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The Rise and Fall of Stereotypes

In an ideal world, stereotypes would not exist. We would meet new people with open 

and minds and open hearts, and decide how we feel about them based on their actions from 

that moment forward. However, this is idealistic and almost impossible. Stereotypes are deeply 

ingrained into our society, holding us back from being able to be a fully united country. 

Stereotypes are formed through cultural differences, misrepresentation in the media, and the 

fear of the abnormal. Due to this, many stereotypes are very hard to get rid of, and can follow 

you wherever you go. 

There are many stereotypes that are formed through cultural differences. When 

immigrants come to America, they are bringing the culture and customs of their former home 

with them. White Americans, who are brought up a certain way, don’t necessarily comprehend 

these differences. A perfect example of this is how Latin American women are seen in modern 

society. Judith Ortiz Cofer explains it best in her short story, The Myth of the Latin Woman. 

Cofer talks of her first career day, and having no idea what to wear because she had no 

business role models. Her friend commented that Puerto Rican girls stood out for wearing 

“everything at once,” which implies that they are overdressed, or wearing the wrong thing. Part 

of that choice, to wear everything all at once, is because sometimes Puerto Ricans are given less 

opportunities due to their race, and therefore their children have no guidelines of how to attain 

certain jobs. Furthermore, when their ancestors or family members were back in their 



homelands, they grew up in tropical islands and wore certain things. They had certain ideals as 

to what was sexy, and how free you were to dress a certain way. This passes down, and women 

are dressing a certain way that is not WRONG, but different then how women of other races 

may dress. This meets with an upbringing of American men in a patriarchal society, and 

suddenly these women are more of a fetish then a human being. She talks about a time when 

she was in a hotel, and a man started singing her a dirty song. She comments, “I knew that this 

same man…would not have been likely to regale a white woman with a dirty song in public…But 

to him, I was just an Evita or a Maria, merely a character in his cartoon populated universe,” 

(191). This concept that Latin women are simply sex objects can be very diminishing to the 

success of the Latin community in America. Without proper education, which of course not all 

Latin Americans have access to, they have to consistently fight the misconceptions of who they 

are before they even introduce themselves. People judge them by their looks first which, of 

course, leads to an inability for growth. 

The misrepresentation of cultures and people in the media is incredibly important, and 

has a very strong impact on viewers. People respond to what they are given, and what they are 

taught. For example, if all Latin women in movies are sex objects, when a little white boy meets 

a Latin woman for the first time, what else is he to think? Media not only creates and builds on 

stereotypes, but it gives those stereotypes a platform for oppression. “Mixed cultural signals 

have perpetuated certain stereotypes-for example, that of the Hispanic woman as the “Hot 

Tamale” or sexual fireband.  It is a one-dimensional view that the media have fond easy to 

promote,” (Cofer, 189). These one dimensional views a result of a numerous amount of things. 

One, there are stereotypes already in place, and two, the people who are creating these shows 



and portraying people a certain way, are white. When white people create TV shows and 

movies about people who are not white, they can only do it through a lens, they cannot do it 

through experience. That lens, even from someone with the best intentions, is based off of 

ideas of a culture, not the culture itself. 

The media, of course, is not just film. One gigantic example of a misrepresentation in 

media was highlighted in Danielle L. McGuire’s At the Dark End of the Street. Rosa Parks, as she 

is taught in schools and represented in articles, was a fiery old woman who was just too tired to 

move to the back of the bus. It seemed as though this instance was an accumulation of her 

keeping quiet about her oppression, a last straw, as it were. In reality, Rosa Parks worked 

extremely hard for women’s rights, as well as African American rights. “Rosa Parks was a 

militant race woman, a sharp detective, and an antirape activist long before she became the 

patron saint of the bus boycott,”(Prologue, McGuire). Not only did she head investigations and 

help form the Committee for Equal Justice, but she used her platform to fight against interracial 

rapes as well. Her actions on the bus were deliberant; everything she did was deliberant. By 

portraying her as this sweet old lady, it not only erases the actions of white people against black 

people at the time, but it erases the strength and intelligence of the black woman. This causes 

there to be stereotypes such as ‘The Angry Black Woman.’ When we allow the media to erase 

the backstory, we are erasing culture. 

We, as a society, strive for a concept of normality. In order to have a normal, there of 

course, has to be the abnormal. Those who fall into whatever the normal is will do anything to 

stay there, and therefore they will do anything to keep the abnormal in their place. One 

example of this is Black Americans. In Rosa Parks’ time, many white men would start rumors of 



black men raping white women. “Rumors of rape were rooted in the Reconstruction-era 

stereotypes, in which white southern portrayed black men as the mythological incubus, a beast 

that attacks women while they sleep, to disfranchise African Americans and justify racial 

violence,” (McGuire, 20). This has multiple affects. First, it keeps African American men in a 

certain place, it keeps them less then, animalistic. Two, it instills fear in white women, whether 

they mean to be scared or not, and fear is a driving force in oppression. Now, in modern 

society, one of the most racist stereotypes is that the black man is aggressive. He is watched 

more by the police, and it took years for him to be able to marry women of different color. In 

reality, much of this stereotype was caused by white men just trying to be the norm. Of course, 

normality is not just related to race, it is related to sexuality and gender as well. In our society, 

heterosexuality is the norm, and everything else is the abnormal. In actuality, heterosexuality is 

a more modern concept. “In the early nineteenth-century United States, from about 1820-

2860, the heterosexual did not exist. Middle-Class white Americans idealized a True 

Womanhood, True manhood, and True Love, all characterized by purity, the freedom of 

sensuality,” (Katz, 226). Of course, the concept that women have to be pure is a stereotype as 

well, but this is a perfect example of how stereotypes change. It started out as a purity, and 

then as a society, we developed a new form of purity: heterosexuality. This was the right 

relationship, and everything else was wrong, or abnormal. Of course, sexuality is actually not 

this black and white. In actuality, it is on scale. Kinsey’s son (Kinsey created the Kinsey scale 

which shows how sexuality is a spectrum) said it best when he said, “…there is no such thing as 

a homosexual or a heterosexual person. There is only homo-or heterosexual acts. Most people 

are a mixture of impulses if not practices, and what anyone does with a willing partner is of no 



social or cosmic significance,” (Katz, 232). And yet, homosexuality is still the abnormal in our 

society. This causes there to be hate crimes against gay people, they are seen as less then. They 

are made fun of, chastised, and have less rights. Only very recently were homosexuals given the 

right to get married, and right after an anti-gay political regime was elected. By pursuing the 

norm and putting down the ‘abnormal,’ we are putting one group of people above another. 

There are many stereotypes in our society. While they may develop and change, they 

never fully disappear. The media, the strive for norm and fear of abnormality, and cultural 

differences are all driving forces in how stereotypes are created. 


