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The stigmatization of Mexican-Americans in the United States can be traced 
back to racism following the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and is continued 
by many forms of media. Representation of Mexican-Americans in print me-
dia through the nineteenth century to the twenty-first century has been ex-
tremely stereotyped, often criminalizing Mexican-American men, hyper-sex-
ualizing Mexican-American women or portraying Mexican-Americans as 
savage overall. While written media can only describe these stereotypes, com-
ics can illustrate them, placing comics in a unique form of print media. When 
analyzing Eric M. Esquivel’s comic Border Town, the author along with 
artist Ramon Villalobos reinforce the criminalization and hyper-sexualiza-
tion of Mexican-American men and women that could be seen as regressive; 
however, the frequent subversion of these stereotypes suggests a pro-resis-
tance stance to anti-Mexican attacks. Ultimately, Border Town’s pro-resis-
tance stance to anti-Mexican sentiment can be seen through the subversion 
and reinforcement of traditional use of Mexican-American stereotypes in this 
comic. In essence, this essay demonstrates how  late nineteenth-century germ 
theory, stigmatic criminalization of Mexican-American men, and hyper-sex-
ualization of Mexican-American women, transferred from social contexts to 
comics that Eric M. Esquivel subverts in his comic Border Town. Fundamen-
tally, Border Town challenges traditional anti-Mexican stereotypes in comics 
by including Mexican-American characters who question the way they are 
stereotyped, manipulate their stereotypes to protect themselves or another, 
and then become socially accepted by those they protect.
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Comic book characters  l ike Wonder 
Woman, Captain America,  Batman, 
Black Widow, and Wolverine are 
common white superheroes seen in a 
comic bookstore or on the big screen. 
The absence of  comic book characters  of 
color ,  in general ,  i s  not seen as  a  societa l 
i s sue because comic books are perceived 
as  fun narrat ives  for  chi ldren.  However, 
comics his torical ly have been used by 
the dominant white culture to degrade 
and stereotype individuals  they perceive 
to be lesser .  Finding Mexican-American 
protagonists  l ike Wildcat  (Yolonda 
Montez) ,  Blue Beet le  ( Ja ime Reyes) ,  or 
Green Lantern (Kyle Rayner)  i s  di f f icult . 
Furthermore,  f inding research on 
Mexican-American characters  in comics 
i s  not readi ly avai lable .  So,  why focus on 
comparing past  and present comics with 
Mexican-American characters?  Analysis 
of  Mexican-American st igmatizat ion 
highl ights  white normative values  that 
have foundation in racis t  ideology.  For 
example,  in the comic,  Border Town, 
author Eric M. Esquivel  emphasizes  that 
“Human monsters .  Strange invaders 
from a foreign land,  consumed by 
hate and compel led by 
a curious compuls ion 
to send Azt lan’s  nat ive 
people…back home’…” 
(Esquivel  3) .  The “human 
monsters”  Esquivel 
a l ludes to i s  white 
culture,  therefore,  i t  i s 
important to analyze the 
past  view of  Mexican-
Americans in comics to 
understand how Esquivel 
both used and subverted 
st igma and stereotype to 
subvert  white racism.  
	 The struggle of  Mexican-
Americans in the United States  can be 
traced back to the Treaty of  Guadalupe 
Hidalgo and continues today in many 
forms of  media.  For the purposes  of  this 

paper,  Mexican-Americans,  as  def ined 
by the Smithsonian can be described as  a 
group of :

“people  [ in the United States  that] 
have a famil ia l  l ink to Mexico or 
Mexican 	 cul ture… [inc luding 
those]  in the ter r i tory conquered by 
the United States  in the 	M e x i c a n -
American War…[and] recent 
immigrants” .  (Smithsonian 3)

	 Representat ion of  Mexican-
Americans in comics and non-fict ion 
pol i t ica l  cartoons has  been extremely 
s tereotypical  often depict ing Mexican-
American men as  cr iminals ,  hyper-
sexual iz ing Mexican-American women, 
or portraying anyone of  Mexican 
descent as  savage.  The abi l i ty of  comics 
to portray these s tereotypes both 
visual ly and textual ly suggests  Mexican-
Americans are continual ly s tereotyped 
because of  white American ethnocentric 
ideals  fol lowing the Treaty of  Guadalupe 
Hidalgo,  “that  [ended the]… calamit ies 
of  the [Mexican-American] war”(Yale 
Law School) .  When examining  the 
comic Border Town, the author Eric M. 
Esquivel  and art i s t  Ramon Vil la lobos 

depict  Mexican-
American stereotypes in 
the protagonists  Frank 
and Jul ietta  as  cr iminals , 
hyper-sexual ize Aimi, 
and portray Quinteh as 
the “dirty” or “primit ive” 
M e x i c a n - A m e r i c a n . 
However,  the author 
and art i s t  then subvert 
the tradit ional  use of 
the aforementioned 
stereotypes to underl ine 

their  continued presence 
in society today. 

Ult imately,  Border Town chal lenges 
tradit ional  anti-Mexican stereotypes in 
comics by including Mexican-American 
characters  who quest ion the way they are 
s tereotyped,  manipulate their  s tereotypes 

. . . comics 
historical ly have 
been used by the 
dominant white 

culture to degrade 
and stereotype 
individuals they 
perceive to be 

lesser.
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to protect  themselves  or another,  and 
then become socia l ly accepted by those 
they protect .
	 Racia l ized stereotypes of 
Mexican-Americans have a long run in 
print  media and increased in severi ty 
fol lowing the Treaty of  Guadalupe 
Hidalgo in 1848.  This  treaty ended the 
Mexican-American War and added most 
of  northern Mexico to the United States . 
With the movement of  the U.S.-Mexico 
border,  many once Mexican ci t izens 
became U.S Cit izens on paper but not 
in pract ice.  According to sociologist 
and historian David Montejano,  “[white 
sett lers]  in the Southwest  brought with 
them a long history of  deal ing with 
Indians and blacks” suggest ing that  the 
mass ive acquis i t ion of  land from Mexico 
would bring with i t  years  of  segregation, 
racism, and pol icies  that  would deeply 
af fect  Mexican-Americans (Montejano 
5) .  The notions of  racia l  inferiori ty of 
Mexicans by the by culture traveled to 
the Southwest  where Mexican-Americans 
were seen as  “peones” (Montejano 76) 
direct ly trans lat ing to peons.  White 
culture label ing an entire group as  peons 
suggests  the view of  Mexican-Americans 
as  “dirty,”  “ inferior ,”  or  “best ia l” . 
Furthermore,  The Mexican-American 
“peones” would become the basel ine for 
the anti-Mexican sentiments  (Montejano 
76) .  The bel ief  Mexican-Americans were 
inferior eventual ly transferred to comics 
and is  expressed through stereotypes 
seen today.  The fol lowing sect ion 
wil l  analyze how late nineteenth-
century germ theory,  cr iminal izat ion, 
and hyper-sexual izat ion was used to 
s t igmatize Mexican-Americans and wil l 
review examples  of  the aforementioned 
stereotypes in print  media.
The History of Three 
Stereotypes 
White Americans label ing Mexican-
Americans as  “peones” in Spanish 

suggests  ethnocentric  ideals  that 
a ided in the reinforcement of  many 
stereotypes (Montejano 76) .  This  sect ion 
wil l  focus on how the germ theory 
against  Mexican-Americans was used 
to segregate them, the criminal izat ion 
of  Mexican-Americans,  and the hyper-
sexual izat ion of  Mexican-American 
women transferred from socia l  contexts 
to comics ,  i l lustrat ing a continued form 
of oppress ion. 
	 Fol lowing the Treaty of  Guadalupe 
Hidalgo,  Mexican-Americans in the 
1850s to 1900s were criminal ized 
and expel led from cit ies  across  the 
Southwestern United States .   The 
criminal izat ion of  Mexican-Americans 
became so ingrained in Southwestern 
white culture that  i t  can st i l l  be seen in 
comic book characters  today,  suggest ing 
a las t ing form of oppress ion.  The deep-
seated hatred of  Mexicans fol lowing the 
Mexican-American war led to “[Mexican-
Americans in great  numbers  being] driven 
from Aust in in 1853 and again in 1855, 
from Seguin in 1854,  from the counties 
of  Matagorda and Colorado in 1856, 
and Uvalde in 1857” (Montejano 28) . 
Many,  i f  not a l l  expuls ions were under 
the accusat ions of  Mexican-Americans 
being “horse thieves  and consorters  of 
s lave insurrect ion” (Montejano 28) , 
suggest ing the hatred of  Mexicans 
contributed to a  mass  cr iminal izat ion 
of  a l l  Mexican-Americans.  Through 
criminal iz ing an entire group of  people, 
white Americans la id the foundation 
for the Mexican-American criminal 
s tereotype st i l l  evident today. 
	 An example of  this  dynamic i s 
evident in the Fri to-Lay company mascot 
in 1967.  Fri to Bandito perpetuated the 
criminal izat ion of  Mexican-Americans, 
therefore,  continuing the s tereotype 
from the mid-1800s.  Brian Behnken and 
Gregory Smithers  argue in Racism in 
American Popular  Media this  character 
was often seen during the 1970s s tea l ing “a 
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package of  corn chips  and then [sneaking] 
off  to lay in the sun and drink tequi la” 
drawing from the criminal izat ion of  the 
1800s and perpetuat ing the s tereotype 
of  the Mexican-American criminal 
(122) .  Although the Fri to-Lay company 
eventual ly ret ired the Fri to Bandito 
in 1971,  the prevalence of  the racia l 
s tereotype from the 1800s highl ights  the 
cr iminal izat ion of  Mexican-Americans 
and subsequent s tereotype that  became 
so ingrained in American society i t 
was used as  a  revenue-generat ing icon 
(Behnken and Smithers) . 
	 Pop culture icons are nothing 
new to American media and racia l 
s tereotypes perpetuated in them are 
no dif ferent .  Similar  to the Mexican-
American criminal  s tereotype,  the 
“dirty” or “primit ive” Mexican-American 
stereotype permeated into the dominant 
culture and is  s t i l l  seen today.  In the 
years  fol lowing the mass  cr iminal izat ion 
of  Mexican-Americans in the Southwest , 
the segregation of  Mexican-Americans 
in the 1920s to 1940s was heavi ly 
inf luenced by the germ theory of  the 
late nineteenth century.  David Raney 
def ines  germ theory as  “[non-white 
skin] trai t s  [ thought to be] infect ions…. 
cast ing [non-whites]  as  ‘di lut ion[s] ’  or 
‘pol lut ion[s] ’”  to the white gene-pool 
(Raney 3) .  This  theory aided in the 
establ i shment of  the “dirty” or “primit ive” 
Mexican-American stereotype that  Dana 
Berthold suggests  was achieved by 
label ing Mexican-American behaviors : 

“ that  fa l l  outs ide of,  and thereby 
threaten the most  careful ly guarded 
categor ies  of  soc ia l  c lass i f i ca t ion 
inc luding [ the c leanl iness  of]  races , 
c lasses ,  genders ,  and sexual i t ies”  
making anything re la ted to the word 
Mexican synonymous with “dir ty” or 
“pr imit ive” .  	(Ber thold 10)

	 The inf luence of  germ theory 
led to white Americans segregating 
Mexican-Americans to parts  of  town that 

“expressed the socia l  hierarchy [of  the 
area]”  (Montejano 168) .   Furthermore, 
the inf luence of  germ theory made i t  so 
Mexican-Americans were only a l lowed 
to shop at  certain locat ions at  certain 
hours ,  and “were expected to be back 
in [the] Mexican [s ide] of  town by 
sunset”  (Montejano 168) .  The result  of 
segregating Mexican-Americans denotes 
white Americans did not recognize 
their  ci t izenship and establ i shed a socia l 
hierarchy that  created “an Anglo world 
and a Mexican[-American] world… 
[where the only] point  of  contact  [with 
white Americans was]  …. the dusty 
f ie lds”  (Montejano 168) highl ighting that 
white Americans viewed both Mexican 
and Mexican-Americans as  “dirty” or 
“best ia l”  for  working in the f ie lds  and 
therefore fe l t  they deserved to be i solated, 
underl ining late-nineteenth-century 
germ theory ideas .  Germ theory acted 
as  a  way for white Americans to just i fy 
the segregation of  Mexican-Americans 
which resulted in their  feel ing as  i f 
they are temporary guests  in the United 
States . 
	 When looking at  comics ,  the 
otherizat ion of  Mexican-Americans and 
the feel ings they had fol lowing their 
segregation is  evident today in two ways. 
Firs t ,  many Mexican-Americans feel  l ike 
they are vis i tors .  Through the comic “El 
Border Xing” published in 2018 by Jaime 
Cortez,  the inf luence of  germ theory and 
segregation from the 1920s to the 1940s i s 
seen contributing to this  feel ing.  On the 
bottom of page 113,  the bold text  font i s 
shaped into the American f lag.  By i t se l f , 
this  image could be read as  just  another 
American f lag;  however,  the words “En 
la  frontera,   (on the border)  [Mexican-
Americans in the United States]  feel 
less  l ike ci t izens and more l ike tentat ive 
guests”  (Cortez 113) making this  quote 
a  profound statement on the feel ings of 
Mexican-Americans in the Southwest  an 
example of  how the inf luence of  germ 
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theory and the segregation of  Mexican-
Americans in the 1920s to the 1940s 
af fects  them today.  The f lag underscores 
how Mexican-Americans pledge their 
a l legiance to the United States .  When 
coupled with the text  saying Mexican-
Americans feel  l ike they are vis i tors  in 
the United States ,  this  quote suggests 
the presence of  germ theory which has 
become so engrained in Southwestern 
racia l  ideals  i t  perpetuates  the “dirty” 
Mexican-American stereotype today. 
	 Addit ional ly,  by looking at  Gus 
Arriola ’ s  comic Accidental  Ambassador 
the best ia l  nature of  Mexican-Americans 
i s  suggested in a  s tr ip from May 1943. 
The main character  in this  s tr ip,  Gordo, 
i s  drawn as  an overs ized man known as 
the “greatest  bean farmer een Mexico” 
with s l ick 
black hair 
even though 
Gordo is 
from the 
United States 
( A r r i o l a ) . 
T h r o u g h 
G o r d o , 
A r r i o l a 
r e i n f o r c e s 
the view of 
M e x i c a n -
A m e r i c a n s 
as  giant 
dirty beasts 
by making 
G o r d o ’ s 
s tature too 
much for the 
donkey he i s  r iding.  Furthermore,  when 
looking at  Gordo’s  nephew Pepino in 
the same str ip,  the idea of  Mexican-
American best ia l  nature i s  reinforced as 
this  smal l  chi ld i s  working in the f ie ld 
t ire less ly,  again reinforcing this  idea and 
a l luding to the presence of  germ theory. 
Although Arriola  a imed to “ introduce 
Mexico to his  readers  as  to counteract 

common misconceptions [of  Mexico and 
i t s  people]”  (Fajardo 123) ,  his  depict ions 
of  Gordo’s  large s tature and Pepino’s 
toi l ing subt ly reinforce s tereotypical 
views of  Mexican-American men as 
best ia l .  Together by comics highl ighting 
the feel ing of  otherness  Mexican-
Americans have in the United States 
and their  best ia l  depict ion,  the modern 
a l lus ion to germ theory demonstrated 
that  notions of  racis t  ideology can 
permeate into a culture,  causing last ing 
effects . 
	 In addit ion to the racia l izat ion of 
Mexican-American men in the United 
States ,  Mexican-American women are 
hypersexual ized with textual  emphasis 
placed on their  beauty and i l lustrat ive 
emphasis  on their  c leavage in comics .  To 

u n d e r s t a n d 
h y p e r -
sexual i ty in 
comics ,  I 
wil l  out l ine 
t h r e e 
a t t r i b u t e s 
t h e 
c o l l e c t i v e 
male gaze 
attr ibutes  to 
M e x i c a n -
A m e r i c a n 
w o m e n 
and why 
the third 
attr ibute i s 
so prevalent 
when the 
second i f 

the most  prized.  Author Alicia  Gaspar 
de Alba underl ines  that  the “patr iarchy 
ass igns three attr ibutes  to the [Mexican 
and Mexican-American] feminine 
gender:  la  madre [the mother] ,  la  virgin 
[the virgin],  y la  puta [the whore]” 
(51) .  La madre represents  the godly 
purity,  reservat ion,  and obedience to 
the father that  women should aspire to 

Figure 1. Gordo Seeing Color. Arriola, Gus and Robert C. 
Harvey. Accidental Ambassador Gordo: The Comic Strip Art 
of Gus Arriola. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000.
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be once they are old,  therefore making 
women’s  purity a  spir i tual  ideal  that  can 
be perverted.  Whereas ,  la  virgin i s  the 
physical  representat ion of  la  madre in 
younger years  that  could have her purity 
corrupted and become la  puta.  Although 
there are three archetypal  feminine 
attr ibutes  appl ied by the patr iarchy, 
women in comics are often depicted 
as  the hypersexual   puta to ful f i l l  male 
sexual  fantasy or desire even though 
men want la  virgin so they are cultural ly 
accepted.
	 The hyper-sexual izat ion of  women 
can be seen in Gus Arriola ’ s  Accidental 
Ambassador,  where the women are used 
to pleasure the readers  and characters  in 
the text  ( see f ig.  1) .  For example,  in a 
s tr ip from May 2,  1943,  Gordo and his 
nephew Pepino discover that  their  comic 
i s  now in color and are exploring their 
new colorful  world when they see three 
women in the dis tance,  Gordo comments 
“eet ’ s  going to be fon” (Arri loa)  while 
gazing at  the three women. Arriola ’ s 
text  from Gordo does not immediate ly 
sexual ize women but insinuates  that 
looking at  women in color wil l  be more 
fun than looking at  women in black and 
white ,  suggest ing women are sexual 
creatures  for  Gordo and the larger 
male audience to conquer and gawk 
at .  Furthermore,  when looking at  the 
drawn image of  these women from the 
1943 comic s tr ip,  their  hyper-sexual ized 
caricature i s  emphasized by Arriola . 
Each of  the women has  the same face 
with form-fi t t ing clothes  that  emphasize 
the women’s  breasts  suggest ing their 
innate sexual  nature.  Overal l ,  Arriola ’ s 
comic s tr ips  underl ine the last ing la 
puta s tereotype and hyper-sexual i ty of 
women with Gordo viewing women as 
objects  to conquer and drawing their 
breasts  as  the main aspect  of  their  body 
to be viewed.

Analysis of Border Town’s Main 
Characters
	 The comic opens with the 
protagonist ,  Frank,  travel ing to his  new 
home in Arizona.  The fol lowing day at 
his  new school ,  Frank is  met by another 
main character ,  named Quinteh,  and 
the two quickly share a  greet ing before 
the main antagonist  of  the s tory,  Blake, 
shoves the two apart .  Later  that  day, 
Frank enters  a  c lass  where he meets  the 
f inal  two characters ,  Jul iet ta  and Amy, 
before shouting that  he i s  hal f-Mexican. 
Fol lowing Frank’s  outburst ,  Blake i s  told 
about i t  and chal lenges Frank to a  f i s t f ight 
af ter  school  because Blake i s  a  white 
supremacist .  During the f ight between 
Frank and Blake,  Esquivel  introduces 
creatures  from Mexican folklore seen as 
large demons that  come to destroy the 
world.  From this  moment on,  the comic 
focuses  on the biracia l  protagonists 
Frank,  Quinteh,  Jul iet ta ,  and Aimi who 
f ight against  the creatures  from the Aztec 
underworld,  avoid immigrat ion issues , 
overcome racism, and f ight to protect 
each other.   
	 The stereotypes in sect ion one 
both intentional ly and unintentional ly 
reinforce anti-Mexican sentiment in 
comics and printed cartoons.  In Eric 
M. Esquivel ’ s  comic Border Town, the 
author and his  art i s t  Ramon Vil la lobos 
reinforce the criminal izat ion,  hyper-
sexual izat ion,  and “dirty” or “primit ive” 
Mexican-American stereotypes;  however, 
these s tereotypes are subsequently 
subverted through the main characters 
embracing them to then win victory over 
an attacker,  highl ighting the complexity 
of  s tereotyped race in comics .  The 
fol lowing subsect ions wil l  analyze each 
of  the main characters  individual ly to 
highl ight the nuanced nature of  the 
s tereotypes ’  subvers ion.
“Dirty”  or “Primitive”  Mexican-
American Stereotype
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	 The usage of  germ theory otherizes 
Mexican-Americans based on the 
perception of  them as  “dirty” or “best ia l .” 
When looking at  Esquivel ’ s  comic 
Border Town, he uses  racia l ly insult ing 
language that  s tems from germ theory, 
which reinforces  the racia l ized idea of 
Mexican-American’s  best ia l  nature.  In 
conjunction with the art i s t  Vi l la lobos ’ 
racia l ized drawings,  the aspects  of  germ 
theory are carr ied forward to racia l ize 
the character  Quinteh;  however,  the 
acceptance of  his  s trength as  a  virtue 
later  in the comic subverts  the “dirty” 
or “primit ive” Mexican-American 
stereotype. 
	 Analysis  of  Quinteh’s  biracia l 
background demonstrates  how 
Vil la lobos ’  drawing of  him reinforces 
the “dirty” or “primit ive” Mexican-
American stereotype that  evolved out 
of  the 1920s to the 1940s segregation of 
Mexican-Americans in the Southwest .  In 
the second issue of  Border Town, there 
i s  a  f lashback to a  conversat ion between 
Quinteh and his  mother in which she te l l s 
him that  “[his]  Kiowa ancestors…would 
dance to push their  own souls  as ide,  and 
make room inside their  hearts  for  spir i t s 
who didn’t  know fear”  (Esquivel  3) . 
Through his  mother ’ s  encouragement, 
he puts  on a luchador mask that  ful f i l l s 
the same purpose the Kiowa dance 
would.  Years  later  in the f irs t  i s sue of 
Border Town, Quinteh st i l l  wears  his 
mask when he i s  separated from Frank 
by the white supremacist ,  Blake.  During 
the separat ion,  Blake glares  menacingly 
at  Quinteh and asks  Frank i f  “[the] 
incredibly retarded hulk” (Esquivel 
9)  hurt  him. This  scene reinforces  the 
best ia l  nature of  Mexican-Americans 
in two ways.  The derogatory remark of 
ca l l ing Quinteh an “ incredibly retarded 
hulk” (Esquivel  9)  direct ly insults  his 
best ia l  s ize and nature,  mirroring the 
idea of  Mexican-Americans as  “dirty” 
that  grew out of  the segregation of  from 

the 1920s to the 1940s.  Addit ional ly, 
the depict ion of  Quinteh as  inferior i s 
enhanced though the art i s t  Vi l la lobos ’ 
drawing him as  an overs ized man, with a 
large barrel ing chest ,  and dark s l ick hair . 
This  depict ion is  s imilar  to the image of 
Gordo seen in Gus Arriola ’ s  Accidental 
Ambassador that  racia l ized Mexican-
American men as  overs ized with s l ick 
black hair ,  and dumb. Together the 
racia l izat ion of  Quinteh and insult 
towards his  intel l igence emphasizes  that 
this  character  i s  des igned to be perceived 
as  inferior to the white s tudent,  Blake. 
	 Although Quinteh i s  s tereotyped, 
near the end of  i s sue one,  writer  Esquivel 
subverts  the racia l ized depict ion of 
Quinteh by having him save Frank. 
During an encounter with Blake,  Frank 
is  about to be shot before a  supernatural 
demon pol ice off icer  arr ives  to break up 
the f ight by attacking Blake and moving 
to attack Frank.  Before Frank is  mauled 
by a demon, Quinteh steps in and places 
the demon in a headlock,  giving Frank 
enough t ime to begin his  escape.  The 
racia l izat ion of  Quinteh in this  scene 
i s  s t i l l  the same as  before,  and the germ 
theory idea that  would see Quinteh’s 
best ia l  nature as  “primit ive” and useless 
i s  subverted through Quinteh embracing 
this  s trength to s top the demon brief ly 
to a l low his  “new fr iend Frank” an 
opportunity to escape (Esquivel  20) . 
Quinteh’s  best ia l  characterizat ion 
could continue to be emphasized by 
more derogatory remarks af ter  he helps 
Frank;  however,  at  the beginning of  the 
second issue of  Border Town, Frank 
comes to Quinteh’s  rescue,  underl ining 
the acceptance and acknowledgment of 
Quinteh’s  s trength,  therefore,  subvert ing 
the tradit ional  primit ive brute s tereotype 
that  evolved out of  late-nineteenth-
century germ theory.  The art i s t  and 
author ’ s  awareness  that  Mexican-
Americans are often stereotyped as 
brutes  in conjunction with Quinteh’s 
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awareness  of  his  s trength a l lows the 
s tereotype of  the brutish Mexican-
American to be subverted,  transforming 
Quinteh from a s tereotypical  brute to a 
s ta lwart  defender.
Criminalization of Mexican-
Americans
	 The second major s tereotype 
in Border Town is  the cr iminal ized 
view of  Mexican-Americans by white 
culture.  Esquivel  reinforces  the criminal 
act ion through Frank’s  f ight with 
Blake and Jul ietta ’ s  cr iminal  act ions 
and undocumented status .  Although 
these characters  are cr iminal ized,  the 
author subverts  the s tereotype by 
having both characters  comment on 
their  cr iminal izat ion suggest ing that  to 
subvert  and change a s tereotype i t  must 
be noted. 
	 Esquivel  subverts  the cr iminal ized 
Mexican-American stereotype against 
Frank during his  f ight with Blake 
because Frank knows when to s top the 
f ight and is  not the aggressor ,  suggest ing 
that  white racis t s  are the true criminals . 
Upon arr iving at  his  new school ,  Frank 
interacts  with the racis t  s tudent Blake 
who thinks Frank is  white due to his 
skin tone.  However,  later  in i s sue one of 
Border Town, Esquivel  i l lustrates  Frank 
yel l ing he i s  hal f-Mexican (Esquivel  12) . 
Upon hearing this ,  Blake punches Frank 
because “[he] misrepresented [himsel f 
which] embarrassed [him] in front of 
[his]  boys” (Esquivel  13) .  This  at tack on 
Frank reinforces  the idea of  the Mexican-
American criminal  as  Frank charges 
Blake,  gett ing only inches away from his 
face and then agreeing to f ight him after 
school .  Frank’s  wil l ingness  to f ight and 
making that  known suggests  the idea of 
the violent Mexican-American criminal 
in the United States .  Esquivel  continues 
the s tereotype during the f ight af ter 
school  when Frank cal l s  Blake’s  fr iends 
a  “ l i t t le  gang of  white-powerpuff  gir l s” 
(Esquivel  16) ,  i l lustrat ing a verbal  at tack 

and reinforcing the Mexican-American 
criminal  s tereotype.  Furthermore, 
Esquivel  subverts  the s tereotype during 
the f ight af ter  school ,  when Blake 
throws the f irs t  punch and Frank 
reta l iates  af terward,  again making the 
white supremacist  the aggressor and the 
Mexican-American the defender.  During 
his  reta l iat ion,  Frank kicks Blake and 
exclaims he knows “what happens i f  [he 
bashed Blake’s]  brains  out in the hal lway 
on [his]  f i r s t  day of  c lass…[because he 
knows] this  from experience” before he 
s tops the f ight and turns to head home 
(Esquivel  17) .  Addit ional ly,  Esquivel 
sol idi f ies  the subvers ion by having Blake 
pul l  out a  gun and threaten to shoot Frank, 
del ineat ing that  the true criminal  i s  the 
white supremacist  and making a socia l 
commentary that  the cr iminal izat ion of 
Mexican-Americans i s  a  s tereotype that 
has  been perpetuated by racis t  bigots .
	 In addit ion to Frank subvert ing the 
Mexican-American criminal  s tereotype, 
the character  Jul iet ta  could reinforce 
the criminal  s tereotype because of  her 
undocumented status ;  however,  Jul iet ta 
avoids  at tention because she i s  aware 
of  this  cr iminal izat ion and does not 
want any trouble.  Some may say that 
her undocumented status  reinforces 
the criminal  s tereotype because she 
i s  disobeying American law, but her 
exis tence in the s tory i s  primari ly to 
underl ine the undocumented immigrant 
experience not to perpetuate the 
Mexican-American criminal  s tereotype. 
When Jul ietta  i s  f i r s t  introduced,  she i s  a 
reserved and jaded teenager making her 
way through school .  She i s  often seen 
making comments  towards Frank trying 
to discover who he i s  and she could be 
seen as  a  secondary character ;  however, 
af ter  Quinteh i s  hurt  by the demon pol ice 
off icer  that  i s  going to attack Frank, 
Jul iet ta  picks up a gun on the ground and 
shoots  the demon pol ice off icer .  By f ir ing 
a gun while  undocumented,  she commits 
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“a fe lony that  could get  [her]  and [her] 
entire family arrested and deported” 
(Esquivel  21) .  This  demonstrat ion of  her 
breaking the law could be read as  another 
Mexican-American in the United States 
engaging in criminal  act ivi ty reinforcing 
the criminal  s tereotype.  Furthermore, 
Jul iet ta ’ s  cr iminal izat ion i s  enhanced in 
i s sue two when she pul l s  the gun from 
her backpack to shoot a  demon that 
i s  at tacking her fr iends.  This  act ion 
ult imately reinforces  the s tereotype that 
Mexican-Americans in the United States 
wil l  commit cr imes and suggests  that 
white Americans wil l  cr iminal ize her 
and other Mexican-Americans regardless 
of  any defensive circumstances present 
because of  white ethnocentric  views of 
Mexican-Americans.
	 Although Jul ietta  i s  cr iminal ized in 
i s sue four,  when giving her back story, 
Esquivel  highl ights  the s tereotyped view 
of  undocumented Mexican-Americans 
by emphasizing Jul ietta ’ s  undocumented 
immigrant experience.  For example, 
in i s sue four of  Border Town when 
Jul ietta  discovers  she i s  undocumented 
she withdraws from society 
because she real izes  that 
as  a  “Latina.  Black. 
And undocumented” 
(Esquivel  5) 
woman she wil l 
be s tereotyped 
as  a  cr iminal  or 
inferior .  Jul iet ta 
further subverts 
the s tereotype as  af ter 
committ ing her cr ime she yel l s 
at  Frank who says no one wil l  “give a  fuck 
about [her]  shady immigrat ion status” 
(Esquivel  5)  to which Jul ietta  responds 
with “to [Americans,  undocumented 
immigrants]  a lready are [seen as  a]  ‘a l ien 
species ’”  (Esquivel  5) .  Through Jul ietta ’ s 
comment about her immigrat ion status 
and the knowledge of  her past ,  Esquivel ’ s 
subvers ion of  the tradit ional  idea that 

Mexican-Americans are cr iminals  who do 
not know anything better  than crime and 
the commentary that  the cr iminal izat ion 
of  Mexican-Americans perpetuates 
their  otherizat ion by white Americans. 
I t  could be argued that  Jul iet ta  rei f ies 
the cr iminal  s tereotype because of  her 
act ions.  However,  Rubén G. Rumbaut, 
notes  that  “[undocumented] immigrat ion 
is  associated with lower crime rates  and 
lower incarcerat ion rates”  underscoring 
that  the perceived stereotype i s  not 
ref lected in the real  world (Rumbaut 
2) .  Therefore,  this  s tat i s t ic  reinforces 
Esquivel ’ s  subvers ion a l lowing the 
depict ion of  Jul iet ta ’ s  undocumented 
Mexican-American experience to make 
a larger s tatement than the perceived 
criminal  s tereotype.
Hyper-sexualization of Mexican-
American Women
	 The third and f inal  s tereotype I 
analyze in Esquivel ’ s  comic Border Town 
is  the hyper-sexual izat ion of  Mexican-
American women. Using text ,  Esquivel 
creates  a  scene that  sexual izes  Aimi, 

and Vil la lobos draws her with the 
reader ’ s  view looking up 

her skirt .  The hyper-
sexual izat ion of 

Aimi can be read 
as  s tereotyped; 
h o w e v e r , 
Esquivel  has  her 
carve an ancient 

Aztec symbol into 
her face subverting the 

s tereotype as  she destroys 
her beauty.  Addit ional ly, 

af ter  she carves  the mark into her face, 
Vi l la lobos moves from drawing Aimi in 
a  skintight skirt  to a  baggy sweatshirt 
and jeans ,  underl ining the subvers ion 
of  the hyper-sexual ized Mexican-
American stereotype by desexual iz ing 
the exoticness  that  i s  des ired.  Some could 
argue that  the change in her c lothing to 
jeans and a baggy sweatshirt  i s  sexis t , 

...white Americans 
will criminalize her and other 

Mexican-Americans regardless of 
any defensive circumstances pres-
ent because of white ethnocentric 

views of Mexican-Americans.
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however,  Aimi i s  sexual ized because she 
looks “exotic” ,  not her c lothing,  so by 
covering up what i s  sexual ized,  Esquivel 
subverts  the hyper-sexual ized stereotype 
of  Mexican-American women. 
	 When looking at  the character 
Aimi,  her sexual izat ion i s  seen through 
Esquivel ’ s  sexual ly suggest ive text  and 
Vil la lobos ’  suggest ive drawings.  In the 
third issue, Aimi is called into the principal’s 
of f ice where sexual izat ion begins with 

the principal  who, while  carving an 
apple,  te l l s  Aimi she i s  “exotic [and] to 
te l l  [him] anything” (Esquivel  19) .  The 
f irs t  part  of  this  encounter underl ines 
the principal ’ s  racism and sexual  desire 
for young women and emphasizes  the 
sexual izat ion of  this  young Mexican-
American woman. Esquivel  continues 
to reinforce the sexual izat ion of  Aimi 
when she seductively takes  the knife 
from the principal .  Esquivel ’ s  decis ion 
to have Aimi seductively disarm the 
principal  by suggest ively grabbing 
his  knife underscores  the s tereotyping 
of  Aimi and the perpetuat ion of 
s tereotyping Mexican-American 
women. Furthermore,  when looking at 
Aimi on page 20 of  the same issue,  we 
see she i s  s i t t ing with her skirt  pul led 
up,  only covering her genita l ia  with her 
crossed leg.  The art i s t ’ s  depict ion of  her 
covering her genita l ia  sexual izes  her for 
the audience,  principal ,  and readers , 
underl ining her hyper-sexual ized 
depict ion and perpetuat ing the hyper-
sexual izat ion of  Mexican-American 
women.
	 Although Aimi i s  init ia l ly 
hyper-sexual ized and perpetuates 
the s tereotype of  hypersexual ized 
Mexican-American women, Esquivel 
and Vil la lobos subvert  the s tereotype 
by i l lustrat ing Aimi carving protect ive 
designs into her face and changing what 
she wears .  At the end of  i s sue three, 
Aimi takes  the knife the principal  was 
using and comments  that  “creepy old 

men l ike [the principal]  have told [her 
she i s]  exotic”  (Esquivel  20)  underl ining 
a sexual izat ion unique to women of  color 
denoting the sexual izat ion is  based on 
Aimi’s  outward racia l  identi ty.  Aimi’s 
comment on the s tereotype emphasizes 
that  she i s  aware of  the powerful  ef fect  i t 
has  on hersel f ,  women of  color ,  and men. 
After  Aimi acknowledges the s tereotype, 
she carves  “an ancient Aztec glyph for 
warding off  monsters”  (Esquivel  21) 

Figure 2. Image of Aimi Carving into Her 
Face. Border Town, Esquivel, Eric M., 
Ramon Villalobos and Tamra Bonvillain, 
Vertigo, 2018, https://readcomicsonline.ru/
comic/border-town-2018/3/21.



COMIC REPRESENTATION | 83

into her face causing the principal  to 
writhe back in pain (see f ig.  2) .  Aimi’s 
act ion symbolizes  the subvers ion of  the 
hyper-sexual ized stereotype through 
the l i tera l  destruct ion of  an example of 
that  s tereotype.  Furthermore,  af ter  Aimi 
carves  the glyph into her face,  her outf i t 
changes to represent the subvers ion of 
the s tereotype.  In i s sue four,  when we see 
Aimi again,  Vi l la lobos draws her to have 
long jean shorts  and a loose hooded jacket 
i l lustrat ing that  s ince she has  subverted 
the s tereotype her sexual izat ion wil l  end. 
Together with her symbolic destruct ion 
of  the s tereotype and change in c lothing, 
Esquivel  underscores  the subvers ion of 
the hyper-sexual ized Mexican-American 
woman stereotype.
The Future 				  
	 The United States  has  a  long 
history of  anti-immigrant sentiment 
ranging from the “era of  [ immigrat ion 
quotas]  and regulat ion of  1882-1924” to 
twenty-f irs t  century anti-Musl im and 
anti-Mexican sentiment (Behdad 155) . 
Regardless  of  the t ime period,  Mexican-
Americans become targets  for  racis t 
s tereotypes and immigrat ion pol icies  l ike 
those mentioned fol lowing the “Treaty 
of  Guadalupe Hidalgo.”  Writer  Eric M. 
Esquivel  and art i s t  Ramon Vil la lobos 
break down the aforementioned anti-
Mexican sentiment by subvert ing the 
tradit ional  view of  cr iminal ized Mexican-
American men, hyper-sexual ized 

Mexican-American women, and best ia l 
nature of  Mexican-American men in 
their  comic Border Town by having 
the characters  vocal ize their  awareness 
of  their  s tereotype before embracing i t 
to defend themselves  from an attacker. 
The reinforcement and subvers ion of 
cr iminal ized Mexican-American men, 
hyper-sexual ized Mexican-American 
woman, and best ia l  depict ion of 
Mexican-American men emphasizes  how 
prevalent s tereotypes are of  Mexican-
Americans in the Southwestern United 
States  today. 
	 Although the subvers ion of  the 
s tereotypes in this  comic ef fect ively 
makes socia l  commentary about 
Mexican-American experiences in the 
Southwestern United States ,  we wil l 
never know if  this  subvers ion is  continued 
in later  i s sues  of  the comic due to i t s 
cancel lat ion after  Eric M. Esquivel  was 
accused of  sexual  misconduct .  According 
to Graeme McMil lan of  the Hol lywood 
Reporter ,  “Cynthia Naugle…. wrote 
about being ‘ sexual ly,  mental ly,  and 
emotional ly abused’  by…. Border Town 
writer  and co-creator Eric M. Esquivel . 
The cancel lat ion of  Border Town and i t s 
las t  two issues  i s  problematic as  the only 
examples  of  subvert ing the s tereotypes 
are in the scenes described,  and the 
accusat ions against  Esquivel  only leave 
a  representat ional  gap of  Mexican-
American protagonist  representat ion 
in comics .  For now, we wait  as  only 
t ime wil l  te l l  i f  subvers ive works l ike 
Esquivel ’ s  wil l  comment on Mexican-
Americans in the Southwest  United 
States  or i f  this  populat ion wil l  continue 
to be racia l ly s tereotyped as  a  form of 
oppress ion.  

For now, we wait as only t ime 
wil l  tel l  if  subversive works 
l ike Esquivel ’s wi l l  comment 
on Mexican-Americans in the 
Southwest United States or if 
this population wil l  continue 
to be racial ly stereotyped 
as a form of oppression. 
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