
Foreword

Recently a group of Latinomarketers at a large advertising agency invited
me to speak about my work and my vision of contemporary Latinidad.
It was one of the stranger requests I’d received as an artist. Normally I
speak at schools, sometimes to book clubs, and on a few occasions in pris-
ons; but this group of young Latinos clearly felt beleaguered inside their
corporate labyrinth and thought I’d be able to say some things that would
complicate the Latino formula being pushed onto them from their cor-
porate bosses. I went primarily out of curiosity (and because a friend in-
side the company more or less leaned on me). What was so surprising
about that afternoonwas how palpably frustrated these young folks were
at the ways our diverse Latino communities were being spun within their
industry. They were frustrated with the simplifications around race, class,
geography, and language. They were frustrated at the marching orders
they were getting from their clients. They were frustrated with their en-
tirely white Southern-cone-slash-Cuban overseers. They all agreed, how-
ever, that Latino advertisingwas boomtown central. Latinos, after all, were
the largest “minority” group in the country and growing fast.
“This is only going to get bigger,” one of my hosts said.
Another explained, “We’re the market of the future.”
That was the one thing that almost everyone could agree on: the Latino

market was where the real money was, characterized by explosive
growth and almost unlimited potential.
It was one of those jarring surreal conversations a brother does not
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soon forget. After all, this glowing optimism towards the Latino com-
munity as market was occurring at the very same time that the United
States was experiencing one of the vilest and most sustained anti-Latino
political surges in recent history. Let’s be frank: the way Latino com-
munities have been persecuted and targeted in the post-9/11 period you
would think we were the ones who had flown those planes into Amer-
ica. In one of those classic sleights of hands that the U.S. often pulls, the
push to secure our national borders against further terrorist attacks was
transformed almost seamlessly by political opportunists and nativists into
a hysterical campaign to demonize undocumented peoples, a term that,
for a lot of political opportunists and straight-up racists, was always sim-
ply shorthand for all Latinos. The economic collapse of 2008 only made
matters worse. (The way our political elites reacted to that, you would
think undocumented Latinos had engineered the subprime catastrophe
themselves.)
No matter how you slice it, the anti-Latino climate of the post-9/11

years has been unbelievably toxic. Not only has the U.S. experienced an
alarming increase in anti-Latino rhetoric and hate crimes, states such as
Arizona and Alabama have crafted legislation that more or less crimi-
nalizes the lives of undocumented immigrants and threatens the civil lib-
erties of all Latinos and, by extension, all Americans. Law enforcement
officers in Arizona now only require “reasonable suspicion” to detain
someone they suspect is in the country illegally—more or less making
racial profiling of Latinos the law of the land. Education, simple health
care, and due process are all being denied to undocumented immigrants
by law. Policies intended to make the lives of these immigrants so un-
bearable that they self-deport has only further victimized a group that
has long been on the receiving end of this country’s sadistic unwilling-
ness to recognize the fundamental contribution of (and its overwhelm-
ing addiction to) undocumented labor. As a consequence, families have
been shattered, businesses bankrupted, and countless lives made more
desperate. Many other states are attempting to emulate and expand on
Arizona’s SB 1070model—copycat legislation is being cooked up to deny
undocumented immigrants vital services and benefits, access to bail, and
the right to sue a citizen. In Georgia the senate just banned undocumented
immigrants from all the state’s public universities. Even BarackObama—
Mr. Hope himself, who rode into office on the back of a Latino margin—
has gotten in on the act, ramping up deportations of undocumented im-
migrants. To be clear: the communities and individuals being targeted
by all these actions are, of course, overwhelmingly Latino.
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As these young advertising people were talking to me that afternoon
about the Latino market, this is what I was thinking about. Arizona and
the bitter irony of the whole thing. Seriously, how insane is this? At the
precise moment that Latinos are being attacked by xenophobic and racist
policies, our communities are also being actively wooed and shaped by
a marketing industry keen on helping their corporate clients profit from
our growing population and the lucrative market it creates.
It is this insanity that the remarkable volume you are holding explores

with uncommon clarity, originality, and force. Here is a book that has
helped many of us frame and understand what is happening to one of the
largest, most diverse and dynamic communities inside our national bor-
ders. If a classic text on these phenomena can be said to exist, this is it.
To put on my professor hat for a moment: in Latinos, Inc. Dávila of-

fers a rare and much needed behind-the-scenes study of both the larger
historical, political, and economic trends, and the tactics involved in turn-
ing Latinos into amarket and the object of marketing strategies. Through
her, we meet the creators of these ads, the founders of early agencies, the
clients, and even the consumers. We see how these varied actors come
together to generate some of the strategies by which our culture is com-
modified and our marketing habits analyzed, spun, and integrated.
Dávila nimbly details the negotiations between Latino corporate intel-
lectuals and the imaginations of the white corporate clients involved in
these productions, and she shows how the end results have more to do
with the need for sanitized consumers than with Latinos’ “culture” or
their everyday realities. In the end, the volume explores the workings of
capitalism and how it draws from racial and cultural difference, and how
the marketing industry is organized to capitalize on all aspects of Latino
difference—from language, to nationality, region, accents, and vernacu-
lar culture. Latinos, Inc. reminds us that culture is never free from polit-
ical and economic determinations, not in the 1960s when the Hispanic
marketing industry was born, not fifty years later. Dávila’s emphasis on
the political economy of the media, on circulation, and on behind-the-
scenes processes of production, along with her trenchant cultural analy-
sis on the development of a nationwide “Hispanic” market, makes this
volume as indispensable, far-seeing, and timely today as when it was first
published. Most importantly, Dávila reminds us the political potential of
these powerful constructions remains untapped and could, given the right
circumstances, serve the very markets the ad agencies seek to ensnare.
When representations and visibility are so central to contemporary pol-
itics, publicly circulated images could function as powerful instruments
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bridging differences and facilitating progressive politics. But this can’t
happen, Dávila makes clear, when consumer “worthiness” becomes the
preeminent price Latinos and all minority communities must pay for
“recognition.”
It’s humbling that a book written before 9/11 could actually explain

our current moment so presciently and so usefully. This is why I consider
Latinos, Inc. a classic text. Speaking as one Latino, caught in the insan-
ity of a toxic political moment and in the insanity of being interpolated
by marketers, I would simply be lost without it.

Junot Diaz
Cambridge, Massachusetts
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