of the participants in the study indicated they did not have the time to fulfill 

this 'ideal' of a sexy Latina or consciously work toward that stereotype. Even though one 

of them claimed to wear make up and to dress up everyday for work (as a janitor in a 

middle school) and for her husband, the rest agreed that they have no time for or interest 

in responding to the stereotype of a 'sensual or sexy Latina.'  

 Itzel provides a more complex conceptualization of the Latina image. She is 27, 

Mexican immigrant, divorced, who obtained a college degree in California and works for 

a media corporation. She explains that the Latinas' stereotype is made up of a 

contradiction where positive and negative characteristics co-exist. Itzel thinks that other 

ethnic groups perceive Latinos and Latinas in general as family oriented groups, and that 

they like music, dressing-up, good times and good food.  However, she acknowledges 

that the reverse of this stereotype is large families, many children, too much reproduction 

and lack of education.  

 
ITZEL: It's a combination. They see us somehow as lazy, but at the same time 
hard workers. It is like the two things at the same time. I think that they also see 
us as low-income people, poor people and maybe lacking education. 
 
 
Itzel applies the same binary (opposite) concept to Latinas' perceived identity. She 

says that other cultural groups perceive Latino women as having “maternal 

characteristics, being nurturing but not well educated, attractive, sexy, always wearing 

high heels and colorful clothing." Conversely, they also perceive them as "badly dressed, 

with many children.” For her, these ‘contraries’ are always present because "either we 

have a strong and well defined woman or we have a woman who is docile and easily 

manageable.” Itzel explains this negative side--Latinas' dependence on men--as rooted in 

the husband’s authority in Latino homes or in the type of jobs Latinas do in their homes 
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or in other people's homes. She says "many Latinas work in their homes as nannies, but 

always in a role of subordination.”  

Immigrant and U.S. born Latinas have divergent perceptions of what is Latinas' 

identity. Maricela (24, U.S. born Mexican-American, single, two children, finished ninth 

grade) and Gina, (26, U.S. born Mexican-American, single, two children, finished 

eleventh grade), are third generation of Mexican heritage. They do not consider 

themselves Latinas but Mexican-Americans. Although they do not speak Spanish, they 

have strong ties with their mothers and maternal grandparents who speak the language. 

Both define their Latinidad as a mix between Mexican family and spiritual values and the 

independence American women enjoy in the United States. As noted before, Maritza, 

born in New York of Puerto Rican parents, does not consider herself Latina or American, 

but Puerto Rican, although she has visited the island only a few times. Maritza applies an 

even more refined logic to her ethnic identification. She differentiates between "the 

'gringo' and the 'non-gringo' who was born and raised here" and assigns a central 

importance to ethnic origin more than national affiliation due to birthplace. Her ethnic 

definition falls into what ethnicity and migration researchers call ‘situational identity’(see 

Stayman & Deshpande, 1989).  When asked why she emphasizes this division, 

considering she has lived her entire life in the United States, she answered:  

 
MARITZA:   Yes, but my culture is different. If you take me and take another woman 
that I studied with or was born in the same hospital, her culture and mine are 
different. I have the Hispanic culture, the Hispanic morals, she doesn't, and we were 
both born here. Everything depends on how one is raised at home. Everything 
depends on your culture.  
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 Maritza’s self-ethnic identification conflicts with her mother's denial of her Puerto 

Rican heritage. In a departure from her mother's identity, her proclamation is quite 

radical: "I am one hundred percent Hispanic." Contrasting with this case of selective 

identification, we have Lidia’s situation of gradual and compulsory acceptance of her 

‘Hispanic identity.’ Lidia, an Argentinean teacher who does cleaning, seems to have 

become tired of having to insist that she is from Argentina. It seems as if the social 

pressure to clarify her ethnic location, within the normative classification for Hispanics, 

makes her say she does not feel Argentinean anymore, but ‘Hispanic,’ like every other 

immigrant who shares with her the experience of deterritorialization. Nevertheless, when 

she interacts with other members of the Latino community she defines herself as 

Mexican-Cuban-American, because of the constant interaction with her Mexican co-

workers, the Mexican food she eats and her ex Cuban partner, the father of her only 

daughter.  

LIDIA: I am Argentinean. I don't feel Argentinean, I feel like the rest of the people 
who live in this country, Latina, Spanish-speaking, I have a sense of belonging.  
Before, I was Argentinean until death. I could not say that I was Hispanic, that I was 
nothing; I was an Argentinean, another world separated from the world. I was 
Argentinean, but now, I am not Argentinean, I am Latina. I am Hispanic because I 
can see how you are here, there, Puerto Rico…For them, for the gringos (Americans) 
we are Latinos and I feel Latino, not because it is for them, but because I kind of [feel 
like it]. 
 
The previous excerpts indicate that Latinas identities are constructed in relation and 

in comparison to Others in a specific historical moment and social space and within 

specific discursive formations. As theorized by Hall (1996), identities are more the 

product of the marking of difference and exclusion than the sign of "an identical, 

naturally-constituted unity-an identity in its traditional meaning" (p. 4). People construct 
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their identities through difference, paying attention to what they are not and what is 

outside them, the "constitutive outside" (p. 4, emphasis on original). From this 

perspective, the question of identity is a question of power, where Latinas and Latinos are  

"hailed" or "interpellated" (p. 5) to certain subject positions constructed from the place of 

the Other. This construction of a Latino identity from the outside affects all informants 

without distinction of their class location. Mexican-American women living on welfare 

do not relate well to Anglos and to Mexican immigrants. On the other side, Mexican-

American professional women have to struggle with Anglos and cultural stereotypes in 

order to obtain executive positions. The Puerto Rican interviewee is constantly on the 

defensive regarding her African American daughter, who is the focus of questions of 

other Hispanics or Anglos. Temporally resident women struggle for not being confused 

as Mexican immigrants or somebody of lower status in the U.S.-prevailing race-relations 

hierarchies.  

This conception of a changing, dislocated and also contradictory identity that is 

defined across divisions and differences is in many ways related to Bourdieu's notions of 

habitus (dispositions), field and trajectories presented in chapters II and III. Habitus, as 

defined in chapter II, refers to historically constructed dispositions that provide 

individuals with conscious and unconscious strategies to act in determined circumstances. 

Individuals in general internalize the rules of the different social structures, but at the 

same time they constitute the social world. As Reay (1995a) states it, the concept habitus 

expresses the many ways in which active subjects are not only the body of social world, 

but also, they have the social world in their bodies (p. 354). The habitus provide 

individuals a repertoire of possible actions but always in a balance between opportunities 
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and constraints imposed by the social structure-- fields in this case. It can be argued that 

Latinos/as occupy different subject positions according to the field in which they 

participate and who are the Others in that field. Although Bourdieu did not explain how 

race or ethnicity shape the habitus, Reay's (1995b) proposal of studying a "racialized 

habitus" could open the path for new explorations regarding Latinos' negotiations with 

other social actors who define them. Reay states that "prejudices and racial stereotypes 

ingrained in the habitus of the members of dominant groups can affect the life chances of 

any group which is clearly different in some way" (p. 122). This proposition connects 

with my initial statement that Latinas watch television in a context that is informed by 

their particular ethnic identity, class location and immigration status.  

 
The consumption of Spanish-language television  
 
 Half of the women interviewed in this study watched exclusively Spanish-

language television. The rest, particularly those born in the United States and the ones 

with college education, watched some combination of English and Spanish language 

television. Respondents' watching habits varied and in general depended on women's 

work schedules and on whether children were home. In general the interviewees reported 

that they watch television between one to six hours a day. However, the vast majority of 

the women with children reported watching television "with their ears" since they 

watched and did other chores at the same time. Only six of them declared having enough 

time to sit with their husbands and children at night and watch a show without 

interruption. Two Cuban women, one Spanish respondent and six women of Mexican 
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descent indicated that they were following or had recently followed a soap opera in 

Univision or Telemundo.   

 With the exception of two interviewees who did not speak Spanish, all informants 

stated that they frequently watched news on one of the Spanish networks. Although the 

Puerto Rican- identified respondent and two Mexican-American women (U.S. born from 

Mexican heritage) criticized these programs because they have "a little bit of everything" 

and "nothing in depth," they still recognized that the news keeps them connected to their 

roots or to those of their spouses or partners. The high interest that Spanish newscasts 

evinces, as does news in English television, diminishes when it comes to other television 

genres such as entertainment shows and movies on the Spanish networks. Respondents 

who mainly watch Spanish television disclosed an average consumption of five hours a 

day, of which barely one hour is in English. On the contrary, some of the professional 

Latinas indicated that they watch less Spanish language television –one to two hours a 

day—while they watch an average of 3 hours of English- language television.  

In the majority of the respondent's homes, children had a higher rate of English 

television consumption. However, there are some exceptions, notably when young 

children and some teenagers join their parents or relatives to watch a ‘novela’ and the 

Hispanic newscasts.   

Women in general have control over the type of programming and networks they 

watch. Over half of the households have more than one television set. However, there are 

two cases where programs' selection is imposed by family obligations or by the husband 

who limits his wife's selections. Mariana (52, a Cuban immigrant, married, two 

daughters, high school completed in Cuba, Spanish-speaker) regrets the lack of options 
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she has in her daughter's apartment. She says that, in spite the fact that the two families 

own three television sets, she is limited to watch cartoons most of the day, because that is 

what her 18-month-old grandson watches and because she is looking after him.   

 The correlation between the place and opportunity to watch television turns into 

something more complicated for a Mexican immigrant. Perla (42, recently married, three 

children, illiterate), until few months prior to the interview, had absolute control over the 

shows she watched, which included both news and entertainment programs. Today, after 

marrying a Mexican immigrant, who is 10 years younger, she can no longer watch what 

she enjoys because he does not allow it. 

 

PERLA: Before, I would get home and I would start watching television and cooking. 
Now I don't. I watch it for a little while and from there I have to go fix something to 
eat…because if he gets home, and there's nothing to eat he goes crazy…I'm getting 
used to all of this. It's hard though. 

 

The programming in Univision and Telemundo. 

 

The majority of the women in this study perceived that Univision and Telemundo 

networks fulfill an‘entertainment’ function more than being ‘a service’ for Latinos. 

Latino television is “just surface television” a television for “enjoyment" as Itzel, a 

Mexican immigrant, labeled it. Too many soap operas, sensationalist programs, lack of 

television programming for children and little or almost no information about their 

countries of origin are some the criticisms that the respondents raised against Spanish 

television. However, in the context of this critique, some Latinas recognize that these are 

profit-oriented business organizations. Four women who offered more insights in this 
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area indicated that the networks could look for a better balance between entertainment 

and education or at least give the option of having a more diverse programming. 

Among the more general criticisms, the following stand out: 

•  lack of interest to "promote Latino culture more seriously and lack of interest to take 

Latinos more seriously"(Gardenia, 42, Spaniard, married, two daughters, finished 

high school in Spain and works cleaning houses in Aus tin).  

•  lack of “constructive programs that might better inform Latinos” (Tete,37, 

Salvadorian, married, one child in her home country, hairstylist; Maritza, 31, Puerto 

Rican) 

•  lack of programming options for "Latinos who are more assimilated" (Itzel, Mexican 

immigrant). Spanish language television "should include topics that affect Latinos 

living here such as education, health, environment, history. I would like to see 

something like PBS in Spanish" (Itzel).  

• lack of U.S. produced programs and excess of foreign anchors. For example, “there is 

no telenovela produced here" (Krystal, 57, married, one son, holds a Ph.D. from UT 

Austin and currently has her own business; Itzel, Mexican immigrant).  

• Excessive superficiality. The networks “should stop giving away thousands of dollars 

in worthless things they do on the contest programs when there are people still 

begging in the streets (Angeles, 42, Cuban, married, two daughters, dermatologist in 

her home country, waitress's assistant in Austin). 

• Use of sensationalism, emotions and violence in news shows, such as Primer Impacto 

and Al Rojo Vivo. Networks “emphasize the shocking and negative things” (Gardenia, 

42, Spanish; Krystal, Mexican-American). They  “keep people excited, 

nervous…they drive you up the wall” (Rosalia, 24, Mexican-American, married to a 
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Mexican immigrant. She has  one daughter, finished high school in Austin and works 

for the State of Texas).  

• The controversial representation of Latino women. Latinas are almost always 

presented as “sexy” and  “readily available for the male gaze” (Lidia, 42, 

Argentinean; Maritza, 31, Puerto Rican; Corina, 31, Argentinean; Gina, 26, Mexican-

American; Marisela, 24, Mexican-American and Rosalia, 24, Mexican-American).  

Among the most specific criticisms, the following stand out: 

• Excessive propensity to air Mexican shows. “For Univision and Telemundo, the only 

thing that exists is Mexico and that's it” (Lidia, Argentinean; Gardenia, 42, Spaniard).  

• There is an obvious cultural tension inside the networks. “Latino television is 

managed by Cubans. They have a life a little bit easier than Mexicans do. Mexicans 

are more numerous but they have less power” (Gardenia, 42, Spanish).  

 

The criticisms presented here do not necessarily mean that the respondents are 

against the existence of the Spanish language television networks or that all their 

programming is of bad quality. Consistently with initial findings of previous studies 

(DeSipio, 1998, 1999 and Dávila, 2001), this critique reveals the ambivalence Latinos 

have regarding the work of the Hispanic networks in their community.  

Surprisingly, newscasts and soap operas--which occupy most of the prime time 

programming--, were almost exempt from respondents’ criticisms. With the exception of 

two respondents who did not speak or understand Spanish, the rest of the women 

indicated the newscasts (not the magazine programs that precede them in prime time) 

were the shows they appreciated the most and watched on a regular basis. The news 

fulfilled different needs for these women, such as keeping them in touch with the reality 

of their countries, providing them with information that is not available in American 
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television or helping them to maintain their Spanish. Although only one respondent 

labeled these programs as sensationalist with some overtones of yellow press, the rest of 

the women in general had a positive evaluation of them. With minor reservations, such as 

the brevity of these presentations, twenty women agreed that the newscasts were among 

the best programs offered by Univision and Telemundo. This positive evaluation is also 

supported by DeSipio's (1999) data on Latinos who primarily watch English language 

television or both languages equally.65  

A similar phenomenon occurred with the 'novelas' (soap operas), the bedrock of 

Spanish television, which are regularly followed by almost half of the respondents, even 

though from different socioeconomic status. Although most of the women agreed that the 

plot themes are usually the same, they said they like to see the actors, costumes, women's 

make- up, and in general, Mexican or Latin American traditions. Perla, a low-income 

Mexican immigrant indicated that she uses the stories to analyze her own life and 

evaluate her family decisions. The respondents who criticized the novelas were mostly 

college-educated immigrants from Argentina, Chile, Ecuador, and one engineer from 

Mexico. Their criticisms target the class divisions and stereotypes embedded in the plots 

of these programs. A more particular critique focused on the ideological service these 

shows provide for Univision and Telemundo regarding the population they serve. For 

Lisette (32, Ecuadorean, graduate student of the Master in Economics at UT Austin, 

married, two children), the telenovelas are used to distract immigrant and minority 

populations with a continuous supply of entertainment. Although telenovelas are not the 

object of study of this project, it is necessary to keep in mind their high popularity in 

Latin America and its tremendous importance in the television programming for Latinos 

                                                 
65 According to DeSipio (1999), 76 percent of the respondents who primarily watch English language 
television also watch Spanish-language news. The percentage increases to 91.9 in the case of respondents 
who watch both languages equally (p. 6). 
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in the United States. Also, it is necessary to consider that Lisette’s critique does not stand 

alone in the Latin American critique of this genre. Martín-Barbero (1997), in an analysis 

of the construction of a Latin American identity, indicates that the telenovela is not 

anymore a place to strategically reproduce national or regional identities. He argues that 

the private-sponsored initiatives to globalize the telenovela through a combination of 

actors, scripts and media organizations, have economically and culturally "cheapened  [it 

and] reduced  [it] to a profitable book of narrative formulas and folkloric stereotypes" (p. 

18). Fletcher (2002) has also discussed the racial and class hierarchies embedded in the 

telenovela's themes (see Chapter III).  

 Respondents' criticisms of Univision and Telemundo should be seen as part of an 

ambivalent and contradictory relationship Latinos have with their ethnic media. Latino 

television is the most visible face of Latinos presence in the U.S. contemporary society. 

Even though respondents criticize the networks' contents, they do not undermine the 

networks' existence because it is a bind to their own visibility in the United States 

society. As DeSipio's (1998, 1999) study indicates, immigrant Latinos consider that 

Spanish language television provides a more sensible portrayal of Latinos and presents a 

considerable less dose of sex and violence. However, on the other hand, they are not 

satisfied with the lack of children’s programming and the scarcity of Latino role models 

for their children.   

The criticisms expressed by the group of women interviewed in Austin, Texas, 

overlap with some of the criticisms expressed by the participants in the five focus groups 

Dávila (2001) conducted in New York among Spanish and English-dominant Latinos 

(see Chapter II). It is revealing that in her study, U.S. born and English dominant Latinos 

were more prone to criticize the performance of the Spanish networks than immigrant 

Latinos. Dávila explains this as a strategy "to reverse the ir position within the dominant 
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canon of Latinidad" (p.211). In this vein, it is important to consider Dávila's comment 

that U.S. Latinos have a sensibility about race and gender that is "markedly different 

from those of Latin American [origin]" (p. 212). Dávila suggests that U.S. born Latinos 

and English-dominant Latinos would use their criticism of women's sexualization on 

Spanish television to advance a more sophisticated U.S. centered definition of Latinidad 

(p. 212). Latinas' sexualized representations in Univision and Telemundo, described by 

Davila's informants "as the tacky and traditional view of Latin culture that prevails on 

Hispanic TV" (p. 211),66 serve as a mechanism of distinction between U.S. Latinos and 

the supposedly most "'authentic' Hispanic" (p. 213) immigrants. Ironically, U.S. born and 

English dominant Latinos seem to use their criticism against the Spanish television as an 

strategy to escape labels and stereotypes ascribed to Latinos by the majority groups. 

However, the interviews conduc ted for this dissertation indicate that the critique over 

Latinas' sexualization and "TV's lack of morality" (p. 212) is not the sole property of U.S. 

born or English-dominant Latino/as. Latina immigrants with longer residency in the 

country as well as sojourner Latinas are also very critical of these representations. This 

aspect will be developed later in the analysis of the responses about El Show de Cristina 

and Laura en América.   

Many of the interviewees expressed their concerns about having helpful 

information for Latinos such as where to go in case of an immigration problem, health 

assistance, or if their children want to apply for scholarships. Some respondents indicated 

the networks' concept of service should go beyond the commercial promotion of just one 

English course. Such is the case of the taped course Inglés sin Barreras, translated as 

                                                 
66 Davila quotes a U.S. born Latino saying "I am embarrassed by the Spanish TV networks. It's offensive, 
they sexualize women, their butts are always out. The women in Primer Impacto [a Univision magazine 
show], for example, all look like painted prostheses." (p. 212). Informants of this dissertation will also use 
the words embarrassment, offense and anger regarding women’s representation in Hispanic TV.  
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English without barriers, which grossed $60 million in revenues last year, by selling 

about 30.000 sets of cassettes (Porter, 2002). Women foresaw specific programs targeting 

Latino immigrants, could be broadcast on weekends. Some of them believed that if the 

networks really wanted to produce or provide educational or more informative shows 

they would have done it long ago. They expressed that the networks would probably not 

enjoy high ratings as they would with suggestive shows, but at least they would offer 

different options for the viewers. This request for more serious programs might lead us to 

question that if they are offered these types of programs, would they really watch them? 

However, to think in those terms is to lose the point respondents are making here. 

Immigrant and non-immigrant Latinas are ultimately asking for more alternatives. They 

are looking for a change in a 40 years formula that might not fit with the current needs 

and situations of the diverse groups of Latinos residing in the United States.  

For Maritza (Puerto Rican), the only serious programs on Univision and 

Telemundo always “last only half an hour”(prime-time newscasts). She considered the 

rest “stupidity, soaps, and more stupidity.” It is necessary to note here that she did not 

directly criticize the telenovelas which she watched once in a while with her Colombian 

husband, who is the "novelero."  Gardenia (Spanish), on the other hand, thinks that 

Latinos cannot have a real Hispanic pride based on some of the programs that are 

presented by the networks. For her, Hispanic media in general does not act on Latinos’ 

behalf because owners and producers are comfortable with the situation in which they are 

(She highlighted her point with the Spanish expression “porque todos están cómodos en 

el burro”). 

Although Lidia (Argentinean) watched daily 4 to 5 hours of Spanish- language 

television, she still criticized the programming because it hampers (“frena”) Latinos’ 

development. For her, Univision and Telemundo “fulfill the function of orienting and 
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helping the newcomer to adjust to new situations." However, after Latinos are settled, she 

thinks that this television “keeps them stagnated because they do not watch other 

channels, and therefore do not learn English.”  As mentioned above, there is no official or 

formal promotion of the English language except in the advertising of English courses 

generally promoted by well-known actors or Hispanic celebrities. 

Corina, the Argentinean woman who obtained a Social Communication degree in 

Argentina during its military dictatorship, provided the most crushing criticism regarding 

the content of the Hispanic television. With a viewing pattern of one to three hours of 

television a day in both languages, Corina said she did not identify with any of the 

programming coming from either Telemundo or Univision. Even though she recognized 

that she was only interested in the newscasts, she still labeled them as being “yellow 

press.”  For Corina, both television networks have alienating programs where 

“predominantly sexist journalism and sexist programs exist.”  She said that in the talk 

shows and some other entertainment shows the networks allow too many offenses against 

participants in diverse entertaining programs. Corina also criticized the excessive passion 

that dominates American and Hispanic talk shows such as Cristina and Laura in 

América. For her, the physical fighting that takes place during the conflict resolution 

pattern applied by Laura en América or Jerry Springer is "something that should not be 

present in television at all." 

 The opinions presented above, as well as the evaluations that follow, reveal that 

immigrant Latinas, the same as U.S. born Latinas, disrupt Univision’s and Telemundo’s 

discourse of cultural unity (pan-Latinidad). The comments reveal more than an 

oppositional (Hall, 1982) or a resistant (Fiske, 1987) reading of television contents. This 

critique targets the role Univision and Telemundo have within Latino groups, the 

perceived importance Latinos have for the networks and the tensions between immigrants 
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and the networks that supposedly address them. Clearly, all these comments fall into the 

dialectic of agency and structure as discussed in Bourdieu's work (see Chapter II). 

Women’s classifications expose to view individuals who are able "to perceive, evaluate, 

classify" others' practices from their own habitus (set of dispositions). Respondents 

evaluate Latino television performance with perception schemes that heavily draw on 

past experiences, accumulated over time. The power of these classifications is limited due 

to the constraints the respondents have in their daily lives (fields in which they 

participate). However, through the process of asking questions and receiving answers, it 

is possible to enact respondents' dispositions and bring them to the surface in order to 

understand the effects that the media symbolic power has on them. The exercise of the 

'constrained freedom of an acting agent' (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 13) is what enables me to 

hear these voices and present them here. 

  

Representing Latinas  

As discussed above, informants in general agree in the need to introduce changes 

in the programming offered by Univision and Telemundo. However, this need for 

changes becomes more complex when women's representations are at stake. The majority 

of the interviewees strongly criticized the scanty appearance of the models in the variety 

shows such as Sábado Gigante, El Gordo y La Flaca and Los Metiches (Univision). The 

common statement for these programs is that "the models show too much." Other 

respondents criticized the voluptuous and exuberant portrayal of some actresses in the 

novelas, while still others focused on the tight clothing of some news-presenters on 

magazine shows. However, one respondent indicated she liked the clothes of these 

presenters and she did not mind them showing their legs or bodies.  
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Notwithstanding all these variations, the majority of the respondents had critical 

opinions regarding Latinas’ images in the Spanish networks. Many of them declared 

there have been many instances in which they have felt “attacked,” “insulted,” 

“offended” or “embarrassed” by some television content. Their reactions to these 

representations range from asking their children to leave the room, discussing the issue 

with them or others --in that moment or later-- (e.g. husbands, friends), switch channels 

or simply turn off the TV set.  

 For Mariana (52, Cuban who watches at least 3 to four hours of Spanish 

television every day), the girls (models) that come out on Univision are shameless 

(“tienen mucho descaro”), especially the ones who appear on Sábado Gigante, a Saturday 

variety program show.  She says,“at any given moment these women will come out just 

like God brought them to earth, showing all their private parts.” She apologizes for 

sounding “old-fashioned” but regardless of that, she says she dislikes it. Leyla (58, 

Mexican-American who watches television in the mornings and on weekends) also holds 

a similar opinion. She does not like the way Don Francisco (Mario Kreutzeberg), the 

Chilean presenter of the show addresses the models in the program and the double 

entendre talks (double meaning) that is sometimes played during the show.  

On the other hand, Maritza (31, Puerto Rican, only watches Spanish- language TV 

with her husband at night and sometimes during the weekend) argued that the Hispanic 

television “totally forgets that women are watching too.” She said that Univision and 

Telemundo “display nearly naked women just to capture the attention of male television 

viewers.” To her, these television representations are in no way related to today’s Latina 

who is a “strong and hard working woman.”   

Nury, a 32 year-old Mexican immigrant who only watches Spanish TV, made a 

distinction between Latinas' sensuality and the representations of scantly dressed women 
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in television. She says that “we all consider ourselves sexy at some point and I 

particularly consider myself sexy without having to walk around almost naked.” These 

opinions contrast with those of Lidia (Argentinean) who believe that in the world of talk 

shows, "Spanish television is still in its infancy (“Es un bebe de pecho”)67 when it comes 

to compare the cleavages that are displayed on American networks.  She said that if 

Univision and Telemundo "show too much,” Jerry Springer or Howard Stern “show it 

all.”  Consider the following quotes in support of the previous comments:  

 
MARITZA (Puerto Rican): They totally forget about women.  Women in Telemundo, 
in the “Bienvenido” show, in all the funny programs, women have to come out in 
bikinis or thongs so that guys can have something to watch.  And it is not just guys 
who are watching, it is all of us, everybody.  And in the soap operas, women always 
have three boyfriends; they leave one and take another one.  It seems to me that they 
represent women in a way that is definitely not true in today’s Latino world.  I think 
that there are many hard-working women who would never take off their clothes for 
any amount of money in the world.  They just make others think that we are weak and 
that we like to carry ourselves just like that. 

  
GARDENIA (Spaniard): The models look really good.  It doesn’t bother me to see so 
much revealing clothing and short skirts, because, well, people do have legs, and here 
on American TV we never get to see the legs of half of the television hosts.  What 
bothers me is when they do things like measure someone’s derriere…68 like those 
strippers, those things that one doesn’t really want to see, so you have to turn off the 
TV.  What I mean is there should be a balance to what is shown. 

 
 The tension between the culturally constructed definitions of 'Latinas as sexy' that 

is presented in television and 'Latinas as virtuous,' as promoted in the family and the 

community, emerges in the words of a third generation Mexican-American woman. Gina, 

a single mother of two, who works part time in a shelter for battered women, lives in a 

subsidized apartment and watches Hispanic TV for a few hours almost every day at her 

                                                 
67 Literally means: “It is a breast feeding baby.”  This expression refers to an innocent and naïve stage of 
body exhibition in Spanish TV. 
68 The respondent is referring to a 2002 Cristina's show, where well-known Mexican actors measured the 
rear end of a group of participants to choose the best one. Participants wore a diminutive bikini.   
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mother's home, is very critical of the 'type of women' portrayed on Univision.  She feels 

the burdens of constantly making it clear to her African-American partner and her two 

African-American children, that Latinos and Latinas “are not like that.” Gina appears to 

be in a constant struggle to rescue what she considers the essence of "a Hispanic woman" 

(the traditional identity in Hall's terms, 1996), even if that results in arguing with her 

partner's white friends. Gina is concerned with other lascivious gazes following the 

Latino women presented in Univision's shows.   

  

GINA (Mexican-American): I don’t like about Mexican and …all the women they’re 
just ...they are always wearing something small…they are always showing 
everything…Yeah they are pretty...but it's like ridiculous…I mean these are game 
shows and …they look like sluts. Yeah I mean they are pretty but Goddamn you 
know? …Is like overdoing it, especially on the soap operas. 
…I guess that’s my whole deal. I mean you flip and you all see and then there 
are a lot of guys that stop on that just because they are like that…You can see that just 
going to people’s houses….My boyfriend had a white friend stay over and he just had 
the TV on mute on the Spanish station like the whole night, and I was "why did you 
do this? " Why did you have it in- on there--?"…And he’s like "I don’t know, the 
women are pretty or something…." I was like … I don’t know…he don’t understand 
what they are saying cause it’s on mute, and you are not even listening to them, so for 
me it’s you know… 

 
 Itzel, (Mexican immigrant and media professional who mainly watches English 

language television, and only two hours a week-- Spanish-television) is also concerned 

with women's representation in Univision and Telemundo, particularly with the image of 

some news anchorwomen who wear suggestive clothing. She said that among her friends 

there is an almost routine comment:  "Latinas are exotic and sexy." She indicates that she 

does not feel uncomfortable with the comments, but she is concerned that "the networks 

almost present Latinas as a joke, as a cartoon." She explains that when the anchorwomen 

of the magazines shows are presented in attractive and suggestive clothing, the networks 
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are taking away both their credibility and the credibility of the news. The networks 

detract the value from its news because they are presenting two messages in one. On the 

one hand the networks touch upon journalistic issues of substance, but on the other, they 

are presenting a physical image that is not so serious: “they show too much skin.” Itzel 

said that this is more evident in the news show Primer Impacto, where there is too much 

focus on "women's tight clothes, hair and make up." She adds that these are the types of 

shows that contribute to a distorted image of Latinas.  

 Lorena, another media professional (Chilean journalist, who watches both 

Spanish and English language television in about the same amount), stated that 

stereotyped images of Latinas' bodies abound not only in news programs, but also in 

every genre and program format broadcast by the Spanish networks. She said that this 

sexual stereotyping was what surprised her the most when she begun a graduate program 

in Texas. She argues that in the case of Primer Impacto “there is no need to have two 

women standing there during the whole program dressed in tight clothes and showing all 

their boobs." Lorena also mentions that this "reinforcement of Latinas bodies" is 

something that crosses over into other media too, such as the Latino music industry, and 

Hollywood, that has propelled Jennifer Lopez’ career through the exploitation of her rear 

end (trasero)." However, like Gina and Itzel, she is concerned with the image Anglo 

males have of Latinas and Latinos in general. Consider the following statements in 

support of the previous comments:   

ITZEL: My male friends say as a joke, but not always, "Ah, I flip to these channels to 
see the girls," like saying it's almost a skin show and they're not watching the news.  
That tells me, well it's clear that if the 'low cuts' are very wide, it's too much 
stereotyping women, very sexy. And I would say that it's sensual when it is a little bit 
more covered; this is something normal, but sexy it is too extreme… 
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ITZEL: I think these shows contribute to give a distorted picture to people who don't 
know or who do not belong to the culture. Whenever viewers flip over and stop by in 
a Hispanic channel, they see women dressed with provocative clothing and that's how 
stereotypes are created…  

 
LORENA: We invited a group of friends to watch a World Cup soccer game, even 
one of Alonso's colleagues. In between the game there were advertisements of 
Univision's shows, and I remember clearly that after an advertisement of the Fat and 
the Skinny (El Gordo y La Flaca), where you could see everything well exposed in a 
night club, and another promo of a soap opera where the villain had big and exposed 
breasts, a 'gringo' made a comment. "Oh, he said, now I understand why some people 
get a wrong/bad idea about Latinos… Well actua lly if I didn't know you guys…, but 
frankly my opinion about Latinos, until I met you, was like…I don't know, like you 
are always hot." 69  
 
KRYSTAL: When my husband (Anglo) stops in a Spanish channel and sees one of 
these programs, he always comments to me: They don’t mind showing it.  

     
The transcripts presented here are very much in line with some English media 

comments that in Spanish language television "sexy- looking women with lots of cleavage 

are the norm" (Holloway, 2002, p. K10), and that the dia logues on entertainment shows 

are "loaded with double entendre and sexual innuendo" (K10). On the contrary, these 

statements contradict essentialist assertions that the display of sexuality is inherent to the 

Latino population:  

In the Latin American culture, the dress and the conversation about (sex) is a lot 
more open, but there's a lot more talk than action…It's a reflection of the more 
sensual nature of the population (Subervi-Velez, 2002, cited in Holloway, K10).  

  
 
Cristina and Laura’s talk shows.   

 Interviews conducted in late 1999 and early 2000, when Cristina Saralegui was 

regarded as the supreme Hispanic talk show host, revealed contradictory and critical 

                                                 
69 Dávila (2001) provides a transcript where a Puerto Rican participant criticized the representation of race 
and sexuality in the Spanish novelas: "If you watched TV, you would think that Latinos are all white or 
looking like fucking, I don't know…But Mexicans are Indian-looking. It's all ridiculous"(p.212).   
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evaluations of this show.  Immigrant, as well as temporary resident women indicated that 

they liked the show when Cristina talked about social problems within the Latino 

community, e.g. drugs, gang problems, or used the program to reunite estranged relatives. 

However, they unanimously expressed their discontent when she exposed family 

problems, exaggerated Latinas characteristics, staged body exhibitionism, forced 

conflicts or treated celebrities differently, compared to ordinary guests in the program. 70 

This pattern of criticism was even more accentuated in the interviews conducted between 

fall 2000 and spring 2002, the period in which Telemundo has broadcast Laura en 

América's show. The analysis that follows is organized chronologically across different 

groups of interviewees who, in turn, had similarities in terms of socio-economic 

conditions. It is important to note here that all the respondents were well aware of the 

existence of the show, the popularity of Cristina Saralegui among the Latino groups, and 

some of them watched or heard about the show in their countries of origin.  

 

Sojourner Latinas: Five women married to doctoral students and living in a student 

community of the University of Texas at Austin, provide the narratives for these 

evaluations. All of these women had finished high school, two had pursued post-graduate 

courses, two had Bachelors' degrees obtained in their countries of origin and one of them 

was pursuing a master’s degree in economics. Three of the respondents were Mexican 

citizens, one was from Ecuador and one was from Guatemala. The Guatemalan is the 

only one who still remains in this country because she is married to an American citizen. 

The rest of the women returned to their countries of origin after living in the United 

                                                 
70 Coincidentally, some of these criticisms have been laid out by Dávila (2001) in her book Latinos Inc and 
have also being extensively discussed in Cristina’s forum in Univision (http://cristina.univision.com/ ) and 
in the website TVChismes.com 
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States for an average of five years. In the spring of 2002, I was able re- interview one of 

the Mexican respondents in this group.  

The lives of these women were in general quite precarious, because they 

depended on the husbands’ scholarships, grants, or teaching assistantships at their 

respective academic institutions. The husband’s type of visa also represented another 

obstacle for these informants because in many cases it prohibited them from doing any 

job to help support their families. However, two of the Mexican women managed to 

work, one on the night-shift as a stocker at Wal-Mart, and the other on a part time basis at 

a nearby day care center. All the women lived in two-or three-bedroom apartments, 

paying monthly rent between $400 and $520. These respondents were fully aware of their 

sacrifices in accompanying their husbands and the toll this had on them and their 

children. Some of these women were disenchanted with the role they had in their own 

homes, in the student community and in the United States overall. They felt disconnected 

from their home country and lamented the lack of networks available to them. They also 

complained about the loneliness they experienced in situations where their husbands 

usually spent up to 15 hours a day at school.  Only one of these women, the one pursuing 

a graduate degree, had a fluent command of English. The rest of them communicated 

largely in Spanish. Spanish language television acted as a catalyst in this situation. It 

allowed them to be in touch with their mother tongue and provided them with distraction, 

especially through telenovelas (soap operas).   

Anabel, Guatemalan, with some years of college in her home country, remarked 

that Cristina very rarely offers good programs that would induce her to sit down and 

watch. She often watches the show in between the afternoon novelas, but if the topic is 

"too extreme or disgusting," she just changes it at the very beginning. She believes that 

good programs in the show are those about drugs or drug addiction when Cristina 
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presents teenagers who talk about their experiences or where she presents gang members. 

But in general, Anabel does not like the show, because "she speaks so many things that I 

don't accept." Anabel refers here to love and sexuality topics: 

 
ANABEL: The truth is that it has to do with love topics that are not accepted….It 
seems as we are very archaic…How can I explain to you…if she would talk about 
marriage, children and education, she would win a lot of acceptance…but she is 
rejected when she speaks of homosexuals, transvestites…Maybe it is that we are very 
archaic. 
 

 Anabel connects her reasoning to Guatemala's prejudices and to the rejection this 

talk show experienced in her country (it was cancelled in 1998). She supports her 

analysis with her husband's opinion of the show: "He, in spite of being an American 

[meaning more liberal], does not accept these topics." While expressing her opinion, 

Anabel also tends to apologize in case I don't understand her ideas with statements like 

these: "I might not have the words to express myself in what I am saying…", or "I am 

saying it all right? Do you understand what I mean?" Although Anabel had genuine 

criticisms about the content of the show, her request for feedback or for an evaluation of 

her answer brings up the issue of the relationship between researcher and interviewees as 

discussed by Seiter (1994) in her ana lysis of a troubling interview (p. 387). Although I 

had known Anabel for more than a year and a good level of rapport was established 

during the two interviews we had, I cannot discard the importance of our differences. She 

knew I was studying this show and she might have tried to produce a more academic 

answer based on her own social status and in on what she might have perceived I was 

expecting from her. The difference in our social identities and the class meaning attached 

to the consumption of high or low culture might have contaminated her answers. What 

appears to be paradoxical in this interview as well as in three other interviews with 

college-educated immigrants is that respondents work hard to offer a more refined 
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critique. This might evince the intention to fulfill what they perceive as my expectations 

from them or it might be the result of our previous interactions or, even more, of our 

similar educational levels. I return to this point in my reflections in the final part of the 

chapter 

  Anabel does not believe that Cristina has a serious interest in educating or helping 

Latinos to assimilate in this country as some Hispanic leader’s state.71   For her, Cristina 

just presents a program that is "pure business," a "program that is as the public likes 

it…because truly there are many people here who like it."  She says that apart from the 

topics treated in the shows "there is something else she does not like."  That 'something' 

is clearly defined in a second interview where she expressed her disapproval for 

Cristina's double standard in the treatment given to celebrities compared to her ordinary 

guests. Anabel thinks that Cristina applies different moral standards when she intrudes in 

the lives of Latino celebrities, professionals or well-educated Latinos than when she does 

the same thing with the other panelists. In one case, "Cristina respects them and wishes 

them good luck no matter what is happening in their lives," and in the other case," she 

does not respect the humble people who arrive there." This respondent summarizes in one 

word Cristina's deployment of a stricter morality over her poorer and more uneducated 

guests: she acts as if she is 'a saint' (Como si fuera una Santa).72  In the following 

statement, Anabel explains this representation as part of Cristina's business strategies and 

her needs to obtain recognition for that:  

 
ANABEL: Cristina in the show is a saint; she's a good wife, a good mother, a good 
daughter, she speaks of her mother… She is nice, a good hostess, she is a saint who 
invites people and tells their stuff to each other…she even gives advice to singers and 

                                                 
71 Lisa Navarrete, a spokeswoman for the National Council of La Raza has a different opinion. She 
considers that Cristina "has opened up avenues of communication, has shed light on a lot of issues that 
needed to have shed light on them. She helps in the education and assimilation process in this country" 
(cited in M. Navarro, 1999, p. E2). 
72 In colloquial Spanish this is a label to indicate a virtuous woman. 
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other artists and authors. She receives a good salary for it… she does not write about 
all of it…we suppose… Cristina is a real saint and wants to do charity actions to save 
people that are in the bad path (speaker's emphasis). 

 
 
 Anabel explains that many times Cristina offends women when she looks down 

on them (descalifica) for their choice of clothing or actions on stage. She used a segment 

of the program Provocative Women (that we watched together and is also analyzed in 

Chapter V) to substantiate her comments. Anabel asserted that when Cristina asked a 

man if a woman who dresses scantily is like a prostitute, she is purposely contrasting 

them with "a decent women who is not going to do that." The problem for this respondent 

is that personal stories presented in the show get evaluated according to Cristina's life, 

where as she told before, Saralagui's life is the measure of perfection.  Anabel perceived 

Cristina is not the only one who uses offenses as a strategy to assert her authority on the 

show. She observes that offenses are also present in some other programs from 

Univision, such as Sábado Gigante. This respondent recognizes that her opinions 

conflicted with the evaluations of El Show de Cristina performed by some of her best 

friends, including another woman interviewed in this group. She argues that the offenses 

deployed over the common and ordinary women are among the main questionable 

aspects of the program. Anabel acknowledges that there are people who like to hear that 

and "watch the fights," but she asks: "what type of people are those? Who are those 

viewers, what type, what class?"   

 The question of class emerges for the first time in the study in relation to media 

contents and the process of media consumption. Class, conceived as a category of 

distinction recurs many times throughout the interviews with different groups of Latinas, 
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particularly with the most educated women (high school completed) and those born in the 

United States. Anabel thinks that she might offend her friend Rita, who lives in the next 

building (the complex has 8 buildings and 240 apartments), with the way she thinks about 

the class (type) of people who watch this program.  

 

ANABEL: I could offend Rita with the way I think about the type of people who 
watch this program. How can I tell you… in California it is the number one 
program… of all the women that I know, I don't know of anyone who doesn't like this 
show. Only one, a Jehovah’s Witness woman…but for the rest of them, the best 
program is Cristina… Yet all of them reach only to sixth grade of schooling... So 
much that if Cristina would provide telephonic advice, I bet she would make more 
money… Women would call her to ask her advice… Truly many people like her, yet 
if you make a survey of what type of people and what type of education they have, 
you'll realize that almost all of them are of low education… If not, then why do they 
call Walter Mercado so much (astrologist who daily advertises in Univision)…I 
wouldn't do it…I reached the point to tell Rita that the program was not good and that 
was pure garbage. 
 

 

Contradicting Anabel's opinion, her best friend Rita (Mexican, high school 

completed) did not have an uncritical acceptance of Cristina's show. Although Rita 

watched the program almost everyday in between the novelas, she seemed aware that 

Cristina "does not provide a real portrait of how we are, the Latino women." Rita said 

that there are programs in Univision or Telemundo with which Latinos can sometimes 

identify. However, she thinks that in Cristina's case, some programs "are very bad." 

Cristina, then, does not accurately portray real Latinas--whom viewers can identify with--

in her program.  

 
RITA: One sees the show many times because of topics that contribute to the family 
and women, but sometimes the show doesn't contribute to anything at all.  
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 Even though Rita qualified the program as "sensationalist" or "yellow press," she 

perceives Cristina Saralegui as a sincere woman who has revealed her life to her viewers, 

has divorced and remarried, but also as "a woman who knows very well her business." 

She said  that Cristina presents positive values too, such as her desire for more 

communication between parents and children, her request for honesty and in general her 

appeal for more understanding inside the family and respect for children. However, in 

spite of this positive evaluation, she was aware that Cristina "handles the program as a 

business."  

 What is striking about Rita's opinion is the context in which she elaborated this 

critique. She was in Austin four years, in a situation that she defined as "isolated," 

because she did not feel she had real networks of support but only temporary 

acquaintances. In this restricted context, she was still able to criticize the contents of the 

medium she simultaneously considered her "main connection with the Latino culture in 

this country."  

 Julieta, another Mexican woman (35, two children, high school completed in 

Mexico) agreed that Cristina is "in the search of fame in one way or another." She said 

that the topics Cristina chooses and the people she presents in the shows do not have a 

direct connection with real issues that interest Latinos. She argued that shows about 

oversexed women or women who abuse their husbands (as the ones we watched together) 

are nothing more than “a filling” for her program that in return is bringing her fame. 

Julieta thinks that Cristina could present programs to help a certain hospital or nursing 

home "because of being on TV she has the opportunity to do many things." Julieta 
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attributes the sexual orientation of the shows to nothing more than commercial gain.  Her 

statement, "I don't understand what Cristina wants to show," reveals her confusion 

regarding Cristina’s official discourse of assistance and Cristina's intense display of 

sexuality. Regarding women’s sexuality, Julieta feels that there are big differences 

between the activities and actions of a prostitute, a housewife and a nymphomaniac. She 

says that "these are three totally different things," and she does not understand why "they 

are all presented at the same level in the television shows."  

Julieta was also concerned that Cristina, who intends to present situations that 

apparently might affect the whole family, overlooks many questions and allows a type of 

language that is offensive to the panelists and to the audience. She wondered if Cristina 

ever asked, "What’s your job?" She also worried about the image that this type of 

program brings to the Anglo audience: "A terrible…horrible image, just imagine the 

image they might have." Similar to previous opinions, class, as a category of difference, 

arose again in Julieta's narrative.  She criticized the oversexed women presented in the 

show Provocative Women, and attributed their 'nerve' to their lower class origin and their 

lack of education or religious formation. But perhaps more important than that is the 

connection she made between this type of show and a lower class audience that enjoys 

this type of representations. Julieta asked twice during the interview “ where does 

Cristina get these people?" According to her, not many people would go and present their 

lives in the open like that. For her there is only a particular type of people who do that: 

low income and uneducated people and apparently a similar group that enjoys watching 

that. She elaborated more on this statement when she said "you are born with class, you 

don't buy it, you don't make it."  This statement highlights the underlying presence of the 
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marked class system that still operates within Latin American societies and that infiltrates 

her opinions. All the women interviewed in this group of sojourners came from middle or 

upper class segments in their countries of origin and in one way or another used that 

background to establish differences between Latino groups. Anabel's father is a lawyer in 

Guatemala and Rita’s and Julieta's husbands worked as engineers for a Mexican oil 

company. Although critical, their evaluation of the shows is quite important because 

television is the only entertainment they had during the time their children were at school, 

apart from socializing with other women in the playgrounds of the student community.  

Chiquis and Lisette, the last two interviewees in this group, presented a more 

structured criticism of Cristina’s shows. Chiquis, a topographical engineer and college 

teacher in Mexico, and a night stocker at Wal-Mart in Austin, thought that Cristina's 

program pretends to be about family, but in reality "is about couples."  She believed the 

topics "are over-elaborated" and too sensationalist and that they do not provide 

educational support for Latinos." Chiquis believes that Cristina purposely brings people 

of a lower cultural level and presents a reprehensible case to keep the public entertained, 

"to do circus."  According to her, Cristina sometimes touched upon Hispanic values and 

in some occasions she presented well-balanced and reasonable opinions. However, she 

said, in other occasions Cristina humiliates the people, and the only thing the panelists 

can do is "to bear with the situation." Chiquis watched Spanish language television 

exclusively and followed one or two novelas before she got her job at Wal-Mart in 1999. 

Since Cristina's show was presented at 3 p.m., in between novelas and news, she often 

watched it and sometimes did it with her husband if he was studying at home. However, 
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the afternoon presentation of the show coincided with her children's return from school. 

If the shows were too sensational, then Chiquis would just change the channel.   

Commenting on the program: Insatiable women who force their husbands to have 

sex with them (Cristina, 1999), Chiquis indicated that this was "an uncommon program." 

The fact that the woman is the one who takes the initiative "is something outside the 

norm" and she thinks that this is what attracts people to watch it. For her, Cristina, in this 

as well as other programs, plays with male participants' feelings about their masculinity 

because she is putting men in the position of victims, “where Latin American women 

have traditionally been.” However, she disqualified any possible educational effect of this 

show because men "appeared ridiculed and their situation prompts laughing." She added 

that "definitely no Mexican or Latino man would be able to confess that his wife rapes 

him… they would say this because they get paid."  For Chiquis, these types of shows 

where women appear dominant do not alter Cristina's main representation of Latino 

women:  

 

CHIQUIS: She stills portrays Latin women as submissive, even though she tries to 
appear as the heroine by telling them "go ahead, don't let them push you." She cannot 
help them with their problems.  
 

Chiquis said she could not stand the things Cristina says to the people or the 

position she assumes in some cases. It seems as if "something to have fun could 

contribute to education, but in general it doesn't." Chiquis perceived that the people who 

go there are exposed to very aggressive attacks where Cristina is their first aggressor 

when she sides with one viewpoint and allows the public to assault the guests. She said 
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that the people who go to the show, "is people with no much education," who are "by no 

way respected."  

 Asked if she has seen in the program professional and economically independent 

women, Chiquis answers that "this is not part of the show." She defines Cristina's show 

as a place to maintain Hispanics stereotypes and tell stories for rating purposes, but with 

no intention of solving problems. For her, Cristina paradoxically acts as "a detractor of 

alternative images of Latino woman." She thinks that Cristina uses an image of a Latino 

poor family that is comparable to the poor families in Mexico. Cristina, said Chiquis, 

"never represents a Latino middle class family living in the United States, because this is 

outside of what she wants." For Chiquis, Cristina only wants to do a program for the 

populace, for people without education where she presents artists and topics that are not 

interesting or instructive.   

 
CHIQUIS: I think she is playing with images. That is what I think. To the United 
States has come the least educated Latino, and to them you cannot present topics like 
the lives of business women, because it wouldn't interest them or their families to see 
a woman like that. They are not going to understand and will flip the channel. That's 
why she only touches upon those topics. Unfortunately that's the image that the 
United States has of the Latino family…and those of us who came in better position, I 
consider myself as such, we realize these games go on. And you can see that she 
wants to treat us as compatriots and that’s why she reaches to undocumented [people] 
who live together. As in many other shows, she is interested in presenting, more than 
resolving, situations or problems.  

 
 At a first look, this criticism might reveal the resentment of middle class or upper 

class immigrants who do not recognize themselves in the contents offered by Univision 

or Telemundo. A closer look at her argument reveals the pain this Mexican feels for the 

use and abuse of immigrant poverty as a trading commodity of the Hispanic media 

industry. It is not as much about who is missing in the picture, as it is about who is there 

and under what conditions. More than claiming a space for Mexicans who are not 
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immigrants, as other Mexican-Americans respondents will do later, Chiquis is criticizing 

the reification of Latinos' poverty on Univision and Telemundo.  

The analysis provided by this Mexican professional woman emerges from her 

own experience of class dislocation in the United States and her interaction with many 

Mexican immigrants at the student community and at her unskilled jobs (Day care first 

and then Wal-Mart, where she earned $7 an hour). It also arises from her continuous trips 

to Mexico due to a medical emergency with her husband and later with her husband's 

delayed dissertation at UT Austin. In all these trajectories, Chiquis has to negotiate with 

different social fields such as immigration, education for her children, work for her and 

living conditions in the United States. She seemed to live in the United States with all her 

Mexicanness, and with a constant longing for how things are in Mexico, where her 

identity is not in question.   

 Two years after this interview, Chiquis showed an even more radical position in 

her critique regarding Latinos' representations in the Hispanic shows broadcast in the 

United States. Although she did not use the word alienation, this could be the best 

concept to understand her concern for the ideological work that the Latino networks 

perform in the Latino audience. She expressed her inability to see how "Latinos continue 

suffering the same illness of being treated as an ignorant race and a minority race." 

Latinas in particular, she said, still appear as "economically dependent women with 

limited intelligence." Chiquis indicated that these representations annoy her because 

"they offend all Latinos in general." Living in Mexico now, she has witnessed the process 

that El Show de Cristina and Laura en América has gone through in the Mexican 
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television. After the pressure of parents’ and educational organizations, these shows were 

withdrawn from the screen at the beginning of 2002.  

 Lisette, Ecuadorian, 32, economist, mother of two children, provides the most 

sophisticated critique of this group of voluntary migrant women. She knew the program 

from Ecuador, had watched several shows in the United States but did not watch it 

regularly. During the two interviews I conducted at her house--situated in a second 

student community just a few blocks from the previous one-- we watched two taped 

shows. Lissette used the tapes as motivation, but she decided to answer the questions with 

deductive logic. She first said Cristina plays an ideological and political role in 

"populations that are experiencing a culture shock or that are in the process of 

assimilating different values." In her conception, Cristina intentionally uses American 

values of family and sexuality to treat particular cases of Latino deviations that could be 

better understood within the framework of Latin American values. She thinks Cristina is 

consciously using a “value mutation' strategy” when she sets Latin American machismo 

off against American feminism. For her, this is nothing but a crude manipulation of 

commonplace values. In Lisette's opinion, machismo is not just a problem of gender 

relation as it is portrayed in the program, "but a cultural issue that needs to be evaluated 

in its original context." She thinks it is obvious these topics will have more acceptances 

among Latinos living here, because they have already been influenced by the context. 

Lisette perceives that Cristina has a "very superficial and Manichean73 management of  

these issues" with the sole intention of gaining audience. However, she says, what 

Cristina really wants is "to keep them thinking in dichotomous terms, the same as in the 
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soap operas, "where the stereotypes are side by side, black and white and no shades or 

cultural nuances in between."  From this point of view, Lisette thinks that Cristina's 

recurrent manipulation of the concept "liberated woman" constitutes a quite successful 

exploitation of opposing values. Cristina has enjoyed a good reception in the United 

States because "she is capturing Latinos that are in shock and in transition to assimilate 

other values."  

 Lisette's comments highlight two aspects that are central to understanding the 

relationship between Spanish-language television networks and more than 15 million of 

Spanish-dominant viewers. First, Cristina's ideological manipulation of Latino values 

might result in the "alienation" of the Latino audience. Second, the question becomes 

whether it is worthwhile to have spaces like this show to "disseminate values or is it 

better to have nothing?" These two points somehow connect with Dávila's (2001) 

comments on Cristina's lack of sensibility for Latino problems (p.170) and the 

ambivalence of Latino viewers regarding Hispanic television. Respondents in her study 

criticized the networks, but did not reach to question their existence nor request the 

elimination of certain programming. Differently from Lisette's argument, Dávila's 

respondents appeared to have internalized what the author calls "the dynamics and 

conventions of commercial Latinidad" consistently voiced by the Latino networks. 

Lisette’s questions are valid and could be used as the basis for further research:  

LISETTE: This is the conflicted part of the Latino world…..What would be 
better? Is it worthwhile that the show in charge of disseminating values and characters, 
and a Latino space, is one like this …or is it better to have nothing at all? I really don't 
have an answer. I do believe, however, that it's important to have a space.    

 

                                                                                                                                                 
73 To see things in a black or white perspective only. 
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The arrival of the Laura en América’s show at the end of 2000 provided the 

interviewees with an opportunity to compare contents and styles of Hispanic talk shows 

that, until two years ago, were monopolized by El Show de Cristina. The responses 

presented in this section correspond to interviews developed with working women 

between the spring, 2001 and the summer of 2002.  

 

Struggling U.S. and immigrant Latinas. Based on the similarities of their social 

conditioning and their evaluations of the shows, I have placed in this section the 

responses of five groups of women: Johnston's mothers (three mothers of Johnston High 

School students), Cuban neighbors (three Cuban women living in the same complex in 

southeast Austin), Census acquaintances (four women contacted through my work as 

enumerator for the Census 2000 in South East Austin), University workers (three women 

contacted at the University of Texas at Austin), and other respondents (three women 

contacted through friends or whom  I met at PTA meetings). Thirteen of these women 

worked to fulfill the needs of their families. Two Mexican-Americans worked at home 

for their families and depended on their husbands while a third one took care of her two 

children and lived on AFDC (Aid for Families with Dependent Children). The women 

who worked outside their homes earned $14,000 to $30,000 a year, a range that 

automatically placed most of them below poverty level figures.  

 According to their personal circumstances, each of these women had a different 

consumption of Spanish or English- language television. An indication about their 

viewing patterns is provided after the introduction of the respondents.  As it was 

mentioned before, all the women interviewed in this study were familiar with, and had 

watched recently, or in the past, Cristina and Laura's shows. As far as content goes, the 

differences between both shows were clear to most of the respondents: Cristina addresses 
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family and sexuality themes and celebrity whereabouts, while Laura focuses only on 

family and marriage problems. Although the majority of the women disliked or disagreed 

with Laura's treatment of some of her guests, and the fighting she permits on the set, five 

of them still prefer her show over Cristina's because they feel Laura is closer to “the 

people” and “their issues.” Two of the interviewees think that she sets out to defend 

women's rights. However, for a Cuban immigrant, this confidence in her actions will 

remain in place “as long as her attitude remains genuine.” The respondent is alluding to 

the possibility that Laura Bozzo, because of her political involvement with Alberto  

Fujimori’s government, could have collaborated “on peoples’ oppression.”   

For many of the immigrant and non-immigrant women, Cristina Saralegui shows 

a great deal of shamelessness (“descaro”) in her show by displaying people with few 

little clothes, homosexuals, lesbians and other people representing alternative lifestyles 

that “do not agree with the way many Latinos think.”  

Perla, an illiterate Mexican immigrant who has lived in Austin for more than 20 

years and has worked at a dry cleaners for the past seven years, said many times she had 

to tell her children to leave the room because the show was not appropriate for them. 

Perla watched the show regularly until 1999, and by 2000 she just viewed it sporadically 

until she definitely switched to Laura en América, either in its 4 p.m. or 10.30 p.m 

schedule, depending upon her work shift. She said she did not watch Cristina anymore 

because it was "filth, pure trash" (“un mugrero, una cochinada, una pura porquería”). 

Throughout the study, another four Mexican respondents of different income levels will 

use more or less the same epithets to evaluate the topics of this show. All of them allude 

to the dirty content.   

Maritza, a New York-born Latina but self-defined Puerto Rican, who earns a 

living with her truck, primarily watched television with her husband at night and once or 
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twice a month, they watched El Show de Cristina or her Monday's show, Especial de 

Cristina. She said she did not watch the show mainly because of the issues Cristina 

presents in her program: "She deals with topics that are ridiculous and the most stupid 

ones are us, the Latinos who sit down and watch that trash." Lidia (Argentinean) watched 

both Cristina and Laura's show regularly, but she said she disliked Cristina's shows 

where Latino sexuality is openly discussed, distorted, or ridiculed. She explained that 

these shows are used as a hook to keep the ratings up. For her, people’s private lives 

should not be showcased on television.  

Cristina's commercialization of Latinos' sexuality is at the center of the women's 

criticisms. Educated sojourner Latinas of different ethnic origins, education and income 

level, reject these oversexed portrayals of Latinas. The Struggling Latinas, the group that 

is more vulnerable to the stereotype of the 'other' as 'an exotic other,' also disagree with 

these representations. Similar to the sojourner Latinas, they use class variables to 

distinguish themselves from the groups that are being portrayed as sexually out of 

control. However, these variables are not necessarily rooted in an economic or cultural 

capital, but emerge from 'virtues or values' they argue are prevalent in their countries of 

origin and are also their capital to negotiate and resist the media classifications. The 

concept, respectability, discussed in Chapter II, becomes relevant in this interpretation. 

Many of these working class women use 'respectability' as a marker of class to gauge the 

distance between their lives, the women and men presented in the shows with sexual 

contents and the rest of the audience that watch those programs. Consider some other 

evaluations in the following quotes: 

 
LEYLA (59, Mexican-American, security guard, watches the show once in a while 
due to her work schedule): I think that Cristina is of a slightly better rank than Laura 
is, but I don’t like her either.  I used to like watching her before because I saw her as a 
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very pretty woman, but after some time, I felt that her programs had changed too 
much… it is pure filth what she shows us now. 

 
ANGELES (42, Cuban, pizza worker in a night shift, watches the 3 a.m. show at least 
once a week, but watches Laura's show everyday in the afternoon): Of course, 
Cristina discusses sexual taboo… yes, of course she does! Cristina is a progressive 
woman, very liberal and I admire her.  She’s got a lot of merit.  I have been watching 
her since 1996, but there are things that I don’t like… and it’s not that I am against 
that… but homosexuals dressed as women… I don’t understand why; if she 
educates… so, I say, why show that type of thing, because to talk about 
homosexuality she doesn’t have to go to an extreme to need to show men dressed like 
women.  I think that Cristina needs the show for her own economic benefit, and that 
distances her a little from what we are really interested in. For example, when she and 
her guests came out naked, I saw it, I saw it, and that is not called freedom; that is 
called licentiousness ("libertinaje").  I am not interested in those topics; I don’t find 
that they have any benefit, to the contrary. 

 
TETE (37, Salvadorian, beauty parlor worker, watches Laura's show once a week and 
Cristina now and then): When I first arrived in Austin, I enjoyed Cristina’s shows; 
actually, I watched them in El Salvador.  Back then they were more constructive, they 
would talk more about family, about reality, and suddenly she began to offer different 
types of shows and I wasn’t as interested.  It’s like when she began to include too 
much pornography.  In almost every show she uses sex, and that just doesn’t draw me 
in. 

 
GLORIA (Peruvian, 45, secretary, watches Cristina very rarely and quit watching 
Laura in América because she considers it an offense to her country): I respect that (a 
different type of sexuality), but she should respect children, but above all, youth in 
general. 

 
ROSALIA (24, Mexican-American, homemaker, mother of a two-year-old girl, used 
to watch Cristina and has seen Laura's show a few times): No, we don’t watch her 
anymore. I watch the commercials, I don’t know, but I don’t tune her in…There, they 
were showing even naked people and everything…We saw this show, everyone 
sitting in the audience, men and women naked…In three months, I think I have 
watched it once or twice, I think if that many times. We have seen Cristina a lot, but 
me, not anymore… 
 

Some of the above transcripts reflect a feeling of sadness and deception. The 

Salvadorian woman recognized that Cristina's program had another meaning for her 

when she watched it in her home country. Although it might be risky to attempt any 
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interpretation of this statement, it could be worthwhile to consider she might have seen 

selected shows for her country while the most controversial shows are mainly broadcast 

in the United States.  

The case of Angeles, a Cuban dermatologist who works in a pizza parlor, assumes 

more dramatic tones. She came to this country as a political refugee in 1996 and was very 

excited at having commercial television in Spanish and far more programming options 

compared to two government-run television networks in Cuba. However, as the time 

passed by and she became more familiar with the Spanish language television, she came 

to regret the misuse of this medium and considers it a lost opportunity “to change Latinos' 

lot in this country.”  

On the other hand, Laura Bozzo's talk show, which tends to center on family and 

relationship issues, does not fare better when it comes to interviewees’ evaluations. Some 

respondents like the show because it “offers facts of real life that happen in every poor 

country” and because she is “more realistic” (Tete, Salvadoran). Others like Laura  

because she uncovers “heartbreaking situations” that otherwise would remain unknown" 

(Gardenia, Spaniard) and because she is “more humanitarian, helps and instructs” 

(Angeles, Cuban). However, these more positive evaluation still do not support or 

validate “all the hitting and fighting” that is present in the show (Mariana, Cuban 

immigrant).  

Only three women –Ramona, Mariana (both Cuban immigrants) and Perla (a 

Mexican immigrant), support Laura's aggressive style as necessary “to eradicate the 

problem that is being discussed there.” Ramona, a Cuban homemaker, mother of three 

and grandmother of two children, interjected me  very early during the interviews about 

Laura's show that she has watched it almost everyday since its debut in the fall of  2000.  

My original intention was to study El Show de Cristina and her female audience. 
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However, when Ramona explained why she did not watch this show anymore, and started 

praising Laura's show as a program with a real intention to help women and children, 

then I also focused my attention on this show, and I included it in my interviews. As the 

research later proves, Laura was a better alternative for respondents who regularly 

followed Hispanic talk shows and who did not agree with Cristina’s topics. 

 Ramona asserted that Laura needs to be loud and strong “for the truth to come 

out.”  For her, the best proof that Laura defends women is that she is not afraid to show 

videotapes of men who are cheating on their women or vice versa. She concedes tha t 

sometimes “there are also women who cheat on their men.” Laura's policing function 

within  her subjects’ private lives to prove their deviations would be one of Laura’s main 

strengths. Ramona also approves of her use of police force on the set to arrest the men 

who are caught “committing crimes” such as cheating on loved ones or not wanting to 

behave on the set. Additionally, she is completely confident that Laura has a genuine 

interest in helping other women. The scholarships and other tools –such as little 

sandwich-street cars – that Laura provides to some of her guests, helps her feel more 

confidant.   

These more favorable opinions about Laura's show came from the same 

interviewees who stopped watching Cristina's show because they felt uncomfortable with 

the body display (“muchos desnudos”) between the 1999 and the 2002 shows.  In general, 

all the interviewees liked Cristina's programs when she offered "serious issues," such as 

helping Latinos to find lost loved one or when she talked about teenagers and drugs. The 

interviewees highly valued the connections between the topics and their everyday lives or 

previous experiences. As noted before, these same comments can be found on Cristina's 

forum on Univision.com and TVchismes.com, a web site that openly criticizes Hispanic 

television in the United States.   
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However, more than two-thirds of the twenty-seven respondents disliked Laura’s 

show because they thought, “she is commercializing the misery of Peru’s poorest people” 

(Gloria, Peruvian; Lidia, Argentinean). They did not like her authoritarianism and the 

way she interferes in those people’s lives. Even though they feel Cristina also gets 

involved with her guests, some interviewees believed that Laura is a lot more open and 

intense about it. For some women, Laura places too much emphasis on the clash between 

social classes in Peruvian society. The guests in the show “are poor and look unruly,” in 

contrast to Laura, who would represent a Latino American high middle class morality. 

Some interviewees refused to believe that the show presents real people and consider it 

just a tongo (a staged thing). Other respondents kept their distance from the behaviors 

presented in the show and said that, in their country of origin, e.g. Cuba, “these things do 

not happen.” They stated that the conflicts presented there correspond to “people who 

lack education.” The process of marking the ‘difference’ between Latina  respondents 

and the women and men presented in Laura’s show can reach intense tones as the 

following excerpts show:  

 
GLORIA (Peruvian, high school education, used to watch Laura, but she recently 
stopped doing it): I think you could say these programs are bought.  We have so much 
poverty.  I accept that we have a lot of poverty as there is  in Chile, Mexico, 
Honduras or El Salvador, but there are so many cases, so many things like this, so 
horrible, like the way people hit each other…So, I believe those things are paid for. 

 
GARDENIA (Spaniard, high school education, watches Laura's show two or three 
days a week): The violence of poverty is evident.  That is a psychic violence; a 
psychological violence; it is not just a physical violence.  Laura defends women well; 
she helps them.  The problem is poverty.  Those people live in a sub-world.  It’s so 
sad what I saw.  She tries to educate people with her moral values, but they don’t 
have ethics or morality.  They survive at a basic level, almost at a beastly level, and 
maybe it has nothing to do with food, they are not starving to death… the problem is 
one of values.  The guests on Laura are on the level of a sub-world, where there are 
ugly things; it looks like you are watching Dante’s Inferno. I can’t describe it.  
Everything is so aggressive.  I tell you these are people who don’t have moral values, 
spiritual values, I don’t know. That is typical of people who don’t believe in anything, 
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it is typical of self-destruction.  These people have a complete void, I don’t know.  
They have no value. They don’t value themselves. If they did, they would not display 
themselves in these situations. 

 
TETE (Salvadorian, watches Laura’s show at least once a week and watched two 
segments of programs during the interview): I believe this happens all over the world.  
However, I believe we Latinos make it more evident.  These things happen in the 
lowest barrios (barrio bajo), you know?  You can see the level… 

 
ROSALIA (Mexican-American, had watched Laura’s shows on a few occasions): 
The impression that I have is that the people she wants as guests… are people who 
are poor, that don’t have much education.  I don’t know, you can’t compare two lives, 
you see them…(U.S.) Latinos have nothing in common with the panelists (Peruvian 
panelists) or with her (Laura Bozzo), not even with the audience that you see before 
you.  I feel a great difference between them and me.  I don’t relate to them at all. 

 
ROSALIA: […]’cause there are a lot of gringos that can watch [Hispanic TV]… they 
can flip between channels and see these programs, Laura or Cristina, or the other 
shows that you see …and they can say wowwww [exclamation]…They are going to 
think that all Latinos are like that…they can get the impression that the men are 
always messing around on all the women…and the women, they might say they are 
trashy, they are evil, that they are always fighting…They [Anglos] will give you a 
different role…You are not at their same level…You always see the maid, stuff like 
that, you know…If they would just change the channel and watch really quick …they 
would get a bad impression of all Latinos.  

 
Lidia (Argentinean, watched Laura almost everyday at night), thinks that social 

inequality permeates Laura’s show and it hurts her to see that people’s poverty is used as 

an entertainment for Latinos in the United States. She does not like the fact that Laura 

forcefully intrudes in her guest’s private lives in order to uncover ‘their secrets’ and use 

them to build up a story. She is angry and feels sorry for the interviewees because it is 

clear to her that they are not really being helped.  

 Corina (Argentinean, watched Hispanic talk shows very occasionally), in turn 

labeled Laura as “bossy and manipulative.” During the interview we watched the shows 

Provocative Women (Cristina) and Nobody is going to take my wife away because she is 
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too fat  (Laura). For this respondent, Laura represents “Hernán Cortés descending again 

upon the Aztecs, telling them what’s right or wrong.” In her analysis of the show, 

participants’ ethnicity is correlated with a class problem: “She is white…and in some 

way she personifies the values of the dominant class because her skin is lighter than 

others.” Corina explains that Laura brings authoritarian and Catholic values to the 

program without really understanding people’s social dynamics.  

 Laura’s potential to defend women and provide a space for women’s 

empowerment is diminished by her own characteristic aggressiveness. Many of the 

interviewees consider her to be a tough, loud and authoritarian woman who wants to be 

famous “at other’s expense.” Corina feels that Laura follows a rule that is very 

authoritarian by getting involved in her guests’ problems, simplifying them, and then 

forcing other’s solutions upon them.  This interviewee finds that Laura pressures guests 

in many ways, by hurrying them, badgering them, hugging them or even threatening 

some of the participants. Consider the following statements in support of some of the 

ideas discussed above. 

 
LIDIA (Argentinean): I do not like Laura because she tapes (films with cameras) 
people…I don’t know her. People say that she helps other people, I wouldn’t know, 
I’m not in Peru…I don’t like it when she sneaks into the life of other people to show 
how poor they are and how she puts her camera under their little stick made bed with 
rags as blankets…I don’t like that and is not because I don’t want to be aware of 
poverty, I don’t want to ignore anything, I just don’t like it.  I think she, how can I put 
it, does not give them too much respect; she doesn’t seem to respect her people.  

 
CORINA: Laura’s show points out to those Latinos that identify with those kinds of 
values. I do not identify with those values even though I am Hispanic and speak 
Spanish and I come from Latin America.  I may come from a more educated class, I 
went to school, I may be more conscious about it…who knows…I had that 
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experience and I chose to be like that, I consciously chose to be different and not let 
my self be carried by those values. 

Perla (Mexican) is the interviewee who provided the least critical viewpoint 

regarding the show Laura en América. She is also the one who was most distressed for 

not being able to watch it regularly at the time of the interview. Her work schedule and 

her new family situation kept her from watching it either at 4 p.m. or at 10:30 p.m. The 

real reason is that her new husband, a younger Mexican immigrant, prohibits her from 

watching the show. Perla prefers this show to Cristina because “[…] it is more different 

than Cristina.”  Although she had difficulties explaining exactly what is wrong with 

Cristina’s show, she summarizes her feelings by saying, “it’s complete trash.” On the 

contrary, Laura’s topics are more compelling to her. She liked to watch shows about 

family situations, such as spousal infidelity and child abuse.  She admits that she 

sometimes cried along with the children on the screen and contemplated her own 

domestic situation. She would not want her daughter to be taken advantage of by her new 

stepfather.   Perla is uncertain about the wisdom of her decision to remarry at 42 because 

of the toll it has taken on the children. However, she consoles herself by saying “one [a 

mother] will always give preference to one’s children than to one’s husband.”  

For Perla, the problems that occur there (Peru) are similar to what happens to 

“us,” the Hispanics who live here (meaning Austin, Texas, and the United States in 

general).   Although she recognizes that many people do not like the show, she said she 

likes it because “Laura is very proper in what she says” and because “she is on the 

women’s side.” In her view, this program is for women only, because “men don’t like it 

when you say those types of things to them.”  Perla explains that her husband feels that 

the show “is pure garbage, that it doesn’t serve any purpose” and that he simply won’t 

allow her to watch it, insisting that they have to go to sleep.  The husband’s main 
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problem is that the show helps to “wake women up” and he thinks “they don’t need that 

because they are already pretty smart.”   

Perla says  the shows’ themes, whether through  Laura or Cristina's program,  

always pop up as topics of conversation with her co-workers at the dry cleaners whether 

they liked them or  not.   Sometimes, during breaks, they discuss the programs and if they 

don’t have enough time, they will keep talking as they hang up the clothes (when their 

manager is not watching).  Television content is not something Perla usually discusses 

with her daughter, who is a high school student, or with her husband, because she knows 

what he thinks. Her daughter was in the eleventh grade by the time of the last interview 

and did not relate well with her illiterate mother. The daughter is the one who reads the 

mail for her, and helps her with the bills, and anything that implies reading in Spanish or 

English, but apart from that, says Perla, the relationship is not very fluid. She seems to 

have a difficult time with her three children; two of them where already living away from 

home. Perla’s situation is even more difficult, because when she married, she had to ask 

her 20- year-old son to live on his own since there were only two bedrooms in the new 

house she rented with her husband. Because of that, she feels that she had to choose 

between her children and her new husband. Regarding the show, she knows she cannot 

talk to her husband about Laura’s programs because he does not like it and forbids her to 

watch it. The show is important for her because she “learns” from it and applies it to her 

daily life. 

 
 

PERLA (Mexican): (regarding Laura’s show) He doesn’t want me to watch that.  He 
says they’re nothing but fantasies, that it’s worthless, that we have to go to sleep, that 
Laura is not a good thing.  That [it] is only there so women can mouth off, and blah 
blah blah.  He says that women are smart enough already, and they’re waking them 
up.  No, he says. Let’s go to sleep.  
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In contrast with this opinion, Corina (Argentinean, bilingual), provides once again 

one of the strongest critique of the shows among the women in these groups. Corina, who 

rarely watches Hispanic or English talk shows (but watched two programs during the 

interview) literally separates herself from Cristina and Laura’s show and analyzes them 

from the outside. In her analysis, she repeatedly proclaims that she does not identify with 

this type of program or with the stereotypes that affect Latinos in American society.  Her 

stance can be explained by the fact that she does not perceive herself to be a minority in 

this country, “although people keep telling me that I am that.” She asserts that she cannot 

feel like a minority member here because she came “with another background, with 

another experience.” 

Corina does not see much difference between English and Spanish talk shows. 

She says that both“uses the same confrontation techniques and use people who are 

vulnerable enough to talk about themselves.”  Nevertheless, she says that one of the 

differences between the two types of talk shows is that "among Hispanics, I have seen the 

least educated people overall.”  Another difference lies in the type of confrontation that 

explodes on the screen. She thinks that American talk shows "are not as passionate as 

Spanish talk shows and verbalizes more the problems being discussed there." In contrast, 

in the Hispanic shows, "there is more action than words.” Corina states that when a 

physical exchange occurs, it is “always pertaining to the explosive action of feelings and 

emotions.” Corina correlates this analogy about verbalization and passion with Cristina 

and Laura’s attitude as hosts of their respective shows.  In her opinion, Cristina does not 

scream like Laura; she does not “go down” to the level of the audience, but she does use 

other tools to “impose middle class values.”  She believes Cristina talks “from a less 

passionate place, a more rational place, and her personal life rises as an example to all.” 

Corina does not think that Laura and Cristina represent anything or anyone, and least of 
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all, they do not represent her.  She says that the situation is more about whether or not the 

audience can identify with the shows.  She also believes that the network’s main interest 

is to make money at the expenses of other people’s suffering.  This opinion is shared by 

at least ten other interviewees who even consumed more of these talk shows.  

 As far as Corina is concerned, those who watch these programs are working-class 

people who "don’t have much more to think about than to go to work and be exploited." 

For her, immigrants and low income workers are the ones who need entertainment.  She 

also believes that "only workers who earn five dollars an hour" watch these programs, 

because, she says, "I doubt that anyone earning 20 dollars an hour watches them.” 

Corina’s classification of viewers according to income contrasts with her own income 

situation. At the time of the interview, she was working as a baby sitter for an agency and 

was getting only seven dollars an hour. She was barely able to pay the bills for her and 

her seven-year-old daughter and had to ask friends to take care of her daughter while she 

was working.  Corina’s class distance from Laura’s guests is better expressed in the 

following statement,  

 
CORINA (Argentinean): When I say oppressed, it’s because they (Peruvian panelists) 
are very alienated, they are not conscious of what’s going on….They might go there 
(to the show) for a particular reason which could be money, which I don’t know for 
sure because they could indeed be paying them, I don’t know…They might go 
because they need the drama, they need the tradition, because they cannot manage 
their lives in any other way. 

  
 The discussion and the quote presented above reveal the difficulties of using class 

as a category imposed from the outside to interpret people’s consumption of media 

products. Apparently, Corina is a working-class woman struggling in the United States. 

She lives on temporary jobs and a meager pension and is raising a daughter on her own. 

Corina resists any classification that could connect her with the situation of millions of 
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Latin American immigrants working in the U.S. Her income places her below the poverty 

level, but she turns to her cultural capital acquired in another setting to resist any 

comparison. Her original educational and class location in Argentina helps her to mark 

the difference with the other Hispanics, those who earn as much as she, but who she 

perceives as more vulnerable than she. Her criticism bears the traces of an academic 

formation in communications and also reflects a deep reflection regarding her location in 

this culture. She does not recognize her cultural hybridity, and stills looks to Argentina as 

the source of her energy and also as a source of anger for what’s going on in her country. 

I do not perceive her opinions as something that she elaborated for the purpose of the 

interview, but as reflections that emerge from a long process of a subtle activism among 

the Latino intellectual community in Austin, Texas. By the time I talked to Corina, she 

had already participated in a couple of Latino programs broadcast by the Austin Public 

Cable System. 

 
'Las Comadres'74, a group of professional Latinas.  Three women were contacted 

through a listserv group –Las Comadres—that connects and provides information to 

approximately 350 professionals and college student Latinas in Austin, Texas. Las 

Comadres is a support network organized mainly to help U.S. born Latinas to obtain jobs, 

establish connections and get advice from more experienced professionals. The group 

frequently gathers at member homes to listen to guest speakers or just to socialize.  

                                                 
74 Literally, comadre means 'godmother of one's child or mother of one's godchild'. Culturally, it means a 
network of support, either within the family or the community. It is an institution of informal support in 
Latin America. The masculine for this concept is compadre. 
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The three informants contacted in this group had at least a college degree and 

identified themselves as middle- or upper class Latinas. Also, these three women knew 

the programs I was studying and had seen them at least a couple of times. With two of 

them I watched long segments and complete programs of both talk shows under study. 

Paula (Mexican, 32) and her husband (Mexican) are both computer engineers working in 

the software industry in Austin, Texas. She mainly watches English- language television 

and turns regularly to Spanish television to see the news and sometimes the novelas, talk 

shows or other entertainment programs. Since she frequently travels to Mexico (she was 

expecting her second child at the time of the interview), she is very familiar with the 

polemic stirred up by El Show de Cristina and Laura en América in Mexico, which 

finally ended up in the cancellation of the first show. During the interview, we watched 

diverse segments and complete programs of Cristina and Laura’s shows. Krystal (57, 

Mexican-American, married), is a former personnel manager of a multinational company 

based in Austin, who is current ly running her own business. She holds a Ph.D. in 

management from the University of Texas at Austin and is one of the founders of the 

listserv Las Comadres. Krystal primarily watches English- language television and turns 

to Spanish television mainly for the news and the novelas. Krystal used to watch and 

admire Cristina until a few years back and had seen only a few of the Laura’s shows. 

During the four-hour interview, we also watched segments from some of the Cristina and 

Laura’s shows analyzed in the previous chapter. Itzel (27, Mexican, divorced), with a 

degree in communications and working for the media industry in Austin, Texas, is the 

youngest interviewee in this group. Similar to the other respondents, Iztel’s use of the 

Spanish language media is more instrumental (purposive). She mainly watches English -
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language television and turned to Spanish television for the news and some entertainment 

programs, but with the aim to “practice” her Spanish. She has seen a couple of Cristina 

and Laura’s talk shows, but like the other respondents, she does not watch them very 

often. 

The opinions expressed by these women were in general, critical, but in almost 

every case, they also provide some alternatives to solve the problematic representations 

of Latinos in Univision and Telemundo. It became clear during the interview process that 

these women have a different negotiating power with the system, e.g. their experiences at 

work, and do not feel threatened by issues of race relations or race discrimination. This is 

true for Itzel, because she said she had no problem in speaking up for others even if she 

loses her job, because jobs for her "come and go."  Krystal, in turn, talked about her 

experience of being replaced by a “white male manager after 15 years in an executive 

position in the corporation.” She ended up writing her dissertation on "how female 

managers handle the impact of an involuntary job change." Like Lisette, one of the 

sojourner Latinas presented in the first group of respondents, Paula (Mexican working in 

the United States), used a deductive logic to comment on the shows. In spite of the fact 

that we watched many segments of the programs during the three-hour interview, her first 

commentary focused on the reasons why Hispanic networks present these types of 

programs: “Univision and Telemundo are targeting an audience that does not have more 

than elementary education.” She said that Spanish language television only offers "cheap 

entertainment and nothing cultural, nothing you can learn." For her, cultural 

programming is like PBS [the Public Broadcasting System], as well as the Discovery or 

History Channels-- good documentaries—or similar type of programs. Consistent with 



 256 

this general evaluation, she classified the talk show Laura en América as filthiness (“es 

una cochinada”), the same as many other Mexican immigrants and Mexican-American 

women did throughout the interviews. Paula sounded apologetic when she stated that 

“this is a production where so much money is invested to target a public, that I don't want 

to say is ignorant… a totally ignorant audience who only needs entertainment." She 

thinks that Laura en América is a "high- tension program” that diverts people's attention 

from their own problems. Paula was also highly skeptical about the veracity of the stories 

presented in the show. She believes people must be given some money to expose their 

personal lives or they must send letters explaining their stories, "because it is hard to 

believe people will reveal intimacies that way."  For her, Laura's stories cannot contribute 

or empower people, because “formal education is the only way to break the vicious circle 

of economic and cultural problems.” She perceives that Laura wants "to teach women 

through punishment," but in doing this, she "overlooks the main assaults perpetrated over 

them."  It is important to note here that Paula does not analyze the shows from a sexuality 

perspective, as is the case with many of the evaluations discussed above. She targets her 

criticisms to issues of women’s patriarchal oppression and Latinos’ racial subordination 

as portrayed in the show. 

  

PAULA: In the show we watched (I want my mother to leave her lover) it seems okay 
to beat, mistreat, hit and sexually abuse the woman. But it is not right when the 
woman cannot stand this anymore and looks for another husband. How is it possible 
that this woman leaves him [the husband] and leaves the children? Her sin is to leave 
the children. It is as if the woman has to take all the burden of taking the children 
with her no matter how is she doing. It is not the father, but the mother who has to 
take care of the children.  
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 Paula is concerned about the type of teaching these family representations bring to 

Latino homes. She asked "How is it possible that people who have been economically 

and medically punished can change the lives of the Latinos living in United States?" She 

is also disturbed by the display of inferiority complexes presented in the show. For her, 

the most visible one is the blondness of the hostesses of these shows, which she labeled 

the "Latin trauma" (El trauma Latino). Paula thinks that this is part of the 'Latino 

complex, ' (inferiority complex) where Latino women and men have not been taught to 

value themselves and then they "venerate the blond; the lighter color." For her, "shorty, 

fatty and dark-skinned  are looked-down on."  

Krystal, (57, Mexican-American), who obtained a Ph.D. from UT Austin, also 

used the analysis of these talk shows as a motivation to disclose her general views on the 

role of the Hispanic television in the United States. She contends that it is time to start 

lobbying and putting pressure on the American and Hispanic television networks for a 

change. Over the years, she has been calling the local English-language stations and some 

national networks to inquire about the presence of Latino anchorpersons, particularly in 

the news programs. She believes that if there was ever going to be a change in Spanish 

language television, it should have started with Cristina's shows because she already had 

attracted an audience. According to her, the only thing Cristina needed was "to 

incorporate more education."  Krystal believed that Cristina Saralegui has almost all the 

elements on her side to create a 'good program,' that is, a show that presents news of 

success and gives more presence to U.S. born Latinos. She stated that it is about time for 

Spanish television to presents new faces-- local and national faces-- instead of the foreign 

presenters. She did not understand “why don't we have someone like Oprah? Why did 

Cristina not follow Oprah's example when Oprah said 'enough is enough' and started 
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having more talk shows about people’s spirituality and achievements?" Krystal 

acknowledges Cristina Saralegui's potential in opening a space for women's issues in 

Spanish television and for being so successful in this endeavor. For her, Saralegui is "a 

smart and savvy woman who knows what she is doing," and the most incredible thing "is 

that people follow her." However, Krystal argues that in more than a decade, Cristina has 

not put much effort into changing her agenda and continues to talk about women's 

sexuality, machismo and fights between couples. She thought that the constant portrayal 

of "deceived women is not a good example for young American girls." Cristina "could 

use a lot more input and have more shows about challenges, scholarships and how to 

succeed in this society", said Krystal. 

For this informant, neither Cristina nor Laura's shows are feminist programs. 

They mainly show "that the woman is weak, because she either doesn't see it or doesn't 

get it …duhhh…that her husband is out with everybody else." For Krystal, both hosts are 

just orchestrating the shows with an economic purpose. She thinks that these programs 

are becoming popular because "they are catering to a lot of the immigrants" and because 

"this is all they have; they are paying for programs they can understand." Her next 

comment reveals the imperative need she feels for doing something about the Spanish 

television contents. It also provides some clues about who would be  chosen  for this task.  

 
KRYSTAL: (regarding immigrants) If they are here, are they going to be demanding? 
Are the people who are watching these programs the kind of those that would be out 
and go out and demand things? The ones that are out there, the ones that are 
politically demanding, are not sitting around watching that… 

 
 

The question, then, is who among Hispanics are the ones who should be 

concerned about the types of programming targeting Latino immigrants? In her view, 

Hispanic leaders and politicians are too busy with other issues to pay attention to this 
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problem. However, the programming content for Spanish speaking Latinos does not seem 

to be Krystal’s main focus. She is interested in making a case for having more U.S--born, 

educated Hispanics on Latino television. This informant is more concerned about 

Univision and Telemundo's indifference toward middle and upper class Latinos who are 

working for the country, "doing things.” For her, the Spanish-language television "needs 

to grow" and include other segments of the Latino population. Right now, as she said, "it 

is only projecting a need for a certain population." Today, according to Krystal, there is 

only space to represent the women and men "who come from the barrios ,” but not for 

Latinos who do things and were not born in those conditions. Consider the following 

quotes: 

 

KRYSTAL: I would say the television needs growth…right now it is only projecting 
a need for a certain population …I don't think the talk shows and other programs 
address the educated Hispanic or contain issues for the educated Hispanics, and I 
don't think the telenovela either… as much I like the telenovelas, they are always 
fantasies.  

 
KRYSTAL: I think the television is missing something. There are many Latinos 
around me who have done this and done that, and they don't represent that, they just 
represent people who come from the barrios… and then there are a lot of us who 
didn't grow up in the barrios…We have Hispanic names, we speak Spanish, we have 
the background, the culture…I think they don't target us… 

 
 For Krystal, the lack of representation of middle and upper class, educated 

Latinos who  "do things" is strongly connected with the issues of lack of role models on 

Hispanic television. She says that this is a problem not only of Spanish language 

television but of English television, too. For her, the images of Latino women that are 

constantly promoted in both media, such as Jennifer López, "do not constitute role 
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models for new generations of Latinas." Regarding Spanish- language television, she 

poses the question below:  

 
KRYSTAL: Who do you see on Hispanic TV? Cristina, Right? Laura? What other 
ones? You see the ones in Primer Impacto, they are talking; they are good, but we 
don't have someone who shows us on there like Oprah, you know, who is a business 
woman, has this and that… Cristina is the closest one, but she is not born here. 
 
 

Two aspects of Krystal’s comments deserve a special attention. The first one is her 

need to speak authoritatively about Mexican-Americans’ absence in Univision and 

Telemundo. The second is her skepticism about whether immigrants by themselves could 

ever change the contents of the Hispanic networks. She has a patronizing perception of 

immigrants when she defines them as passive and as people who will not “demand 

things.”  However, she does not consider in her statement that Latinos are paying for this 

television, which is generally received through cable companies. There is an economic 

factor on which the networks are heavily dependent. Although her criticism might seem 

well intentioned, she has a quite particular agenda regarding middle and upper class 

Latinos who have no place in English-or Spanish- language television and seem to 

discredit the Other Latinos who watch popular programs that she also watches, such as 

the novelas. Krystal implies in her comments that Hispanic television is constructed 

around the notion of poor immigrant populations, whether in its content or its target 

audience. Without acknowledging it, she is contesting the dominant commercial 

representation of Latinos and Latino audience, as discussed by Rodriguez (1999). The 

respondent refuses to accept that the Hispanic audience "is racially non-white, 

linguistically Spanish speaking, and socio-economically poor" (p. 47). Instead, she 
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perceives that Spanish- language television is a site of struggle for the inclusion of a 

different type of Latinidad, one that is not exclusively looking to Latin American and 

based on the Spanish language; in sum, she wants a Latinidad that is more assimilated to 

the mainstream culture. Her activism in the English media and her requests for inclusion 

in Spanish- language television reveal the existing tensions between populations who live 

within different stages of the hybridization processes (Canclini, 1995; Hall, 1992).   

 Itzel (Mexican immigrant, media professional) approaches this problem of Latino 

identity from a different perspective. She starts with the idea that there are substantial 

differences between Latin Americans and Latinos in the United States. She said that both 

groups want to be closely linked with their cultures, but that in the case of U.S. Latinos, 

"it is also necessary to get out of our own culture in order to be able to function within the 

larger culture." Itzel explained this as living a cultural duality, where media could be the 

bridge for the two traditions: 

Itzel: Then it is like we live a duality, and many of us have been able to jump from 
one place to the other and keep a balance between both cultures;however, 
unfortunately,  people who do not get educated can not reach to this bridge. It isn't 
necessary to exclude one culture and include the other. It is possible to keep both, and 
with an increasing population, it is going to be easy now. I think this is going to make 
things easier because we will be able to know people like us and keep the two 
cultures.   

 
 
Itzel: The problem is that Hispanic television is promoting exclusive contact with 
roots more. There is no way to jump outside the circle if we only keep our culture, 
our values, our Latinismo, if in our homes we just speak Spanish, eat what we want, 
but when we go out to work or to study we have to function under other laws. PBS, 
with the serial American Family is creating that bridge. Univision and Telemundo 
should have done that series. That is the topic that I support, that there is a need of 
programming that reflects this duality. Right now, Univision and all the other 
networks do not have an example of what is to be Latino in the United States. 
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In her comments, Itzel is alluding to the old discussion of assimilation versus 

pluralism as discussed in Chapter II. She is aware that Univision and Telemundo are not 

acting as bridges for acculturation (initial step in the assimilation process to a new 

culture) but more as a source of containment of Latino cultural traditions and 

perpetuation of the Spanish language. She clearly believes this is not the solution for the 

millions of Latinos who have to work in the Anglo and English mainstream society. They 

need to learn English and they need "to live in both worlds." With her statements she is 

implicitly touching upon issues of cultural hybridity, where immigrant and non-

immigrant Latinos living in the United States have not one, but multiple identities. This is 

her personal experience. The daughter of migrant workers, born in Guanajuato, Mexico, 

brought to the United States at the age of nine and educated in this country, she lives the 

cultural hybridization process everyday, and she does not find a place for her hybrid 

identity on Spanish television.  

 

Two Chilean women.  Four-hours of interviews with two Chilean professionals and 

graduate students of the University of Texas at Austin provide the material for this 

analysis. During this long meeting, which took place at the home of one the respondents, 

we  watched segments from three Cristina's shows and the same number of Laura's 

programs, and then proceeded to talk about the programs and the Spanish networks in 

general. I basically asked them the same questions from the interview protocol I used in 

the 25 other interviews, and asked them to answer separately in order to tape full 

narratives from each informant. Their answers comprised two 90-minutes tapes and 

touched upon so many aspects that I hope to do justice to them in this condense synthesis.  
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Andrea, a psychologist, has lived in Austin for two years and watches Spanish television 

a few hours a week.  Lorena, a television producer, who has lived in the same city for 

four years, watches Univision or Telemundo's  programming from one to two hours a 

day. Both provided their initial impressions of Spanish language television, discussed the 

importance they assign to this medium regarding the Latino population, and expressed 

their opinions about Cristina and Laura's shows. Their comments and evaluations helped 

to achieve triangulation with the program analysis presented in the previous chapter. 

 Andrea says that without giving it much consideration, her first impression of the 

Spanish TV was that this is a "low quality television.” Univision and Telemundo promote 

a certain Latino stereotype that she does not like: "they see Latinos from a perspective 

that only diminishes them."  For her, we are in front of a "low quality and sensationalist 

television with bad programs that sometimes border on vulgarity." This respondent 

explains that she misses more cultural programming and also telenovelas of “a better 

level,” compared to the ones in her home country. She states that even in the news, the 

topics are more sensationalists here. Andrea strongly believes that "it is possible to reach 

a balance between a commercial and a cultural programming in television."  She argued 

that "the idea that programmers have of giving people what they want and accepting that 

people do not want education, is totally divorced from reality.”  

Lorena, in turn, believes that Spanish television is “awful” (pésima, malísima), to 

the point that it is difficult for her "to want to sit down and watch a program on a regular 

basis." She says, “when I see Spanish language television, it is because of study reasons, 

telenovelas or because I am doing my chores at home or sometimes, because I want to 

listen to some Spanish.” Although she recognizes the flaws of her particular viewing 
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pattern, her ideal would be to get direct TV in order to have a wider range of 

programming options in the Spanish language, including Chilean television. She contends 

that in the Latino networks there are no serious educational or discussion programs, such 

as cultural, political or scientific spaces "that one can follow."  Lorena was referring here 

to the Chilean commercial television system where there are weekly programs of that 

type. She was skeptical about any possibility of change in programming and formats 

anytime soon because “these are so well established systems.” She thinks all the shows of 

these networks have a paternalist attitude toward the viewers. Because of that Univision 

and Telemundo then see Latinos who live in the United States in the same light. For her, 

the networks contribute to perpetuate the status quo of the immigrants, preventing them 

to start questioning their situation. She recognizes her awareness that the networks prefer 

to maintain this state of "constant music and entertainment,” because any variation might 

be “too dangerous for them.” 

  

LORENA: “The main concern of this media system is to make sure that the status 
quo gets perpetuated. They do this by keeping Latinos in the same place. That is, they 
don’t offer people programs that make them think or question or anything like that. 
But why is that? Because this could be too dangerous in this country. Imagine 
Viviana, how dangerous would it be in the United States, a program that questions the 
reality? Or a program that would say, ‘don’t let them abuse you, this situation is 
illegal…’ Imagine a program that would say that?”  
 

  

 Amidst their doubts and criticisms, these two respondents still think that some 

balances between commercial gain and social responsibilities, and some changes in the 

format of the programs could help to improve the current situation.  Lorena believes the 

present growth of the Latino networks provides a propitious time to experiment with new 
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programming formats, such as using the richness of Latin American literature "to tell 

television stories." She said that producers can choose from a great diversity of topics and 

present them in an entertaining and interesting way. Lorena appears convinced that "you 

can play with the format and transform it into an entertaining format.”  

 Informants' evaluations of Cristina and Laura' shows fall within the context of the 

previous critique. Laura Bozzo and Cristina Saralegui are perceived as "dangerous" in 

terms of the values, ideals, stereotypes and the representations of race and class they 

portray. Andrea and Lorena concur that their blondeness (“by God or chemistry’s grace”) 

was the first mark of difference between them and their darker interviewees and audience 

in the show. The second difference they perceive is the type of relationships these hosts 

establish with the audience. They argue that Cristina and Laura   “relate to the people in 

a very paternalistic way, that is, they know how to give advice, judge and resolve.”  

Andrea indicated that this is more accentuated in Laura’s case, where the panelists are 

visibly from a lower economic stratum. For these respondents, this paternalism implies 

the use and application of a patriarchal logic to the women’s stories. Cristina and Laura’s 

shows are labeled “retrograde programs” that “provide no help for women,” but only 

“sustain the stereotypes of the Latino community.” The stereotypes described by these 

respondents are similar to the contradictions defined by Itzel in the first section of this 

chapter.  

Andrea and Lorena think that the “trial setting” structure that sustains both shows 

permits the display of an "organized, scripted and harmful violence." In the context of 

this analysis, violence constitutes the third main axis of their critique. For these 

informants, both presenters strategically promote and use violence to produce a climax in 
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the stories and then assume the right to control the results. The same as Corina’s opinion, 

expressed in the section on struggling women, Lorena and Andrea believe that this 

violence is more explicit in Laura’s than in Cristina’s show. Andrea says that Cristina 

exerts “a more masked and controlled violence,” based on her American cultural patterns 

where people “do not scream or gesticulate too much.” Laura, on the contrary, appears 

using violence in different leve ls such as “verbal, nonverbal and physical violence.” She 

labels Laura as “very irresponsible,” because “she does not care about the consequences 

of the violence she generates and what might happen to those people after the program is 

over.”  Andrea and Lorena agree that Laura would not be able to reproduce these levels 

of violence nor use children with this purpose, if she were to move the production of the 

show to the United States. Lorena assures during the interview that   here [United States], 

“laws and regulations” will not protect her “bread and circus type of program.”  

In sum, these respondents classify the U.S. Spanish television as a low quality, 

sensationalist and paternalistic medium because of the way it portrays Latino immigrants. 

The criticism is not expressed in class terms as much as in political and ideological terms. 

It could be argued that these respondents have an ethnocentric view where the media of 

their country of origin is rated as "better, more informed, and more sophisticated than that 

of the United States" (Dávila, 2001, p. 197). By the same token, however, these 

comparisons between media systems could be considered as part of their own strategy to 

distance themselves from "their new subordinated status" (p.197). Or, it could be even 

suggested that these respondents watch telenovelas, soccer games and entertainment 

programs just as a ludic activity and feel guilty doing that. Whatever the reasons for their 

sharp critique, they are still addressing crucial aspects of the current debate on Latinos' 
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cultural representation. Their comments intersect with arguments of several Latino 

scholars (Dávila, 2001, 2002; Noriega, 2000; Rodriguez, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c) and the 

interpretations developed in this dissertation.  

Emerging themes 

The narratives of the four groups of women presented in this chapter clearly 

indicate that the relationship between Latinas and Hispanic TV is conflicted and loaded 

with contradictions and criticism. Univision and Telemundo television networks appear 

to be at the center of a cultural struggle for better programming, more sensibility of 

Latino portrayals and a more genuine interest in promoting change for immigrant 

conditions. Four main themes emerged across the four groups of respondents. The first 

one is a critique of the oversexualized representation of Latinas in the shows in general 

and in Cristina and Laura in particular. Contrary to Davila's (2001) suggestion that U.S. 

born Latinos and English-dominant Latinos would use their criticism of women's 

sexualization on Spanish television as an strategy to escape labels and stereotypes 

ascribed to Latinos by the majority groups, the interviews conducted in this dissertation 

indicate that all Latina groups use this criticism for similar purposes. Immigrant and non-

immigrant Latinas feel equally attacked, insulted, offended and embarrased by the images 

of models in scanty clothes, the sexual thematic of certain entertaiment and humor shows 

and also the representation of sexuality in Cristina's show. Most of the interviewees 

concur that Cristina is showing ridiculous topics and a great dose of filthiness and trash 

and that she is commercializing Latino/a sexuality. Some Latinas think the networks do 

not consider that women are part of the audience too and perceive these representations 

as part of a commercial strategy to capture the male gaze. Many of the interviewees are 
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concerned with what white Americans, particularly white males, are going to think about 

Latinas and Latinos in general. There is a sense of collective ethnic embarrassment over 

the gender representations in their own cultural ethnic media.  

The use of class as a marker of difference and distinction among different groups 

of Latinas constitutes the second emergent theme of the audience analysis. Although the 

U.S. Latinas and the most educated Latinas invariably used the category of class to 

differentiate themselves from the others who watch or participate in certain programs, 

low income and less educated Latinas also used this variable of distinction for similar 

purposes. This pattern is more nitid in the analysis of respondent's opinions regarding 

Cristina and Laura's shows. Soujourner Latinas, U.S. born Latinas and professional 

Latinas used a more material conception of class, such as education, to define the people 

being targeted by these talk shows. The shows are not for them but for others--the poor 

and uneducated immigrants and the ones who come from the barrios. Some respondents 

even have a condescending and patronizing view of this audience in regards of its 

possibilities of agency and change. For the educated Latinas, Univision and Telemundo 

appear commercializing Latinos' poverty in a similar way as described by Rodriguez 

(1999) in her concept of Latinos commercial ethnicity. Programs are for the populace and 

there is no middle class Latino family represented there. Within the group of Struggling 

U.S. and Immigrant Latinas the class variable emerges from a more non-material 

conception of class. It is not as much as the possesion of economic, cultural or symbolic 

capital, but the possesion of some virtues or values such as respectability that according 

to Skeggs (1997; see chapter II) is a signifier of class. Working class women use 

respectability as a class marker to gauge the distance between their lives, the women and 
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the men presented in the shows with sexual content and the rest of the audience who 

watch those programs. The women presented in shows about sexuality are not respectable 

and that suffices to place them in the category of filthy, risky and lower class. The vision 

of highly promiscuous and sexually unconstrained women generates a sort of class 

antagonism even between members of the supposedly same working class-origin (see 

Ortner, 1991, Chapter II).   

The third emergent topic is the disruption of the concept of Latino cultural unity --

Latinidad-- so promoted by the networks. The discussion about Latinas's definition of 

their ethnic and gender identity presented at the beginning of the chapter helps to 

deconstruct the cultural hybridity of the different groups of Latinos living in the United 

States. U.S. born and more educated Latinas have a different conception of their 

Latinidad as compared with economic migrants or political refugees. The transcripts 

indicate that even though there is not a single definition of Latinas, most of the women 

would agree that there are different levels of discrimination (decalificación) emerging 

from U.S. mainstream society or from particular Latino subgroups that affect them.and 

hence their ethnic identification. The disruption of the discourse of cultural unity is also 

present in women's evaluation of the panelists presented in Cristina and Laura's show. 

For many U.S. born Latinas the people presented in the shows, particularly in the 

Peruvian show, has nothing to do with the reality of Latinos living in the United States 

and do not relate to them. Immigrants from other nationalities might relate to the story 

but not to the people presented there because they are not like the people of their original 

countries.  
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The last emerging theme is that the majority of the respondents disagree with  

Cristina and Laura's declared philosophy of empowering Latinos. Only three working-

class immigrants consider that the show Laura en América contributes to educate Latinos 

and to help women, but the rest of the respondents indicate that these are not educational 

but entertaiment programs that do not help to change Latinos' lives. Some of the 

respondents, either working class immigrants or professional U.S. Latinas consider that 

Cristina's show is a wasted opportunity to promote change within the Latino community 

and to generate more sensibility about Latinos' problems. The majority of women 

consider that both programs deploy high levels of violence against the participants, 

offend women, perpetuate Latino stereotypes and promote the Latin American patriarchal 

ideology where women are fully responsible for their virtuosity and deserve to be 

contained if they get out of it.  Some women considered that Cristina and Laura's 

'whiteness' contributes to exert their symbolic power over the participants in the shows.   

The four main points presented here are strongly connected to the analysis of the 

talk shows presented in the previous chapter. My initial arguments that El Show de 

Cristina and Laura en América do not empower Latinos, use the spectacle to promote 

patriarchal and Latin American upper and middle class values, foster divisions among 

Latinas, and perform an instrumental use of working class guests is supported by the 

narratives of the women interviewed for this dissertation. The concepts and articulations 

presented in the therapeutic, patriarchal and pan-ethnic ethe closely match the concern 

expressed by the respondents in this study. There is a sexuality discourse in both talk 

shows that masks a class discourse, relationship that is somehow present in women's 

opinion when they criticize the oversexuality or the sexual deviancy of the panelist 
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presented in the shows. The concept of respectability that emerges from the therapeutic 

and patriarchal ethe it is also present in women's discourses as a mechanism of distinction 

from other women and programs that might contaminate them or might not relate to 

them. Cristina and Laura's violence exerted against the panelists who have abandoned 

their husbands or work in the sex industry does not go inadverted to the interviewees. 

Most of the respondents regret the way women are treated in these shows. Some of them 

even reached to say that these programs have an organized and scripted violence with the 

aim to entertain and contain populations that are in cultural schock or in transition to an 

assimilation to the U.S. mainstream culture.  

 Individually and collectively, the voices of the women interviewed in this study 

help to provide the state of power relations --individuals' positions and distribution of 

capital-- inside the Latino television field. In their colloquial or more academic styles, 

these social actors use their 'constrained freedom,'  to show how they participate in a 

cultural debate that directly affects them. In spite of all their criticism, respondents do not 

request the elimination of the Spanish networks, but rather they argue for changes. This 

reveals that these women as actors looked for 'partial revolutions' or 'limited strategies for 

subversion' in Bourdieu's (1993b, p. 74) terms, but not for the destruction of the field (see 

Chapter II). As mentioned above, respondents have an ambivalent relationship with the 

Spanish-language television networks. They are in the middle of a contradictory situation 

where Latinos are misrepresented in their own medium, but at the same time that medium 

(the Hispanic networks in this case) is the most visible face of their existence as a group 

in the U.S. society.  
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Reflecting on the interviews  

 All the interviews I conducted for this dissertation could be characterized as 

friendly and very interactive conversations. As mentioned in the methodology chapter, 

the majority of them took place at women's homes, considered "a natural setting for 

[women's] discussion" (Press & Cole, 1999, p. ix; See also Reay, 1997). However, 

consistent with a feminist and reflexive approach on interviewing women, I consider it 

important to discuss and deconstruct some power issues that arose during the interview 

process.  

The first reflection focuses on the location and the conditions surrounding the 

interviews. As noted above, almost all the interviews were conducted at women's homes, 

usually in the kitchen and the living area or dining room where they were almost always 

doing something, e.g. preparing food, particularly in the case of low-income informants. 

No matter what time we agreed on meeting, cooking or food arrangements were central 

to some of the women, especially for the ones who worked outside the home, and had 

what feminists label the 'double shift.' Conversations were friendly and the women really 

went to great effort to be able to have a quiet meeting without disruptions. However, 

children, grandchildren and husbands' interruptions occurred in some cases, and this gave 

variability to the interviews. I do not consider these variations (children's crying and all 

the noises registered in my tape recorder) as poor quality data but "rather a valuable 

reflection of reality" (Reinharz, 1992, p. 20). My informants were working-women, either 

at home or outside it, and my interviews just disrupted their normal lives.  

What I consider most problematic in the above description is that for many of the 

low-income Mexican and Cuban immigrants, home cannot be defined as just "women's 

natural setting" (Press & Cole, 1999, p. ix). Although the respondents might have felt 
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more comfortable and relaxed at home than at their jobs particularly in the cases of the 

women who worked as a janitor, an employee at a dry cleaners, as a security guard or 

house cleaner-- their "natural setting" was sometimes more disempowering than the 

public space. Apart from their shift at work, many of these women had to get up first and 

prepare lunches for children and their husbands, cook dinner and run their homes without 

the husband's domestic help. The women who worked at home had to take care of one or 

more grand- children everyday and did not have the freedom to go outside the home 

because they did not drive or did not have a car. One of the Cuban women indicated that 

Saturday morning was her day off after taking care of her grand-children, cooking, and 

cleaning the whole week, besides cleaning the laundromat of the complex every morning. 

On Saturday, she would take a bus and would go to the mall in order to not "go crazy ". 

However, she would not do this alone and was always accompanied by her eldest 

grandchildren. The case of Perla, a Mexican-immigrant who has lived in Austin for 20 

years, mentioned earlier in this chapter, also reflects a pattern of subjection. As soon as 

she finishes her daily shift, she has to come straight home and start cooking because her 

husband arrives one hour later and he always wants his food ready.  

Using the home as a natural place to interview women still poses another 

problem, such as the troublesome presence of the husband. Most of the Mexican and 

Cuban low-income women, who had a husbands or  partners at home, became more 

subdued when the husbands were around or when they deliberated  interrupted the 

interviews. While I was interviewing two Cuban and one Mexican women, the husbands 

almost considered it their right and obligation to tell the family saga of their migration to 

the United States. On these occasions, I thanked them for their participation and 

explained to them that I wanted to register their wives' opinions. In all these cases, I 

attempted to solve the "imbalance" in a second interview where I made sure the husband 
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was going to be absent from the home. Feminist researchers have contradictory opinions 

regarding this situation. Some of them do not want "to leave out the account of what the 

men had to say" in a family setting (Wajcman, 1983, p. xii-xiv). However, the majority of 

the scholars acknowledge the asymmetries of power existing inside the home and the 

different attitude women have while speaking when they are alone (Olson and Shopes, 

1991; Rubin, 1976). My decision to repeat interviews and to return at another time is 

aligned with some of these researchers' solutions to this impasse (Dabrowski, 1983).  

The type of information obtained during the interviews might also be the subject 

of a deep reflection. Were women’s criticisms a reflection of their own spontaneous 

thinking, or were they influenced by the topic of my research or my presence?  Or, even 

more important, were they the result of what I finally represented, the educational field, 

where commercial television is more criticized than praised? Looking at the interviews 

on the whole, the harshest critique emerged from the most educated women, particularly 

the immigrant women with bachelor's degrees in their countries of origin. It is difficult to 

assume that these are "guilty viewers" (McQuail, 1994, p. 311) who ambivalently turn 

against television programming designed for an ethnic audience but that mainly promotes 

entertainment. Also, it is condescending to them for me to assume they raised questions 

and critique just because they had the space to talk about Hispanic television or because 

they wanted to appear more intellectual or savvy. Most of these women already had 

constructed opinions about Spanish language television before I interviewed them. Many 

years of immigration or temporary residence in the United States provided the grounds 

for their analysis. In Bourdieu's (1980) terms, their habitus (dispositions), created through 

different encounters with objective structures, is the site for their strategies (See Chapter 

II). Although I could interpret their linguistic elaboration as an attempt to prove their 

educational achievement, I cannot suggest they concocted their criticisms or ideological 
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readings just to please me. Respondents' dispositions are historically constructed and they 

constitute the source of their perceptions, thoughts and actions. These cognitive and 

motivational structures are in place prior to the interview process. However, what really 

deserves closer attention is their scarce consumption of Spanish language television, as 

compared to English language television. Is that a function of their busy schedules or just 

a conscious class strategy of not being associated with this low-type, entertainment 

television?  Social distinction through the cultural consumption process is something that 

needs to be studied in the context of Latino popular culture. Class distinctions, enacted 

outside or through the television text, are a phenomenon that not only takes place among 

the middle and upper class respondents, but also within the group of working class 

women. The women in this last group enact class distinction through the stories and 

statements presented in the talk shows.  

 
Chapter summary 

 This chapter discusses the relationship between Latinas' self images and their 

portrayals, as presented in the networks, Univision and Telemundo. The analysis was 

structured according to the four guiding questions formulated in the methodology 

chapter, the Interview protocol presented in the Appendix II, and to the similarity of the 

women's personal stories.  

In regard to gender identity, respondents acknowledge the existence of a Latina 

stereotype in English and Spanish language media that usually portray them as sexy. 

However, they reject it as "superficial" and also contested the Latinas' sexuality portrayal 

in the programming of Univision, and Telemundo in particular. Respondents’ transcripts 
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reveal the negotiations and contradictions they experience in defining their places as 

women in a multicultural society.  

Regarding Latinas' images, most of the respondents criticized women's oversexed 

representation, particularly in the entertainment shows. Respondents indicated they felt 

attacked, insulted, offended and embarrassed by these images. They were mostly 

concerned with the impression other ethnic groups, especially Anglos, would have about 

Latinos.  

A particular look at the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en América 

reveals that women, independently of their education, make a clear distinction between 

the objectives and styles of both programs. Cristina has evolved from family issues, and 

celebrity talks, to a high display of sexuality and sensationalism in the last four years. 

Laura, in turn, focuses more on couples’ and family problems. Respondents believe that 

both talk shows exhibit some type of violence during the programs. But, Laura is more 

open, and Cristina more subtle in her control and domination of the panelists. Show 

topics, panelists' portrayals and the deployment of violence on stage provide viewers, in 

this case the Latina respondents, with the elements to generate class distinctions between 

the people who watch these programs and those who participate in it. The television text 

is used to enact class differences that are not only rooted in economic or cultural capital, 

but also in moral capital --non material form of capital (Bourdieu, 1986; see also Reay, 

2000)--which is better expressed in the concept-respectability. Most of the working class 

Latinas interviewed in the group Struggling Latinas, used respectability as a way to take 

distance from the people and issues represented in the shows. Sexual deviants, oversexed 

or cheaters are not virtuous. They are low-class and "el barrio" people who do not relate 
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to the respondents' situations. However, one of the respondents in this group raised the 

issue of how homosexuals and transvestites are unnecessarily charicaturized in the shows, 

an issue that is also discussed in the program analysis presented in the previous chapter. 

Laura and Cristina's whiteness and class origin were also considered by some 

respondents as class markers to establish distinctions among panelists, the in-studio 

public and the general audience.  

The professional Latinas and some of the most educated respondents used their 

economic and cultural capital to establish a critique but also to propose new directions in 

improving the networks' programming. Some college-educated Mexican-American and 

Mexican immigrants' are requesting a major presence of other Latino groups such as the 

middle class and college-educated U.S. Latinos. A Chilean and an Ecuadorian 

respondents were skeptical about any change in programming and formats, and 

questioned whether it is worthwhile to have Latino spaces like the one offered by some 

entertainment shows, or have nothing at all. Their doubts are central to the debate on 

Latino representations discussed throughout this dissertation.  
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Chapter VII 

CONCLUSIONS 
 
 The twofold study presented in this dissertation—a textual and audience analysis 

of Latino television-- contributes to an initial understanding of how Latinas interact with 

Spanish language television networks in the United States.  Grounded in a blend of 

feminist, cultural and critical studies perspectives, the research provides first a picture of 

how the two national networks, Univision and Telemundo, represent Latinas, and second, 

how women of Latino heritage evaluate those representations. Facing a paucity of studies 

about Spanish television programming and the Latino television audience in general, this 

project constitutes an early step in understanding how a particular group of women of 

Latino heritage relate to and evaluate their own ethnic media.  

This dissertation complements recent studies about the role of the Hispanic 

advertising and media industries in the promotion of a commercial Latino identity 

(Dávila, 2001;Rodriguez, 1999a, 1999c) and contributes to the emergent cultural debates 

regarding Latinos representation (Romero & Habell-Pallán, 2002). It also brings new 

insights to the study of gender, race and class in the Latino media, an area of recent 

exploration by Latino scholars. The analysis of Latino stereotypes in the Spanish 

television and the feminist analysis of the audience developed in this study contribute to 

the study of how these categories of differences are enacted in the television text and 

women's lives.  
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Ambivalence and Distinction  

Before commenting on the relationship between the patterns found in Cristina and 

Laura's talk shows and in the narratives of the 27 respondents, it is important to discuss 

the theoretical implications of the two main conclusions of this dissertation. First, that 

Latinas have an ambivalent  relationship with Univision and Telemundo where they 

criticize the programming offer but not the existence of these networks. Second, that 

Latinas struggle in different ways to distinguish themselves from the contents, the 

panelist and the people who watch certain programs such as Cristina and Laura's talk 

shows.  

As discussed earlier, Latinos ambivalence with Spanish- language television is a 

concept that initially emerged in DeSipio's (1999, 1998) survey and that is also present in 

Davila's (2001) analysis of five focus groups of Latinos living in New York. This 

conceptualization obtains an even stronger support in the narratives of the 27 women 

interviewed for this dissertation. However, the distinction strategies used by the 

interviewees to establish dis tance from the shows or from other viewers who watch them 

have not received a theoretical consideration in the Latino scholarship. In this task, Pierre 

Bourdieu's main book, Distinction: A Social Critique of the judgment of taste (1984) 

becomes key in the understanding of these mechanisms of social differentiation.  

Bourdieu argues that people's patterns of cultural production and cultural 

consumption (art, literature, museums, concerts, and popular culture in general) are 

determined by the socio-economic structures in which they have developed their lives. As 

discussed in chapter II, agents develop dispositions (habitus) according to their historical 

trajectory in the different field of forces in which they participate and they types of 
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capital  they move around. Agent's experiences and dispositions predispose certain tastes 

that in turn function "as markers of 'class'"75 ( Bourdieu, 1984, p. 2). 

Bourdieu has demonstrated that individuals' attitudes and tastes toward works of 

arts, for example, "are manifestations of more pervasive dispositions from which all other 

attitudes of taste are derived" (Codd, 1990, p. 132). Individual's aesthetic choices 

(distinctions) are related "to the more general strategies of struggle by which groups 

maintain their social positions" (p. 132). Taste patterns across a wide range of fields such 

as food, clothing, decoration, popular and high art are markers or indices of the 

predispositions (habitus) of different classes and class fractions. Bourdieu has tried to 

prove with extensive surveys and observations that "the regularities of taste within 

lifestyles are produced by social regularities wich always have the potential to generate 

effects of cultural demarcation or distinction" (Codd, 1990, p. 133). Distinction has both 

a connotation of difference and superiority and is central to an understanding of cultural 

taste or what Bourdieu (1984) calls a social critique of aesthetic judgment.  

Bourdieu states that artistic and cultural tastes are cultural practices generated by 

the same dispositions (habitus) that define eating preferences, dress styles, sports and 

                                                 
75 It is important to remind here that Bourdieu's analysis of class does not objectify class as a theoretical 
category that depends completely on economic or political conditions for its existence. Class has also a  
subjective side that is based on a broad-range  of class practices which includes "food tastes, clothing, body 
dispositions, housing styles and forms of social choice in everyday life, as well as the more familiar 
categories of economy and polity" ( Wilkes, 1990, p. 109). Bourdieu departs from Marxist class 
categorizations and constructs a theory of fields located in a social space where agents compete for the 
distribution and accumulation of different types of capital (even non- material ones). Class, then, is part of 
his field theory and embraces objective and subjective elements as indicated above.  Bourdieu defines 
classes as "sets of agents who occupy similar positions [within a field] and who, being placed in similar 
conditions and subjected to similar conditionings, have every likelihood of having similar dispositions and 
interests and therefore of producing similar practices and adopting similar stances" (1985, cited in Wilkes, 
1990, p. 114). However, Bourdieu warns us that this definition does not imply the existence of "an actual 
class, in the sense of a group, a group mobilised for struggle" (p. 115). He said that at most it might be 
conceived as a "probable class, inasmuch as it is a set of agents which will present few hindrances to efforts 
at mobilisation than any other set of agents" (p. 114).  Wilkes expla ins that "the probability of actors 
engaging in class action is therefor inversely proportional to the distance between them, constructed in 
social space" (p. 114).  
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many other aspects of everyday life (Codd, 1990, p. 133). In the introduction of 

Distinction Bourdieu defines his project as aimed to create "the science of taste and of 

cultural consumption" (1984, p. 6). He proposes that "taste classifies, and it classifies the 

classifier" (p. 6). This means that "social subjects, classified by their classifications, 

distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, 

the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifications is 

expressed or betrayed" (p. 6). Bourdieu argues that cultural consumption is part of the 

world of ordinary consumption and that culture cannot be considered as sacred and 

devoided of economic interest. He says "that is why art and cultural consumption are 

predisposed, consciously and deliberately or not, to fulfill a social function of 

legitimating social differences" (p. 7).  

The concept distinction speaks of the function of symbolic power within different 

classes and class fractions. Garnham (1986), in a review of Distinction, indicates that 

"symbolic systems serve to reinforce class relations as internalized in the habitus, since in 

the internalizing movement of appropriation, their specific logic confirms the general 

logic of class determined practice" (p. 425).76 Distinction is at the core of the struggles 

that groups and/or classes or class fractions develop in all societies to maximize their 

interests in order to ensure their reproduction. It is part of what Bourdieu labels the the 

field of forces in which human agents engage in specific struggles to maximize their 

                                                 
76 Mahar et al (1990) indicate that the struggles that take place between symbolic systems  "to impose a 
view of the social world defines the social space within which people construct their lives, and carry on 
what Bourdieu sees as the symbolic conflicts of everyday life in the use of symbolic violence of the 
dominant over the dominated, i.e. education, relationships in the work place, social organizations, even in 
conceptions of good taste and beauty" (p. 5). These authors conceive the social space as "a space of status 
groups which are characterized by different lifestyles" (5)  that are always in conflict and competence. They 
suggest that the  symbolic struggles over the perception of the social world can assume two different forms: 
"On the objective side one can act through representations (both individual and collective) in order to 
demonstrate and valorize particular views of reality. On the subjective side one can act through using 
categories of self-representation, or by trying to change categories of perception and appreciation of the 
social world" (p. 6).   
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control over the social resources specific to that field, such as the intellectual field, the 

educational field or the Latino television field.  

According to Garnham (1986), "the cultural field serves as a marker, and thus a 

reinforcer, of class relations" (p. 427). This field creates, reproduces and legitimates class 

relations between dominant and dominated classes, where the dominant class posses high 

amounts of economic and cultural capital and the dominated class posses exiguous 

amounts of both (p. 427). Garnham states that the primary distinction operated by 

members of the dominant culture and the cultural practices they legitimate (and the ones 

they devalue) "is of culture as all that which is different from, distanced from the 

experiences and practices of the dominated class, from all that is 'common,' 'vulgar,' 

'popular.'" (p. 428). He says that in response, the dominated class " reject the dominant 

culture in a movement of pure negation" (p. 428) and judge cultural products "according 

to the social and ethical values of the class ethos" (p. 428).  

The tension between class fractions' cultural tastes and the perceived functions of 

cultural and symbolic goods in society should help to understand the strategies of 

distinction that Latinas applied to their consumption and evaluation of Spanish language 

television. In the section that follows I discuss the interplay of the talk shows and the 

audience studied in this dissertation and I also give consideration to issues of class and 

gender representation, as well as a closer look to Cristina and Laura's talk shows. Several 

initial connections  to Bourdieu's theory of practice are established in this section, in 

special the ones related to class distinction. The second part of this concluding chapter is 

devoted to the analysis of the methodology proposed in this dissertation, a final 

consideration to issues of self-reflexivity and a proposal for further research.  
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The Interplay of the programs and the audience 
 

 The analysis of 11 programs of El Show de Cristina and Laura en América and 

the transcripts of 27 interviews, indicate that Latinas have a conflicted relationship with 

the Spanish television networks and their programming. In general, my respondent liked 

soap operas and news but they evaluated more critically the entertainment programs, such 

as variety and humor shows, the talk shows and the news magazines that mainly present 

sensationalist news. Women’s ambivalence toward this programming could be explained 

by their position in the United States society, not necessarily in material terms, but also in 

symbolic terms, such as which groups have the power to define Latinas' identity. The 

space Latinos have in U.S. society and the way the women perceived they are treated 

(discredited), permeated their overall evaluation of the television contents. 

 However, if most of the women criticized the talk shows and other programs, 

why do they still watch them? Most of the college educated, immigrant and non-

immigrant Latinas watched Cristina and Laura’s shows occasionally for various reasons. 

Some watched because they liked Cristina, and if the shows were of their interest, they 

would watch them. Still others watched them because they did not find other 

programming options. The host’s celebrity role and the lack of programming options 

were some viewing reasons voiced in the group of Struggling Latinas and by the two 

Chilean interviewees. Laura’s case is completely different. This program seems to 

resonate more with older immigrant Latinas and Peruvian nationals; who, on one hand, 

consider it educational (at least for themselves), and for others, it is a damaging 

representation of their country of origin. There are multiple and contradictory reasons 
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why the informants watch these programs, but the prevalent opinion among them is that 

these shows, at the moment of the interviews, did not provide a fair representation of 

women and did not contribute to improve Latinos' situation in the U.S. race-relations 

scheme. Respondents did not offer any subversive reading of the show nor discuss any 

alternative meaning regarding sexual portrayals. They did not consider that an exoticized 

or otherized representation of an alternative sexuality was a good way to educate Latinos. 

Respondents of the different groups voiced similar critiques. Most of the opinions of 

these shows focused on a critique of the sexual portrayals, the violence and ideologies 

implicit in this type of show and the ridiculous or dehumanizing topics presented. 

However, that could be the aspect that requires more exploration. As noted in the 

previous chapter, I do not think that the respondents enacted critical responses just to 

please me. Maybe, it is necessary to pay more attention to the possibility that viewers 

used the program as a way to contest their own situation in the Latino community or in 

the U.S. society at large. Or it could be that they used the text to assert their class identity, 

as will be discussed later in the chapter.   

One of the main patterns emerging from these interviews reveals that women 

contest the media images of what constitutes a Latina, and more specifically, the 

representations of Latinas’ sexual identity. The respondents complain that these talk 

shows, as well as other programs such as humor shows, telenovelas, and news magazines, 

promote a highly sexualized image of Latino women. They argue that these types of 

portrayals embarrass them and contribute to generating and maintaining negative 

stereotypes of Latinas. The combination of textual and audience analysis provides the 

grounds to assert that Latinas’ portrayals in Univision and Telemundo are 



 285 

disempowering, predispose them to subordination,, and in many cases, promote division 

among diverse groups of Latinas.  

Cristina and Laura's strategy of intensively monitoring women' sexuality and 

confronting women in the shows, seems to undermine any serious possibility for women's 

empowerment. Staged confrontations are used as a mechanism of control to “redeem” the 

behavior of the "loose" woman. Since the talk shows distinguish the virtuous woman 

from the fallen woman or the normal from the deviant, the confrontations between 

women disrupt the unitary image of Latinas that the networks explicitly want to promote. 

Some Latinas from particular geographical locations appear bolder and sexier than those 

from different locations (e.g. Puerto Ricans, Dominicans and Argentines, as compared to 

Mexicans).  

 The ideological analyses of the programs as well as the opinions of some respondents 

indicate that the images of the panelists who have to struggle to establish their normality 

(e.g. transvestites) do not constitute an empowerment for Latinos. The main reason is that 

respondents reject the caricaturized portrayals these panelists are forced to defend or 

represent. Hence, it is possible to argue that these images not only contribute to the 

containment of Latinas' sexuality, but also to the constraint of gays, bisexuals and 

homosexuals. This reading contradicts Cristina’s alleged philosophy of openness on 

sexuality issues and her self-appointed mission of breaking sexual taboos within the 

Latino community. I suggest that heterosexuality is the norm in both shows and the 

presentation of alternative lifestyles is just a strategy to attract viewers. The containment 

of the 'deviant or abnormal' is generally obtained through exacerbation, ridicule and 

caricaturizing, techniques that by no means could be considered empowering.   
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The analysis of the shows also reveals that the alternative behaviors, morals and 

sexuality enacted in the shows serve to index race and class among the participants in the 

programs. Women's attire, make-up and the correct use of the Spanish language are used 

as markers of class to symbolically separate the 'good' from the 'bad' Latina. The 

sexuality discourse, expressed in the binary respectable/disreputable women, also masks 

a class discourse. Usually, working class and uneducated Latinas are seen as abnormal, 

dangerous and polluting. Race and skin color are also used as a class marker in the 

shows. As Dávila (2001) stated in her criticism of the Hispanic talk shows, the symbolic 

whiteness of the hosts distance them from the ‘others,’ “the less fluent in Spanish, the 

darker, the U.S.-born, and those of certain nationalities, like Dominicans, [who] are the 

most often ridiculed and thus “raced’ and “othered” (p. 169).  

Cristina and Laura’s shows, then, can be considered cultural places for the 

reproduction of gender, class and ethnic divisions inside and outside the television text. 

The analysis of the talk shows' dominant ideologies-- through the use of the therapeutic, 

patriarchal and pan-ethnic ethe-- sustain this proposition (See chapter 5). As one of the 

graduate immigrant respondents put it, Cristina, more than Laura, uses a hybrid of 

American feminist values to oppose Latin American patriarchal values, that is, 

machismo. However, contradicting that, Cristina uses the same patriarchal values to 

contain women's “excesses or deviancy.” Laura, in turn, also applies a patriarchal 

ideology in the development and resolution of her cases. However, she does it from a 

more violent perspective. I argue here that this Peruvian show has to be evaluated 

considering the class divisions and the race dynamic in the Peruvian society because 

these conflicts are embedded in the television text. An analysis of the different levels and 
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types of violence portrayed in the shows is presented at the end of chapter IV. I also 

discuss there the implication that the use of violence has in the legitimization of the 

television discourse. It is important to emphasize here that Laura en América constitutes 

a paradigmatic case of textual violence within the context of other Hispanic talk shows. 

The relationship between the violence portrayed in this show and the high success it has 

had among the Latino audience is an issue that merits more investigation. This does not 

mean that family violence within the Peruvian show is something outside Latin 

Americans and U.S. Latinos’ experience. My proposition thus targets the study of how 

and why that violence is consumed and interpreted by different groups of Latinos living 

in the United States.  

Women’s responses provide a rich picture of the tensions that are taking place in 

defining Latinos in the United States. The interview motivated most of the respondents to 

talk about Spanish television far beyond the talk shows. The view that emerged was more 

critical than in DeSipio’study (1999, 1998), as discussed in Chapter II, but not totally 

unexpected as reported in Dávila’s (2001) research on the Hispanic marketing industry. 

Some participants in Dávila’s focus groups took issue with the sexualized representation 

of Latinas on Spanish television networks (p.211). In a similar manner to the women 

interviewed in this dissertation, they felt offended by those portrayals. 

Latino women in general are truly concerned with what they receive and watch on 

Spanish language television networks. In spite of their age, ethnic and class differences, 

they agree that there are some topics and portrayals in Univision and Telemundo that they 

do not like, understand or accept. There is a great concern about the types of programs 

that target Latinos in general, and with the sexualized representation of Latinas in 
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particular.  Most of the respondents ultimately seem to be preoccupied with the 

implications these issues have in terms of race and ethnic relationships and the education 

of younger generations of Latinos.  

The majority of the respondents agreed that Spanish- language television presents 

an excess of entertainment programs that do not benefit Latinos and do not help to 

improve their conditions in the host society. In most cases, respondents' education and 

income provide the basis to evaluate the work and the content of the Spanish networks. 

However, as I discussed in chapter IV, the important thing is not to question whether they 

would really watch serious programs in case they were offered, but to consider this 

critique as a request for change in the programming. Respondents are expressing a need 

to have more diversity in the contents presented to them, and I consider it important to 

explore their answers in their manifest meaning. For more than four decades Latino 

television has displayed a traditional programming formula centered on telenovelas and 

entertainment programs. There is a programming inertia that is profitable for the Latino 

networks, but that keeps viewers contained in a reduced set of alternatives. Although 

some respondents indicated that they would appreciate programs such as the ones offered 

in PBS or the series American Family, I consider that the request for more options should 

be evaluated from different perspectives. It could be regarded as the request for a real 

change in the programming of the networks, or it could be the result of the interview 

process and informants' perceptions of what was I expecting from them. Ultimately, my 

questions inadvertently might have prompted more “academic” responses.   

Women with less schooling, working at home or in low-skilled jobs, offered a 

critique that was more focused on the content of the shows and usually included 
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themselves in the analysis of the situation. For example, some of them labeled Cristina’ 

and some other shows as “stupid, ridiculous, filthy,” and considered that they were the 

“silliest ones for watching these shows.” The more educated respondents also used some 

of these disqualifying adjectives, but recurringly applied class concepts to establish the 

differences between them and other Latinos who watch “these types of programs.” 

Women’s narratives revealed a continuous tension between the “me - them” dichotomy 

that gets accentuated in the case of voluntary migrants and U.S. born and professional 

Latinas. Responses from these particular groups of interviewees were almost apologetic 

when they asserted that Spanish television is for “immigrants who earn $5 an hour,” 

“ignorant” or “uneducated people.”    

Class as a marker of difference 

 
Class, in its objective and subjective dimensions, unconsciously operates as a 

marker of social distance between the respondents. Three ‘levels of difference’ or social 

distance emerged from the women’s narratives: the distance from the actors portrayed in 

the text; distance from the networks' contents in general, and distance from the definition 

of Latinos promoted by the networks. Most of the educated women (high school and 

above) distanced themselves from the content and characters presented in the shows, 

particularly in Laura in América. The fighting and cheating of the poor Peruvian panelists 

does not touch them or is something, as one said, she had "never seen in my home 

country or here." That fight belongs to the “barrio culture,” as one of the interviewed 

said. Statements such as “you don’t see those things in Cuba,” “they live like in a sub 

world” or “how can I relate to them; it’s not my reality,” also reveal a class distance from 
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what is offered in the television text. The point that needs to be made here is that the 

discursive representations offered by Cristina and Laura’s shows are used to mark class 

differences and enact odious distinctions among Latinos.  

Other respondents used class variables to take distance from the Spanish language 

networks in its entirety. In these cases, women felt that the networks are not “catering” to 

them but to “other types of population.” They define those populations as “stereotyped 

Latinos”, “poor immigrants,” “ignorant immigrants,” and “uneducated Latinos.”  Most of 

the educated women, even the ones who live below poverty level, questioned the "type of 

people" who watch "those types of programs." Within this dialectic of me-them, two 

professional women of Mexican heritage pointed to a more specific class is sue, such as 

the lack of space for “middle-class educated U.S. born Latinos” in Spanish television. 

The problem they see here is that younger generations of Latinos, particularly Mexican-

Americans, do not seem to have a place on the English television or on Hispanic 

television, “even though they have a Hispanic last name and speak Spanish,” as one 

informant put it. This statement supports the criticism of many U.S. born Mexican-

Americans who are very dissatisfied with the Spanish networks representations of 

Mexican-Americans and programming that does not reflect their U.S. reality (Dávila, 

2001, p. 198). 

Yet, another level of class difference emerged when some respondents did not 

subscribe to the concept ‘Latinos,’ as a word embracing Latin American and U.S. Latino 

populations. This break is relevant because a homogeneous conceptualization of Latinos 

is at the core of the network’s ideological work. For U.S. born and U.S. college-educated 

Latinas, Latin Americans have nothing to do with the reality of the Latino population 
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living in the United States. They state that they share the language and some traditions, 

but, they argue, these two realities cannot be compared. These statements have important 

implications for the commercial concept of Latinidad promoted by the Univision and 

Telemundo. These respondents--endowed with more economic, cultural and symbolic 

capital-- are basically contesting the network's unity slogan, “One language, one culture,” 

and they are trying to push for the inclusion of other types of programming. They want 

content which helps U.S. Latinos to live in a “dual culture,” not just attached to “the 

roots” e.g. Latin America. As one of the respondents put it, Univision and Telemundo 

could operate more as “a bridge,” instead of keeping Latinos “inside the circle.”  

Latinas’ representations  

Respondents' critical stance on Latinas' representations indicates the need for 

more extensive analysis on how the Spanish- language networks reproduce the categories 

of difference –gender, class and race--and disseminate Latino stereotypes in their 

programs. Although some women were clear that Hispanic networks have a commercial 

imperative for ratings and profits, they still believed that this does not exempt these 

networks from their responsibilities to their audience. One respondent argued that the 

networks used to "put women down.’   

Latinas’ sexualized representations provoke feelings of anger and embarrassment 

among the respondents. Some women feel that the networks have no respect for them 

“who are also watching television” nor for the millions of hardworking Latinas who “do 

not fit with the stereotype of a sexy Latina.” One informant even asserted that in some 

programs the networks put on the same level “the prostitute, the wife and the 

nymphomaniac.” Two other informants rationalized their anger and explained women’s 

representations in more structural terms, as part of ideological and economic strategies 
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the Hispanic television industry uses in collaboration with the mainstream market.  

However, it is a feeling of embarrassment that had primacy in women’s narratives. They 

especially feel embarrassed by the presumed Anglo male gaze. The women continually 

questioned, "What are others (Anglos) going to think about us?" They feel uncomfortable 

with the image of a sexy and tightly dressed Latina circulating throughout mainstream 

society. Some of them feel perplexed that this image is also part of prime time news 

programs. Some others were surprised at the strength of the stereotypes, as in the case of 

the American male guest who had the impression “that Latinos are always hot.” Latina 

respondents attribute the networks with a great deal of responsibility in sustaining these 

stereotypes. Univision and Telemundo are at the center of a larger commercial circuit in 

charge of reproducing Latino stereotypes. As one of the respondents accurately said, the 

Hispanic music industry and Hollywood industry can also be held accountable for these 

images.  

Cristina and Laura’s shows  

A closer look at Cristina and Laura’s talk shows indicates that the respondents 

were well aware of the topics treated in each show, the differences between them and 

their historical evolution. Four initial interviews, conducted in a period when only 

Cristina’s show was on the air, revealed an emergent pattern of discontent with the 

topics, characters and the hostess of the program. Subsequent interviews with a larger 

number of informants, in a time when Cristina was experiencing a decline in her ratings 

and Laura was in the peak of her success, confirmed this pattern.  

Cristina was criticized by most of the respondents for her “unusual and extreme 

stories” and for using Latinas' sexuality as a way to gain ratings. Women of different 

educational and income levels perceived her as a negative influence rather than as an 

empowerment for Latinas and Latino families in general. Low-income women were the 
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most critical of her program and were the ones who took concrete actions against the 

show. They shifted to Laura in América because “she did not have the dirtiness and 

pornography” Cristina had. They preferred Laura’s ‘hitting and fighting’ over the talk 

about women’s sexuality, transvestites and homosexuals. However, it is Laura’s show 

that provides a better setting for respondents' social differentiation. The content of the 

show helps the respondents to compare themselves with other Latinos, either with the 

ones who live in the United States and watch the program or with the ones represented in 

the program. In general, women discredited or denied the veracity of the stories presented 

in Cristina and Laura’s shows. They almost unanimously discarded any possibility that 

these programs could empower women or help them to solve their problems. 

 Only three women indicated that Laura’ show accomplishes this task. The more 

positive evaluations came from older immigrant women whose lives have been 

influenced by a restrictive political system in Cuba or by a painful immigration from 

Mexico.  It is not completely clear if these three cases could be analyzed from a Marxist 

alienation perspective. The Cuban women came from a highly regulated media system 

and live a constrained life here because they have to take care of their extended families, 

including grandchildren. They liked Laura because of her leadership and authority, and 

her ability to “say the things clearly.” At the same time, they also recognize that the 

situations presented in the programs (meaning a weakened morality) do not occur in 

Cuba.77 The question here, is how to theorize these contradictions that apparent ly reveal a 

lack of feminist consciousness?   

                                                 
77 Some researchers might regard this as problematic in that, for example, there are some news stories, 
which suggest that prostitution is an officially tolerated part of the state’s attempt to rebuild tourism. It can 
be suggested that American government and the ideological elite would highlight a Cuban “weakened 
morality” whereas official Cuban ideology strongly suggests that post-Batista Cuba is a more moral and 
moralistic state than once it was. However, while public culture can be defined in one way, public behavior 
might be defined in another. Here we have the old issue of the normative versus the real.    
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The case of the Perla, the Mexican immigrant woman, is even more dramatic. In 

the context of this study, she appears as the most vulnerable respondent. She is illiterate, 

was smuggled into this country at a young age, lived in overcrowded houses with other 

immigrants for many years, raised three children alone and is now married to a younger 

immigrant who controls her program choices. The theoretical treatment of this case 

develops as the most challenging problem in the context of this study. Media alienation 

could not be argued here because she is very critical of other talk shows, particularly 

Cristina’s show. Power relations in television viewing, as discussed by Morley (1988), 

could be applied here, but that would leave aside other societal considerations such as her 

migration trajectory. Perhaps Bourdieu's dialectic of agency and structure, described in 

chapter II and applied in chapters III and IV, could shed some light in the understanding 

of this more complex case. It is important to understand how women's subjective 

evaluations of their own situations relate to the social structure (fields). In Perla's case, 

how does she relate (dispositions) and participate (practices) in the fields of education, 

work, immigration and health and the Latino television, among others? What is the 

capital she is moving within these fields, her location in them, and the struggles she takes 

in each of them? Is the television content contributing to empower her and have a better 

stake in the fields in which she participates? The evidence is not conclusive and the 

questions could be generalized to the other participants, too. It seems that Petra, for 

example, uses the contents of Cristina and Laura's show to empower herself or to 

distance herself from behaviors and issues that do not fall in her range of accepted values. 

As with the rest of the respondents, her evaluation of the show is case by case, depending 

on the topics of the programs.  

Perla’s case, as well as the situation of most of the ‘struggling women’ in this 

study, provides the opportunity to attempt an audience analysis from the perspective of 
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the theory of practice. Bourdieu’s conceptualizations of habitus, field and capital, as 

described in Chapter II, allows incorporating in a single framework of analysis, women’s 

past socialization and present negotiations with social institutions, such as Spanish-

language television networks. I focus my attention on this group of women, because 

many of them have no other option but to compete for social positions in American 

society with less cultural and economic capital, as compared to the rest of the 

respondents.  

It is empowering to see how women located in a “misery of position” (Bourdieu, 

1999a) still classify the classifier (e.g. the Spanish television that portrays them) and 

provide a voice that needs to be heard. It is interesting to note how they use the category 

of class to differentiate themselves from the people portrayed in the programs, similar to 

Press and Cole's (1999) working-class middle-class identified' informants. Some of these 

respondents could be considered among the 'poor and uneducated immigrants' that other 

respondents identify as the viewers of "low-type shows." However, they reject this 

classification and enact from their own subjective perspectives their own classifications 

(distinctions). They construct and reconstruct their own identities and the "parameters of 

their world"(Press & Cole, p. 7). On sexuality matters, their life style is modeled more on 

middle-class values than on the perceived 'sexuality out of control' attributed to the lower 

classes, as discussed by Ortner, (1991) and projected in the talk shows.  

The struggling women, as well as the other groups of women, use media contents, 

tastes and consumption as objects of social distinction. They do not have the economic or 

the social capital (social networks) to negotiate with the television networks. However,  
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they use their evaluations --a product of their habitus78--as the capital they can invest in 

the Latino television field and also as a capital they can use in other fields, such as 

discussions and communication exchanges at their workplace. Their evaluations, together 

with the opinions of the other women who were located in more privileged positions, 

seem to indicate that Latinos do not meet as a unitary ethnic group in the consumption of 

Latino popular culture. Diverse groups of Latinos might overlap in their consumption of 

telenovelas, newscasts and sport, but they do not share a pan-ethnic code and they do not 

agree on the worth and importance of other television genres.    

From the perspective of reception studies, it is encouraging to see a more nuanced 

picture of the Latino audience than the one provided by Nielsen’s National Hispanic 

Television Index. Women in this study reveal feelings of ambivalence regarding Latino 

television that are not reflected in audience surveys. I suggest maintaining an academic 

focus on these 'struggling women’ because they are the fabric of the Latino community. 

These Latinas watch television in the midst of many other struggles, such as those of 

‘becoming legal,’ ‘becoming recognized’ or ‘keeping their children in school.’ In each of 

these realms (field of struggles, in Bourdieu’s terms (1993)), they use different strategies, 

capitals (cultural, economic, social symbolic) and negotiating skills. The question again, 

is how meaningful the content of the Spanish television is in helping them to participate 

in those fields? The emergent pattern in the audience ana lysis indicates that Univision 

and Telemundo do not provide enough information for immigrant Latinos to acculturate 

or, in the case of the U.S. born Latinos, to see themselves in 'their own ethnic television.' 

Based mostly on entertainment programs and a high dose of foreign programming, as is 

                                                 
78 In Chapter 2, Habitus is defined as a set of personal dispositions, created and reformulated through the 
individuals' encounter with objective structures throughout their life trajectory (p. 49). These dispositions 
are "historically constructed" and constitute a cognitive and motivational structure where individuals, 
consciously or unconsciously, draw for strategies (practices) that can be used in different circumstances (p. 
49). 
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the case of the telenovelas and most of the talk shows, Latino television does not provide 

a space for the discussion of Latinos experience in the United States. As stated in the 

Theoretical Framework, the networks seem to have prioritized "the harmonious 

integration of Latinos devoid of politics and difference" (Dávila, 2001, p. 89). The 

interviews presented here provide initial information on how a diverse group of Latinas 

interact with and evaluate Spanish-language networks. However, more work needs to be 

done among other groups of Latinos to confirm this emergent pattern of ambivalence and 

criticism regarding Latino television.  

On the other hand, the more educated U.S.-born Latinas and the voluntary and 

temporary migrant women, have more economic, cultural and symbolic capital that can 

be invested in these negotiations. They can resist discrimination and race and class 

categories better or they can leave the country (as one of the Mexican professionals and 

the wives of the doctoral students did). The constant renewal of the immigrant 

population, the significant problems experienced by the largest Latino group--Mexicans--

and the large population of illegal immigrants (Portes & Rumbaut, 1996, pp. 57-92) 

support my proposal for the study of each particular group of Latinas and Latinos 

independently.   

On Methodology 
 

As noted in chapter II, Theoretical Framework, studies on media representation of 

Latinos' Latinidad have been developed from a critical and cultural perspective (Dávila, 

2001, 2002; Romero & Habel-Pallán, 2002). However, this theoretical approach has 

rarely been used to study the Latino audience, which in general has been analyzed from 

an assimilation and pluralism perspective. In this dissertation I attempt a different 

approach sustained in a theoretical combination of feminist critique, ideological criticism 
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and Pierre Bourdieu's conceptualizations of field, habitus and capital. I propose that these 

perspectives constitute a powerful theoretical tool that allows us to understand how 

Latinos, and Latinas in particular, classify and evaluate the Hispanic television 

programming. In an area where there is no methodological tradition in reception studies 

(Valdivia, 2000), Bourdieu's concepts constitute a novel approach to the study of ethnic 

audiences that have experienced a large history of identity dislocations. These concepts 

are useful to understand the current tensions operating in the Spanish- language television 

between social actors, their locations and the movements of capital inside the field. 

Chapter III, The “Field of Latino Television,” proposes a dynamic application of the 

concept field to understand how owners, anchors, artists, journalists, academics, activist 

and audience compete for the distribution of certain capital that in this case is the 

legitimacy of representing Latinos in the United States. Univision and Telemundo’s 

authority to represent and define Latinos is challenged not only by social actors endowed 

with more capital such as newspaper writers or some Latino critical scholars, as is 

presented in chapter III. It is also challenged by actors located in the most deprived social 

positions, who possess less social, economic and cultural capital, as is discussed in 

chapter VI.  

The relationship between habitus (actors’ dispositions) and fields was not fully 

explored in this research. However it can constitute a potential area for future research in 

order to understand how Latinas negotiate with the larger social structure and how this 

negotiation affects their consumption and evaluation of Spanish-language television. 

Some of the fields in which Latinas participate, such as immigration, education, health 

and work, have an impact on how they consume cultural goods. Reay’s (1995b) proposal 
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of studying a “racialized habitus” (p. 122) could also open the path for new explorations 

regarding Latinos’ negotiations with other social actors who define them. 

On Reflexivity 

 
Before proceeding to suggests lines for future research and closing this 

concluding chapter, I think it is necessary to reflect again on my participation in the study 

as I described it in the Introduction, Methodology and Audience chapters. I can safely 

assume that I had very cordial and enriching interviews with all of my respondents, 

particularly in those cases where I re-interviewed them for a second or third time (two 

Sojourner Latinas and seven Struggling Latinas). As I mentioned in the methodology, I 

consider my position in most of the interviews as that of the "friendly stranger" (Cotteril, 

1992).  I cannot assume that my current class location was invisible to my informants, but 

I also cannot be sure that it was an impediment for them to communicate fluidly with me 

in their own words and silences. I consider that the interviewing in Spanish helped to 

diminish interpersonal barriers that could have affected the interactions. The time I spent 

in the interviews, between 1 hour and a half and 3 hours, allowed me to socialize more 

with the respondents.  

I cannot say I felt at home in each case, but I felt really comfortable. And as I also 

mentioned in the Introduction, the fact that food was generally present in our meetings 

made things easier. This was food or snacks that I brought to their homes, they cooked 

for the family or we prepared together during the interviews. However, I cannot totally be 

sure that people from different classes treated me as their equal or perhaps regarded me 

as someone with higher-class status, because I also unconsciously enacted and adjusted 



 300 

my multiple class identities during the interviews. I could be the daughter of an unskilled 

auto repair man and a janitor, which are my parents' occupations, or I could be the middle 

class Chilean reporter, or the middle class graduate student or Assistant Instructor at the 

University of Texas at Austin (and now professor at another institution). So, my 

perception of my own class might have smoothed out the actual class differences during 

the interview process. As noted in the introduction, it is difficult for women academics of 

working-class backgrounds to believe that one has necessarily ‘gone up in the world’” 

(Mahony & Zmroczek, 1997b). On the contrary, it might be insulting to other working-

class people, such as most of my informants to pretend that my life is the same as theirs, 

given the privileges that education brings. Although I never discussed these issues with 

my informants, I provided them with some information about my life trajectory so they 

could locate me in a class and ethnic spectrum. I acknowledge that class has a dynamics 

of its own and that it might have inadvertently affected informants' opinions and their 

relationship with me, but I must recognize that I was not always aware of how this took 

place during the interview process. 

 Most of these women were giving time to a friendly stranger and they otherwise 

might have enacted a different presentation of their selves. However, as I said before, I 

did not have any hints of class disjuncture between me and my informants, with the 

exception of two respondents who used metacommunication79 language to express to me 

what was happening to them during the interview process. The first case corresponds to 

                                                 
79 According to Paul Watzlawick, metacommunication is the relational aspect of the interaction (cited in 
Griffin, 2003). It refers to those situations when we no longer use communication to communicate but we 
use it to communicate about the communication.  Griffin states that in these exchanges people reflects on 
things like  “This is how I see myself, this is how I see you, this is how I see you seeing me (Griffin, 2003, 
pp. 170-171). 
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Anabel, a sojourner Latina, who asked me twice how was she doing in her answers and 

apologized for the possibility that her wording was not that clear or academic. Her 

questions “I am saying it all right? Do you understand what I mean?” could be evaluated 

as insecurity and as a control check to see if that was what I needed her to say. However, 

since we knew each other for long (because we lived in the same student community and 

our children constantly interacted), this could also mean that she wanted to provide 

material that would also be useful for my research. She was a college-educated woman, 

and her husband was writing a dissertation, also.   

The second case of class influence took place in the second interview with Laura, 

a respondent from the professional group Las Comadres. This informant made it clear 

that the first interview had an impact on her, because it made her think more of women’s 

representations on Hispanic television, and that turned her into a more critical viewer. In 

the first interview, we only talked; while in the second, we watched different segments of 

the talk shows El Show de Cristina and Laura en América. As it can be seen in chapter 6, 

she offered a staunch criticism against the women’s oppressive and patriarchal 

representations in the shows. This case reveals that the respondent continued elaborating 

on the interview performed one year before, and moved her initial position on  Latino 

television to a more critical domain. This situation makes me reflect not only on the role 

of the interview but also on the impact that my questions or her arguments had in terms 

of this attitude change. If I were to theorize on this situation, I would say that here I have 

a clear case of Elaboration Likelihood Model (Griffin, 2003), where one subject (the 

interviewer in this case) provides enough or precise elements of information that makes 



 302 

the other subject (the respondent) take the central route and elaborate more on the 

arguments or contents offered by the Hispanic television. 

In general, I perceive that the more educated informants treated me as an 

intellectual partner. They used more sophisticated language and presented well- rounded 

ideas, issues that cannot be attributed exclusively to my presence or my questions, but 

that are more related to their accumulation of cultural and symbolic capital. The working-

class women, on the other hand, were extremely friendly with me and sometimes I felt 

they treated me as their guest, but again, this friendliness cannot be easily theorized as 

subordination to my position of interviewer. I come from a Hispanic heritage country, 

where the custom is to treat your guest with anything available, but of course, we have 

the contradiction here that the guest and the host are from different class backgrounds. 

Thus, I have to acknowledge the differences between me, as the interviewer, and my 

struggling and working class informants. However, I still need to discuss these 

differences in light of my potential to disrupt my own middle class location and my 

respondents’ ability and desire to interview me.  

My interviews with the working class women hardly started with the grand tour 

questions or with the protocol interrogations. They started before, usually with me, who I 

was and why I was there in their homes. As Press and Cole (1999) noted in their study, I 

too was a subject of interview for my respondents, and particularly for the Struggling 

Latinas group. In each interview I disclosed a general level of personal information that 

usually had to do with my background in Chile and my migration to the United States. To 

the ones who had not known me previously, I talked about my parents, their work, my 

education and the difficulties experienced as a mother and student in the United States. I 



 303 

felt these disclosures made them feel more comfortable with my presence in their homes. 

However, the more interaction I had with some of my working class interviewees, the 

more they wanted to know about me. Sometimes the line between an in-depth interview 

and an ethnographic interview got blurred. Some of my informants were interested in my 

private life and this conflicted with the boundaries of my own intimacy. Perla, the 

illiterate Mexican immigrant who had recently married another Mexican immigrant 

scolded mewhen I told her I had a white male American partner and asked, “Why don’t 

you look for a Mexican?”  I am still reflecting on that statement and the implications it 

has in terms or ethnic relations, the trust of my informants and how they perceived my 

own identity. Did she consider that I was somehow betraying my whole discourse of 

studying Latinos if I had a white significant other? At present, I do not have an answer 

for this issue, but it is something I should consider in the presentation of myself when 

doing in-depth interviews within the immigrant and working class communities. Most of 

the working class women were married or had been married to Mexican immigrants or 

U.S. born Latinos, and that definitively has an impact of their perception of race and class 

relations. The personal situation I disclose here did not constitute an issue and was not  a 

subject of questioning for the professional or college educated Latinas ( two of whom 

were married to white men). I have come to think that after three interviews with Perla, 

she felt in a position to ‘affectionately’ question me. She was the interviewee I visited the 

most because she had trouble articulating her responses. So, in her case we watched 

television, and talked about different things while I was obtaining the information I 

needed for this dissertation. Her statements were short or much slanted by her own 

personal problems. I could have decided that this was a much distorted interview and 
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discard it completely. However, that would have gone against the purpose of this research 

that is to understand how the most socially deprived Latinos classify their own television 

system.  

All these reflections necessarily bring me back to the discussion about the 

vulnerability of the researcher, as presented at the end of chapter IV. I argued there that 

the disclosure of personal information should be used to advance research to a stage that 

could not be attained in any other way. I could have lied or changed the topic when 

discussing my marital/affective status, but that might have risked her confidence. The 

lesson I obtain from this situation is that I not only have to be careful on how I enact my 

class identity, but also my gender and ethnic identity, because any conflict created by 

them would necessarily affect the rapport with my informants.  

Further Research  

The tension between Latinas’ images and respondent's evaluations of these portrayals 

reveal that the Spanish television networks can be conceptualized as “a field of forces,” 

as I proposed in Chapter III. In the reception study presented in the previous chapter, I 

focus my effort on defining a few other participants in this field, such as the hosts of the 

talk shows and a group of Latina viewers. Producers, advertisers, anchors, singers, actors, 

(among others) should be incorporated into the study of the Latino television field.  

Maybe more than a reception study, the research could comprise multiple layers of 

analysis. One layer could be represented by the current structure of the Latino television 

networks, the connections this industry has with other fields of power such as English 

networks and other media industries, including the film and record industry. Another 

layer of research could be represented by a series of microanalyses of the relationships 
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between old and long-standing actors and new entrants to the field. A series of in-depth 

interviews could be conducted between old and new journalists and producers to see how 

they see the television field, what type of capital they move around it, their conception of 

Latinos' Latinidad and what types of struggles they take inside the field. From the 

perspective of the audience, I think it is necessary to continue working Latinas’ opinions 

from feminist and critical analysis perspectives, but in a simultaneous fashion with 

studies that incorporate Hispanic males of different ages and immigration status. 

 However, if I were to redo the study, I would consider separated groups of 

interviewees, such as college-educated immigrant Latinas, working-class immigrant 

Latinas, U.S. born middle and upper class Latinas and U.S.-born working class Latinas. I 

would also devote more attention to the issues of identity and the immigration 

phenomenon. I consider these two elements to be central in an understanding of how 

populations of Latino heritage watch English and Spanish- language media. As I noted 

before, I would focus on both groups of working class Latinas because they are the fabric 

of the Latino community in terms of numbers, and because it is in this segment that the 

ambivalence toward Latino television is less clear and becomes obscured by their own 

material circumstances. Differently from the interviews presented in this dissertation, 

which included mostly family women, I propose to study older women and female 

teenagers, either married or single.  

Apart from these considerations regarding the subjects of study, I would define a 

long-range plan of research that should include the analysis of different types of 

programming on Univision and Telemundo, as well as on Telefutura and Galavision, 

sister companies of Univision. Since the Spanish language television environment has 

changed dramatically in the last two years, it is necessary to keep track of the most recent 

structural and content transformations. From the audience perspective, it would be 
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interesting to study teenagers' consumption of the contents offered in Telefutura's 

network that supposedly targets the young and bilingual Latinos.  

I propose that audience and television texts should always be studied in relation as I 

did in this dissertation. This is not only consonant with Pierre Bourdieu's method of 

"radical contextualization" (cited in Johnson, 1999, p. 9) but also with the concern 

reception studies scholars have for "the multidimensional context, in which people live 

out their everyday lives" (Grossberg, 1988, cited in Ang, 1996, p. 67). From that point of 

view, I argue for the development of comprehensive cultural analysis of the relationship 

Latinos as audiences have with their ethnic media. I started here with a small segment of 

the audience of the Latino television, but this work can be extended to other media, such 

as the bilingual magazines for Latinas and the Spanish language newspapers. As a whole, 

all these proposals reveal that Latino audience studies from a cultural, critical and 

feminist perspective are in an embryonic stage. This, in turn, provides a fertile ground for 

the creativity and efforts of scholars interested in the emerging field of Latino audience 

studies.  
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APPENDIX  A:  LATINOS AND THE FIELDS OF FORCES  
 

In this section I describe some of the main challenges immigrant and non-

immigrant Latinos currently face in American society. Using a field approach (Bourdieu 

& Wacquant, 1992; Benson, 2000)80 sustained by demographic data and studies, I 

attempt to answer the following questions: What are the main fields of struggles in which 

Latinos participate in their daily lives? What is the capital they bring to these fields? 

How do they 'fare' in them?  

I propose that the fields of work, income, poverty, health, education, immigration 

and ethnic identity, among others,81 are central to the configuration of the Latino social 

and historical map. I suggest that Latinos 'travel' within and across these fields during 

their lifetime (life trajectory) and take upon many different struggles for various forms of 

capital. The multiplicity of fields in which human beings interact is what Bourdieu calls 

the ‘social space, ’a concepts he deems as much more dynamic than the one of society to 

understand the social world (material and symbolic reality). In this conceptualization, it is 

perceived as a topology,82 comprised of multiple fields that have some relationship to 

each other and intersect at different points. The usefulness of this framework of analysis 

                                                 
80 As it was mentioned in the last section of chapter II, the notion of field refers to any social domain where 
people compete for positions and for the distribution of different types of capital (economic or cultural 
resources). Social and economic conditions are at the heart of this concept (see pages 44-59). A field 
approach refers to construction of an objective picture of any particular field, considering its relationship 
with other fields, the resources inside it and overall the 'particular subjectivities' of the actors in that field 
(Benson, 2000).   
81 Such as the Latino television field discussed in chapter III 
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will be decided by the type of empirical work it performs, e.g. the way it helps to make 

sense of Latinos' interactions with American and Latino institutions, television included.  

The list of fields described in this appendix is by no means an exhaustive one. I 

have chosen to highlight social aspects that should be considered in further research on 

Latinos' representation in popular culture, likewise in studies about their media 

consumption processes. Before providing a brief description of each one of them, I 

present the general demographic context in which Latinos live in the United States.  

Some data mentioned in this introductory part have already been used to support some 

points or explanations in previous chapters of the dissertation.   

Latinos are a young and diverse population that includes people from different 

national origins, each one of them having a unique immigration and economic history in 

the United States. According to the Census 2000, there are 35.3 million Latinos 

(Hispanics as the official category indicates) residing in the country, a figure that makes 

up about 13.2 percent of the total population. Over one third of this population are 

immigrants (Ortiz, 1997; Guzmán, 2001). Latino population increased by 57.9 percent 

during the last decade (from 22.4 million in 1990 to 35.5 million in 2000), compared with 

an increase of 13.2 percent of the total U.S population. Mexicans, the largest Latino 

group, increased its population by 52.9 percent (from 13.5 million to 20.6 million). 

Puerto Ricans increased by 24.9 percent (from 2.7 million to 3.4 million); Cuban by 18.9 

percent (from 1.0 million to 1.2 million), while Latinos of other origin increased by 96.9 

percent (from 5.1 million to 10.0 million) (See Census 2000).   

                                                                                                                                                 
82 Geographical space. 
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In 2000, more than three-quarters of the Latino population lived in the West or 

South, and half of all the Latinos lived in just two states: California and Texas. The 

largest Mexican populations lived in Los Angeles, Chicago, Houston, San Antonio and 

Phoenix. The largest Puerto Rican populations lived in New York, Chicago and 

Philadelphia. The largest Cuban populations lived in Hialeah, Miami, New York, Tampa, 

and Los Angeles (Guzman, 2000). Texas has nearly 6.7 million Hispanics and about 5 

million (76 percent) are of Mexican heritage (Bahadur, 2001, p. A15).  

Latinos are a young population because as compared with other ethnic groups, 

they are more likely to be less than 18 years old, particularly the population of Mexican 

heritage (Thierren & Ramírez, 2001, p. 2). In 2000, 35.7 percent of the Hispanics were 

less than 18 years of age, compared with 23.5 percent of non-Hispanic whites. Relatively 

few Latinos were age 65 and older (5.3 percent) compared with non-Hispanic whites 

(14.0 percent) (pp.2-3). Mexicans have a median age of 24.2 years, a number that poses 

them as younger than Latinos from other cultural backgrounds (Bahadur, 2001, p. A15).  

They also account for the highest proportion of population under 18 years old (38.4 

percent) (Thierren & Ramirez, p. 3). According to some scholars, two factors can explain 

this young population: the higher percentage of immigrants (who tend to be younger) and 

their higher fertility rate (more of the population are young children) (Romero, 1997, p. 

xvi). The Economist (August 24, 2002), in a special report on Demography and the West, 

coincides that these are the reason why America's population is growing and getting 

younger at a faster pace than Europe. The article indicates that the fertility rate for non-

Hispanics Whites is just over 1.8 ; for African Americans, 2.1 while for Latinos it is 

nearly 3.0, higher than in many developing countries (p. 21).  
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Poverty: Thierren & Martínez (2001), in an analysis for the Census Bureau, indicate that 

Hispanics are more likely than non-Hispanic whites to live in poverty (p. 6). In 1999, 

22.8 percent of Hispanics were living in poverty as compared with 7.7 percent of non-

Hispanics whites (p. 6). In that year, Hispanics represented 12.0 percent of the total 

population but constituted 23.1 percent of the population living in poverty. In addition, 

Hispanic children under 18, were more likely than non-Hispanic white children to be 

living in poverty (30.3 percent versus 9.4 percent). Hispanic children represented 16.2 

percent of all children in the United States but constituted 29.0 percent of all children in 

poverty (p.6).   

 According to these authors, U.S. poverty rate dropped from 12.7 percent in 1998 

to 11.8 percent in 1999, the lowest rate since 1979, and real median household income 

reached $40,816, the highest ever recorded by the Census Bureau since 1967. Except for 

whites, the 1999 poverty rates for the nation’s major racial and ethnic groups set or 

equaled historic lows. The rate for African American was 23.6 percent, while for 

Hispanics was 22.8, leaving 8.4 millions and 7.4 millions below the poverty line. As 

indicated above, poverty rates for non-Hispanic whites were 7.7 percent (14.9 million) 

and for Asians and Pacific Islanders, 10.7 percent (1.2 million) in 1999. The average 

poverty threshold for a family of four in 1999 was $17,029 in annual income; for a family 

of three, it was $13,290. 

Work:  Latino workers appear to be more disadvantaged than non-Hispanic Whites. 

Romero (1997) states that they have higher unemployment, are concentrated in lower 

status occupations, experience worse working conditions, and earn less (p.xvii). Thierren 

& Ramírez (2001) indicate “Hispanics are much more likely than non-Hispanic whites to 
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be unemployed” (p. 5).  They say that in 2000, 6.8 percent of Hispanics in the civilian 

labor force aged 16 and older were unemployed compared with only 3.4 percent of non-

Hispanic whites. Among Latino groups, the author report that 8.1 percent of Puerto 

Ricans, 7.0 percent of Mexicans, 5.8 percent of Cubans, 5.1 percent of Central and South 

Americans, and 7.8 percent of other Hispanics were unemployed (p. 5). Regarding to the 

occupational distribution, Hispanics were more likely than non-Hispanic whites to work 

in service occupations (19.4 percent and 11.8 percent respectively). In addition, 

Hispanics were almost twice as likely to be employed as operators and laborers than non-

Hispanic Whites (22.0 percent and 11.6 percent respectively). Conversely, only 14.0 

percent of Hispanics were in managerial or professional occupations, compared with 33.2 

percent of non-Hispanic whites. Among Latino groups, Mexicans were the least likely to 

work in managerial or professional occupations (11.9 percent).  

 

Income: The U.S. Census Bureau (2000), reported that in 1999 the nation's households 

median income rose, in real terms, by 2.7 percent (from $39,744 in 1998 to $40,816). The 

median income of $30,735 was the highest ever recorded for Hispanics. However, 

Hispanic workers still earn less than non-Hispanic white workers (p. 2). Thierren & 

Ramirez (2001) explain that “among full- time, year round workers in 1999, 23.3 percent 

of Hispanics and 49.3 percent of non-Hispanic whites earned $35,000 or more." The 

authors state that among Latino full- time, year-round workers, Mexican had the lowest 

proportion earning $35,000 or more. Only 9.6 percent of Hispanics made $50,000 or 

more as compared with 27.4 percent of non-Hispanic whites. Mexicans also had the 

lowest proportion of workers earning $50,000 or more with 7.7 percent” (p.6).   
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         A particular look at the situation of Latinas in the labor market indicate that they, 

together with African American women, are at the greatest risk of poverty and lower 

wages. Irene Browne (1999), in  Latinas and African American Women at Work, argues 

that “more than thirty years after the passage of the landmark Civil Rights Act of 1964, 

economic stability in the United States continues to be inextricably linked to both race 

and gender” (p. 1).  
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APPENDIX  B: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR THE PROGRAMS ANALYSIS   

The following questions are based on Sonja Foss'(1996) and Mimi White's(1984) 

suggestions for analyzing the traces of ideology in media artifacts. These interrogations 

were used as a guide to organize the analysis and were not intended as a questionnaire 

that necessarily requires an answer to each query.   

 

Identifying the privileged ideology  
 
What is the recurring theme of the show? 
What is the narrative logic of the show? 
What is the preferred reading of the show? 
What does the show ask the audience to believe, understand, feel, or think about? 
What arguments are being made in the show and what for? 
What are the particular characteristics, roles, actions, or ways of seeing being 
commended in a particular show? 
What doesn’t the show want the audience to think about?  
What ways of seeing does it ask the audience to avoid? 
What does the show suggest as unacceptable, negative, undesirable, marginal and 
insignificant? 
 

Identification of the interests at stake  
 
Whose interests are represented in the shows?  
Who are the groups or voices whose interests are included in the dominant ideology? 
Whose interests are privileged or favored in the dominant ideology? 
Whose interests are negated, unexpressed, or not represented in the dominant ideology? 
 

Identification of strategies in support of the ideology 
How do the shows promote one ideology over others? 
What are the strategies of the shows to create and support the dominant ideology? 
Do some groups or agents align with the interest of others to produce a relative 
dominance of a particular ideology? 
Does the show universalize the ideology, portraying the interest of a particular group as 
though they were general interests? 
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Do the shows homogenize, focusing on a single interest that unites diverse groups and 
downplay interests that might divide them?  
How does the program repress, pacify or incorporate alternative ideologies? 
How do these shows defuse resentment that otherwise would be directed at dominant 
groups? 
What mechanisms are used to discourage the audience from being reflective?  
 

Identifying the television narrative 
 
How is the program structured in television terms? 
How do cameras ‘represent’ the host and the audience of the show? 
How is the story visually told? 
What are the visual and hearing aids used to tell the story? 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL   

  
The following set of open-ended questions was used in a general way. The schedule 
served as a guideline to set parameters within which interviews were conducted. The 
rationale was a free flow of information rather than a top-down interview. The interviews 
traveled in directions that seemed most consonant with women's particular interests. The 
order of the questions does not necessarily reflect the order in the real interviews.  
 
Background Questions  
 

1. Introduce yourself. How old are you?  What is your marital status? What is your 
occupation? 

2. How long have you been here (Austin)? When did you arrive?  With whom? At 
what age? What is your country of origin? (for immigrants) 

3. Tell us something about your family (your father and mother’s occupation, 
education, number of children, family trajectory in general.  From where did they 
come?  What were their aims?  

4. Tell us something about your community (friends, neighbors, neighborhood, 
schools for your children, child care facilities, medical facilities, grocery stores, 
security /safety in the area) 

5. What are your living arrangements (rent, share with parents, owner; what are your 
expectations for the near future on this; how much do you pay, how much do you 
expect to pay)? 

Media consumption 

 
6. How often do you go to movies, theater?  
7. Do you read newspapers, buy magazines, novels or books? 
8. Do you have cable TV?  
9. How often do you watch television?  
10. What are your favorite programs?  
11. What is your experience watching TV? 
12. How do you usually watch television? 

 
 

Self-identity (perceived identity) 
 

13. How do you perceive yourself as a Latina in the U.S. society?  
14. What would you say is your identity?  
15. How do you feel in terms of achievements, opportunities and aid as compared to 

other ethnic groups in the U.S. Society?  
16. How do you think other ethnic groups perceive Latinas?  
17. What is it to be Latina in today in this society?  
18. How do you think Latinas relate to Latinos and the Latino family in general?  



 316 

19. Are all Latinos the same?  
20. Do you think that differences in terms of income, education, nativity or 

emigration status are important among Latinos?  
21. How do you perceive yourself in terms of class in this society? 
22. How do you think class affects your performance/behavior in US society?  

 

Hispanic Television  
23. Do you watch Spanish-Language television? Which networks?  
24. Why do you think other Latinos watch them? 
25. Do you think that the Spanish- language television is addressing the issues that 

concern Latinos and particularly Latinas? 
26. Do you remember discussing with friends the particular contents of some  

program the next day? Calling a friend or relative about this?  With whom do you 
talk about television?  

 
 
Latinas representation in Univision and Telemundo 
 

27. In general what do you think about Latinas' representation in Latino Television?  
28. What do you think about women representation in the family, at work and 

sexuality?  
29. How do you perceive Latinas' body on Univision and Telemundo? 

 
Latinas representation in El Show de Cristina and Laura en America 
 

30. Do you see these shows ? 
31.  What do you think about them?   
32. What do you think about the topics they treat?  
33. What do you think about Laura and Cristina and the way they conduct their 

shows?  
34. What do you think about the panelists in those programs?  
35. What do you think about the audience of these programs?  
36. Why are they so popular?  
37.  Do you think that the problems presented there relate to you, your family or 

friends?   
38. Why do you think Latinos can relate to talk shows developed abroad in other 

realities, such as Peru or Mexico?  
39. Do you think these shows represent Latino women in general?  
40.  How do think these shows treat women?   
41. How would you define these shows as compared to other American talk shows?  
42. Do you care for this type of program being in national television?  
43. What do you like from Cristina and from Laura?  
44. Why do you think about Cristina’s cancellation show? * (only for interviews done 

in Spring 2002).  
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45.  What would have you expected from these talk shows?  
 
EXPECTATIONS OF CHANGE 
 

46. What type of content and representations would you like to see in Univision and 
Telemundo?  

47. What is missing in their programming? What would you change, add, delete?  
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