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'POPULAR CULTURE

Where are Latinos?

They're a sizable US minority,
but on TV they’re mostly invisible

By CLARA E. RODRIGUEZ

Dishey’s recent multicultural
television production of “Cinder-
ella” reflected much the same
reality a5 the networks' fall line-
up of regular shows. As much as
I enjoyed this new Cindarella
and thought it real progress, 1
way again struck by the contrast
between the virtual invisibility
of Latinos on prime time and the
increasing numbers of Latinos
in the reat world.

New York, Los Angeles, amd
Chicago, for exuwmple — favoved
prime-time television siles -
have had large, stable, and
growing Lalino populaiions for
some time, Yet when was the
lagt time a Latino was deteetod
a8 a major, eveh a minor, char-
acter in “Seinfeld” or "Friands?”
Indeed, when was the Latino
component of these cition ever
visible?

This is part of 2 larger para-
dox thal preceeupies me. On the
ore hand - and this will net
come as 2 revelation to most -
Hispanics are increusiug dra-
matically in number and ure
projected to become the nation’s
largest minerity group.

What is surpuising is that
this may ocour sooner thar an-
licipated. According to & recent
U8 Census study, Hispanies
may “surpass African-Ameri-
cang as early as 2005, or only
eight years from now. And il
may be even sooner, for this {3 a
canservative estimate that does
aot inciude many of the undocuy-
mented, nor does il correcl for
the esiimated undercount of La-
tinos in the census, which
histarically has had trouble
traeking residents of urban
areas,

The other side of this para-
dox is the dearth of Latinos in
the media, as well as in national
dehates and publie discussions.
When was the last time we saw
a Latino commentator address-
ing fssues that greatly concern
Latinos such as immigraiion,
welfare, or aducation?

The appesronce of an occa-
siona) Latino voice on telovision
underscores their general ab-
genee in this arana, The invisibil-
ity of Hispanics in televiaion,
news, ané film has been doeu-
mented often. The National

Couneil of La Ras.,a nonprofit
Hispanic.policy group, recently

found in & survey that Hispanics
made up 2 porcent of the United |
Stlates’ total population in 1990,
yel they received only 8 percent
of film roles,

in the nows, Latinos holt
fow “gatekceper” positions in
network operations, and they
are underrepresonied a8 conre-
spordents and anchors. A yecent
nnalysis of nows stories present-
e on the three lemding net-
works found thai. only 1 percent
forused on labines and issues
related to Lalinos,

in adsiition, and aiss in con-
trasl to coverage of other news
slurics, Latinos aired un cameta
in only about balf of these slo-
ries. In half of the stories that
were about Latines, Latines
were missing. .

The vast imajotity of these
{atine news slortes fell inte folr
“mroblem” eatogurios: ¢rime, im-
migralion, affivmative action,
and welfare, Clearly, there are
probiems. The question is:
Where are tha other storica?
Why is the focus so naiTow, so
problem-mientad? -

But most striking of ail ia
that Latino representation
shuulit decrease precisely at a .
time when this population is in-
creasing rapidly, Beginning with
the Korner Commissian's exatni-
nativn of televisivn characters
during the 19G0s, Hispanics
have consistently been the least
Jikely to sppear in entertain-
ment programs. _

And now, the praportion uf
Hispanic characters in those
programs has acluaily declined,
from 3 percent in the 19603 to 1
pereent in the 1880s, according
to 1 study by the Cenier for Me-
dia and Public Affairs, More-
over, many of the Latino chavac-
ters on Lelevision and in Blm ave
depicted as “problem” people:
that i, they have problems of
thay are a problem to others.

This has led some to ¢ues-
tioh what relationship these por-
trayals and the more general wit-
uxtion of invisibility have to the
foar of continued jmmigeation.
Perhaps we nced aaother
Kerner Commission Report?
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