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ABSTRACT 

In recent years a paradigm shift has occurred in second language acquisition and 

applied linguistics, moving away from a monolingual approach toward a multilingual one 

that emphasizes the social, political, and historical contexts of languages in contact.  

Scholarly recognition of multilingualism has led to research studies focusing on 

multilingual practices such as code-switching in a range of contexts and genres, e.g., film, 

hip hop, advertising and social networking sites.  These studies reflect a shift in research 

focus from spontaneous speech to scripted texts, and also from the communicative to the 

symbolic function of code-switching, as seen in studies of Mock Spanish (Hill, 1998) and 

linguistic fetishism (Kelly-Homes, 2005). The emphasis on the symbolic and ideational is 

reflected in an increased interest in multimodality and how language interacts with other 

semiotic codes (e.g., visual imagery, gesture, dress, body ornamentation, and soundtrack) 

to convey messages of identity and ideology.  Recently, several scholars have called for 

an expanded framework that would incorporate systematic multimodal analysis in studies 

of multilingualism in popular culture texts (Androutsopoulos, 2012; Stamou, 2014).  

The present study responds to this call with a genre-based project incorporating a 

sociolinguistic and multimodal studies approach with critical discourse analysis and 

genre analysis, which focuses on a comparison of three different types of popular culture 

texts:  1) a bilingual English-Spanish film from the U.S. (From Prada to Nada), 2) 

multilingual music videos from Japan (by the artist Mona AKA Sad Girl), and 3) a 

bilingual television ad from the U.S. (by Taco Bell). The study adapts and extends 

O’Halloran et al.’s (2011) model of multimodal critical discourse analysis based on social 

semiotic theory (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2001) to examine how semiotic codes work 
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together to either reinforce or challenge racial, linguistic, gender, and age-related 

stereotypes and dominant discourses.  This model draws from Bakhtin’s notion of 

heteroglossia and intertextuality and Barthes’ concept of myth to examine how language 

and other multimodal features at the micro-level interact with macro-level discourses to 

create multi-layered meanings. The dissertation also explores how creators of popular 

culture texts utilize intertextual references to convey meaning through multiple semiotic 

codes and how texts become re-contextualized as they circulate globally. Taking into 

account the multiplicity of readings by diverse audiences, which in part depend on 

viewers’ familiarity with intertextual references, this study addresses issues of reception 

by analyzing re-mediatized discussions about the texts in online comments, reviews, and 

articles, in order to gain added insights into the variety of ways the texts are interpreted. 

The findings of this study show how multilingual, multimodal features in popular 

culture texts cross genre, linguistic, national, and ethnic boundaries by means of global 

(re)circulation and local (re)contextualization through the agency of re-mediatization, 

which is made possible because of internet technology.  In the process of recirculation 

these features become “semiotic metaphors” (O’Halloran 1999, 2008), representing 

discourses of identity and ideology which are in turn re-interpreted, influencing the way 

language, visual images and auditory modes are used to create new meanings in different 

contexts.  By showing how semiotic metaphors cross many different types of borders, 

this study helps to account for emerging local-global hybrid identities and linguistic 

hybridization and supports previous calls for a more localized perspective of 

transnationalism (Lam & Warriner, 2012). Finally, it substantiates the need to move 
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beyond traditional monolingual and monomodal notions of language and culture toward a 

more multi-dimensional view that transcends traditional boundaries.  
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CHAPTER I  

FROM MONOLINGUALISM AND MONOMODALITY TO AN INTEGRATED 

MULTILINGUAL/MULTIMODAL MODEL APPROACH  

In recent years a paradigm shift has occurred in many language-related fields 

which has changed the way language is viewed.   In second language acquisition and 

applied linguistics an increasing number of scholars argue there has been a monolingual 

bias in research and teaching and call for a multilingual and ecological approach that 

emphasizes the social, political, and historical contexts of language in contact (Kramsch, 

2006, 2008, 2012; Canagarajah & Wurr, 2011). There has also been a shift in 

sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology toward an ethnography of language capable 

of analyzing language in all of its diversity (Blommaert and Rampton, 2012; Kramsch 

and Whiteside, 2008) and also trend toward focusing on language diversity in the context 

of discourses on globalization (Pennycook, 2003; Blommaert, 2012)   

 One of the areas in which these paradigm shifts have had the strongest influence 

is in sociolinguistics as evident in the changing views of code-switching (CS)
1
 from a 

sign of language deficiency (Weinreich, 1953) to rule-governed behavior that some see as 

a hallmark of bilingual creativity (Kachru, 1986, 1995).  Several theories of CS in 

sociolinguistic research compete to account for it in unscripted, naturally-occurring 

speech.  Key studies have analyzed it from the perspective of grammaticality (Poplack, 

1982), conversation analysis (Auer, 1998), as a contextualization cue (Blom & Gumperz, 

1972; Gumperz, 1982), and as a rational choice related to ‘rights and obligations’ 

                                                   

1
 For the purposes of this study, I adopt Woolard’s (2006) broad definition of code-switching  as 

“an individual’s use of two or more language varieties in the same speech event or exchange” ( pp. 73-74). 
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(Myers-Scotton, 1993). Various typologies of CS have been suggested to identify its 

functions in spontaneous speech (e.g., Zentella, 1997), and numerous other terms have 

been proposed for CS such as code-mixing, language alternation (Muysken, 2000), and 

language crossing (Rampton, 2005) to account for the various ways in which languages 

mix.  

While the majority of sociolinguistic studies on CS have focused on spontaneous 

speech, growing attention is being given to its functions, motivations, and contexts in 

scripted texts
2
 such as literary works, film, music, advertising, newspaper columns, and 

comedy acts (Sebba, Mahootian, & Jonsson, 2012; Sebba, 2012b; Bhatt, 2008; Woolard, 

1988, 2006; Wells, 2011).  Many of these studies point out the limitations of existing 

sociolinguistic models to explain adequately its functions in both spontaneous speech and 

scripted texts.  Woolard (2006) points out that Bakhtin’s notion of voice (and double-

voicing) has been employed by several researchers to explain ambiguous uses of CS, for 

example, to convey irony (p. 88).  Research that looks at multilingualism from critical 

macro-sociolinguistic perspective (e.g., Omoniyi, 2005; Kelly-Holmes, 2005; Hill, 1998; 

Gramling & Warner, 2012) invites an examination of language use as symbolic of larger 

social, political and cultural discourses reflecting the impact of  social semiotics (Kress & 

van Leeuwen, 2001). 

Reflective of this trend is the call for a combined approach that integrates a 

multilingual approach based on both micro and macro-sociolinguistic study with 

multimodal approaches, as discussed throughout the dissertation.  Another recent trend in 

                                                   

2
 In this study I use the term “scripted texts” to include both texts written to be spoken or sung 

(e.g., sermons, speeches, plays, film scripts, advertising scripts, songs, comedy scripts) as well as texts to 

be read   (e.g., literary texts, newspapers, blogs, etc.) (Sebba et al., 2012).   
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studies of CS and multilingualism is the call for an approach that integrates language with 

multimodal analysis (e.g., Androutsopoulos, 2012; Stamou, 2014).  Viewing CS from a 

multimodal
3
 perspective reflects another shift in language-related research:  that language 

is increasingly seen from a semiotic viewpoint, contributing to changes in the way 

notions of text, literacy and discourse are conceptualized (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; 

New London Group, 1996).  This multimodal turn is evident in the emergence of critical 

literacy approaches such as pedagogy of multiliteracies, critical media studies, and visual 

literacy, which share a view of language as one of several semiotic signs and have led to 

studies that examine advertising, music videos, film, and other fictionalized audio-visual 

texts from a multimodal perspective.  These changing views of language reflect 

overlapping concerns and approaches centering on language, discourse, power, and 

identity.  This study brings together these three areas of research: multilingualism, 

multimodality, and critical perspectives on popular culture taking into account research 

on language and globalization.   

Popular culture and Globalization 

Popular culture texts such as film and music, especially hip hop, have been the 

focus of a growing number of multilingual studies in Africa, Europe, and Asia (e.g., 

Alvermann & Hagood, 2000; Pennycook, 2003; Berger & Komoni, 2010; Gramling, 

2010; Sarkar & Low, 2012).  A volume titled Critical Multimodal Studies of Popular 

Discourse edited by Emilia Djonov and Zumin Zhao (2013) reflects a trend toward 

                                                   

3 
'Multimodality' refers to “the fact that all texts combine and integrate diverse semiotic 

modalities” (Baldry, 2000, p. 21) 
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combining a critical analysis of popular culture texts with a multimodal perspective. As 

the authors point out, a multimodal critical analysis approach facilitates needed scrutiny 

of popular discourse and culture.   The value of studying popular discourse from a 

multimodal critical discourse analysis according to Djonov and Zhao (2013) is that “it 

offers a fertile ground on which to take this step and explore how different semiotic 

resources can be employed to perpetuate or challenge prevailing sociocultural beliefs, 

stereotypes, and norms” (p. 2). 

Several such studies have emphasized the multilingual aspect of popular culture, 

in particular focusing on the global spread of hip hop (Pennycook, 2003; Sarkar & Low, 

2012; Blommaert & Rampton, 2012; Higgins, 2009a, 2014). Many scholars involved in 

this research view English from an ideological viewpoint as a hegemonic force and call 

for the de-centering of English (Canagarajah, 1999, 2006; Pennycook, 2003; Higgins, 

2009a) and advocate for “greater consideration of linguistic hybridity as a central aspect 

of English in the world” (Higgins, 2009a, p. 4).  While not disputing the role of British 

colonialization in spreading English around the world and conceptual frameworks based 

on this historical view, Higgins points out that such conceptualizations of the global 

spread of English tend to ignore and delegitimize the hybrid forms of multilingualism 

that have resulted from local languages coming into contact with English.  Critics of 

English as a imperial, hegemonic language such as Phillipson (1992, 1996, 2010) share 

post-colonial perspectives with Fanon (1952, 1968), Said (1978), and Spivak (1988) 

about how the imbalances in power and imperialistic attitudes of superiority have been 

“inscribed onto language and culture” (Higgins, 2009a, p. 4).  Ethnographic studies such 

as Higgins (2009a), Rampton (2005), Kramsch and Whiteside (2008) serve to 
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problematize the notion of the globalization of English inherent in monolingual ideology 

by revealing ways in which communities of practice subvert the hegemonic role of 

English through linguistic hybridizatation, CS, and language crossing.  This study builds 

on this perspective by addressing the use of Spanish and Spanish-English CS both in the 

U.S. and in Japan. 

This interdisciplinary study brings together research on CS, social semiotics, 

multimodality and CDA in order to systematically look at how multilingual language use 

combines with image and other modes of communication to make meaning. I examine 

how multilingual and multimodal design of each text indexes identity and ideology 

positions vis-à-vis CS and multilingualism and other semiotic codes by conducting a 

critical analysis of texts
4
 of three different genres.  The study draws on Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s (2001) theory of social semiotics to analyze the multimodal design of three 

types of popular culture texts: 1) a bilingual English-Spanish film from the U.S., 2) 

multilingual music videos from Japan, and 3) a bilingual television advertising campaign 

in the U.S.  I use tools of analysis drawn from sociolinguistics and film studies to 

deconstruct these multilingual texts that represent English and Spanish in various local, 

global, and imaginary, contexts/communities, i.e., Los Angeles, Asia, and the U.S.  

These texts, which are described in more detail below, were chosen because they 

represent multilingual use in different genres of popular culture. While feature-length 

film and TV advertisements have been the subject of both multilingual and multimodal 

                                                   

4
 In this dissertation, “texts” are defined broadly to include “language that is functional . . . that 

can be either spoken or written, or indeed in any other medium of expression that we like to think of” 

(Halliday, 1989:10), which therefore includes multimodal text (cited in Baldry and Thibault, 2006) from a 

multilingual, multimodal perspective.   
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studies, very infrequently have studies considered both together (Kuppens, 2009, is one 

exception in the case of TV ads), as pointed out by Stamou (2014) and Androutsopoulos 

(2012).  Much less scholarly work has focused on music videos; one of the few studies 

that analyze music videos is Machin’s (2010) study comparing two music videos; 

however, the videos (i.e., “The Scientist” by Coldplay and “London Calling” by the 

Clash) in this study are monolingual.  With the globalization of hip hop, music videos of 

multilingual songs offer a rich area of study for a combined multilingual and multimodal 

approach, but with few exceptions (e.g., McFarland, 2013)  these  studies focus mostly on 

lyrics and references to visual aspects tend to be restricted to clothing, pose, gesture 

related more generally to the style of hip hoppers. 

Through a critical analysis of these texts, I show how the multimodal design 

combines linguistic, auditory, gestural, spatial, and visual codes to reveal insights about 

identity and ideology that an analysis of linguistic codes (from a monolingual 

perspective) alone cannot fully address (Barthes, 1977).  I examine the use of CS and 

multiple languages as one of several strategies employed in multimodal texts in which 

multiple semiotic resources including music, dress, and cultural iconography are 

combined to index identity and ideology (e.g., power relationships, attitudes toward 

power).  I argue that a deeper understanding of the symbolic functions of multilingual 

language use may be gained by seeing language as one of several semiotic resources of a 

multimodal ensemble which work together to make meaning (Barthes, 1977; Kress, 

2013; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001).   

Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2001) theory of social semiotics is used to analyze the 

multimodal design of a bilingual television commercial, music video, and film.  In 
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addition, drawing on O’Halloran, Tan, Smith, and Podlasov (2011), I utilize Bakhtin’s 

(1935/1981) concepts of heteroglossia and multiple voices and Barthes’ (1957/1972) 

notion of myth in relation to recent work on ideology to examine how language choice 

and CS at the micro-level interacts with discourse at the macro-level. Issues of linguistic 

and cultural authenticity are explored in each of the three types of texts.  The study 

explores how authors and creators of texts utilize multilingual and multimodal resources 

and intertextual references to convey meaning through a range of semiotic codes, 

including multilingual language choice and how viewers and readers interpret those texts 

as they circulate globally and become recontextualized.  

In this study, I explore how authors and creators of popular culture texts utilize 

intertextual references to convey meaning through multiple semiotic codes, including 

multilingual language choice and visual and sound representations, and how texts become 

recontextualized as they circulate globally.  Drawing on previous studies which consider 

the role of reception of popular culture texts by viewers through the study of online 

comments (e.g., Bleichenbacher, 2012; Chun, 2013; Chik, 2013), I also consider issues of 

re-mediatization and reception by examining ways in which popular culture texts 

incorporate interactive or extra media (e.g., blogs, Facebook) and the role of viewers’ 

comments on internet sites in order to understand the role of the viewer in constructing 

meaning.  

Research Questions 

The overall research questions that this dissertation addresses include the 

following:   
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 In what ways does the multilingual and multimodal design of the texts being 

analyzed index identity and ideology positions vis-à-vis multilingualism/code-

switching (CS) and other semiotic codes?   

 How have these texts become recontextualized semiotically and linguistically 

as they circulate globally through translation and the internet? What patterns 

of intertextuality are evident? 

 What insights does a multilingual/multimodal analysis that takes into account 

re-mediatized texts offer regarding the recurring questions of intelligibility, 

authenticity, and commodification of popular culture, particularly multilingual 

texts?  

 Theoretical/ Conceptual Framework  

In this study I adopt a critical macro-sociolinguistic perspective which analyzes 

Spanish and CS in [scripted] fictionalized audio-visual texts using multimodal CDA 

(MCDA) that takes into account the diverse environments in which it is found.  My 

research utilizes an eclectic methodological framework whose elements draw primarily 

from CS, CDA, and multimodal social semiotics and which borrows from analytical tools 

and models from film studies and cultural studies.  This research is informed by an 

ecological approach which is grounded in complexity theory (Kramsch & Whiteside, 

2008).  This approach coincides with critiques of views of the globalization of English 

which obscures the diversity and multi-directionality of language in contact.  This study 

draws on several key constructs which have evolved from critical perspectives on 

multilingualism and multimodality, all of which share the view that language cannot be 

separated from its social, cultural, and political contexts.   
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Research on Multilingualsim and Code-switching (CS) in Scripted Texts 

Previous studies of CS in scripted texts have adopted Myers-Scotton’s (1993) 

Markedness Model (e.g., Krishna & Ahluwalia, 2008, in advertising; Barnes, 2012 in 

film). While this and other sociolinguistic models of CS analysis, such as Myers-

Scotton’s Matrix Frame Model (Callahan, 2004) and conversational analysis (Auer, 1984; 

Li Wei, 1998), offer valuable insights into the functions, motivations, and types of CS at 

the micro-level of discourse, several studies have noted the limitations of these models in 

addressing the symbolic function of CS in scripted texts as an index of identity and 

ideology and call for macro-sociolinguistic approaches (e.g., Callahan, 2004; Omoniyi, 

2005).  Studies which look at CS in literary texts or film from a postcolonial perspective 

or CDA have focused on how authors use CS as a counter-discursive strategy to reveal 

the author’s oppositional stance toward dominant discourses around language, ethnicity, 

race, gender, religion and immigration (Tiffin, 1995; Mukenge, 2012).   For example, 

some studies of CS in U.S. Latino literature, film, and theatre point out that CS often 

functions as a strategy of subversion and a galvanizing symbol of both defiance and 

unity, in large part due to its stigmatized status, leading to increased acceptance of CS in 

the public sphere (Mahootian, 2012; Torres, 2007; Callahan, 2004). Recent research on 

multilingualism in film (e.g., Bleichenbacher, 2008) and advertising (Kelly-Holmes, 

2005, 2012) draws on concepts from linguistic anthropology such Mock Spanish (Hill, 

1998), linguicism (Phillipson, 1992) and linguistic fetishism (Kelly-Holmes, 2005) which 

are relevant to this study as discussed below. 

This study draws on these and other studies of language ideology that is 

especially relevant to the study of Spanish in popular culture texts discussed here.  
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Reflecting the view of Spanish-English CS as a well-recognized marker of hybrid identity 

among many Latinos, CS is legitimized and celebrated as a sign of bilingual creativity.  I 

use the term Spanglish, as understood by Zentella (1997) and others, as a term that has 

been reclaimed as an identity marker of Latino pride.  This term reflects the symbolic 

function of language (as opposed to its purely communicative function) that has been 

discussed in research on multilingualism in advertising by Kelly-Holmes (2005, 2012) in 

her use of the term linguistic fetishism, and in Jane Hill’s notion of Mock Spanish (1993, 

1998) and Junk Spanish (1995b) in her ethnographic study of Spanish in Southwestern 

U.S.  Hill argues that the use of Mock/Junk Spanish by Anglos as light talk to convey 

humor actually has underlying racist tones.   As discussed in more detail in each chapter, 

the appropriation of Mock Spanish in popular culture has the effect of reinforcing the 

stigmatization historically associated with Spanglish and Spanish in general.   I discuss 

how various forms of Spanish and English, e.g., Spanglish or CS, are used in different 

ways in film and advertising, and how their use can be a sign of authenticity or bilingual 

creativity, or a counter-discursive strategy, or a stigmatized language use.   

While many studies on multilingualism in advertising and film cite the work of 

Hill and Kelly-Holmes, currently there is no consensus on an appropriate theoretical 

framework which can adequately account for CS in a variety of written or scripted 

genres, including multimodal texts such as film, TV ads, music videos, plays.  However, 

several interdisciplinary studies which take into account the multimodal context of CS 

and those which view CS from a critical discourse perspective combining literary, film, 

multimodal and sociolinguistic approaches suggest promising directions which facilitate 

both a micro and a macro analysis of code-switching. Androutsopoulos (2012) and 
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Stamou (2014) and others have called for a combined approach that integrates a 

multilingual analysis, based on both micro and macro-sociolinguistic studies, with 

multimodal approaches, as discussed throughout the dissertation.   

Multimodality and Social Semiotics  

The concepts of multimodality and social semiotics build on the basic notion of 

semiotic resource described by Halliday as a “resource for making meanings” (1978, p. 

192), which has been elaborated further by by Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) to include 

visual communication, by van Leeuwen (1999) to include meaning-making not only by 

speech and writing but also music and sound, and the arrangement of all these semiotic 

resources as multimodal ensembles (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001; van Leeuwen, 2005).  

Kress (2013) further illustrates the notion of ensemble, differentiating it from 

orchestration with the analogy of a flight attendant describing the safety precautions on a 

plane through the use of oral explanation, printed card, and physical demonstration, all 

previously orchestrated for the desired effect of increasing the likelihood that passengers 

will pay attention when all semiotic resources are engaged rather than any given one 

alone.  Kress emphasizes the intentional design of this communicative event, taking into 

account the environment in which it will be experienced (e.g., noise in the cabin, stressful 

atmosphere, uninterested audience) (p. 161).   

Multimodal analysis has been applied to a wide range of texts, e.g., posters (Piller, 

2001, 2003), billboards (Stroud & Mpendukana, 2010),  TV advertising (O’Halloran et 

al., 2011),  political cartoons (El Refaie, 2009), web sites (Androutsopoulos, 2008), film 

(Baldry & Thibault, 2006;  Mubenga, 2009), newspapers (Sebba, 2012a on layout of 

multilingual newspaper), literary works  and textbooks (Norgaard, 2009, and Chen, 2010,  
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on typography; Worley, 2002, on textual vision).  However, as Sebba (2012a) points out, 

“treatments of multimodality. . . in multilingual texts have until recently been rare” (p. 

102).  

CDA and Multimodality 

Multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) is an emerging field of study that 

brings together CDA and multimodal approaches.  As discussed in the following studies, 

by Wodak and Meyer (2008),  O’Halloran et al (2011), Machin and Mayr (2012), Machin 

(2013), Waugh, Catalano, Al Masaeed, Hong Do, and Renigar (2015), MCDA is one of 

several responses to criticisms in the field of CDA.  It is beyond the scope of this study to 

examine in depth the various perspectives on CDA and the rise of MCDA; moreover, 

studies by Wodak and Meyer (2008) and Waugh et al. (2015) offer comprehensive 

overviews of this history which cite trends, critiques, and expansions of CDA.  

For the purposes of this study, I adopt the model of MCDA developed by 

O’Halloran et al. (2011) which incorporates both a CDA and multimodal approach based 

on the social semiotics of Kress and van Leeuwen (2001).  Social semiotics applies social 

semiotic theory to other modes besides language; a MCDA model is a multi-layered 

analytical framework that connects the micro-level fine-grained analysis of various 

modes to larger discourses, by considering Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia and Barthes’ 

concept of myth and provenance, as discussed below. O’Halloran et al’s study highlights 

the use of intertextual references and the underlying myths and ideologies behind them 

and their discussion of the fuzzy distinction between denotative and connotative 

interpretation also highlights the subjective nature of the reception side of texts which has 

been raised in several studies..   



28 

 

 

One criticism of multimodal approaches worth noting that is of relevance to this 

study is that they do not account enough for the reception side of multimodal analysis.  

Studies by Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) and Baldry and Thibault (2006) have been 

criticized for not accounting for the reception of multimodal texts (Gibbons, 2012; 

Forceville, 2007b).  These critics suggest that a cognitive approach to multimodality 

would address this gap/limitation and point out that the two fields of study share several 

concepts in common.  Forceville (2007b) points out, for example, that Baldry and 

Thibault’s (2006) resource integration and meaning-compression principles share 

elements in common with Fauconnier and Turner’s (2002) conceptual blending theory.  

In the same way, the notion of conceptual metaphor in the related field of cognitive 

poetics is similar to the concept of semiotic metaphor in multimodal studies.  Gibbons 

(2012) proposes the application of cognitive poetics to multimodal literature in order to 

“relate the surface structure of multimodal texts to perceived cognitive effect” (Section 

2.3.3).  Applying concepts such as semiotic metaphor and multimodal metaphor, inter-

semiotic layering, and taking a genre approach to film represent a move toward taking 

cognitive processing into account in perceiving in this direction. A cognitive approach 

would help to account for different reactions to film based on schema, genre, the 

foregrounding of various aspects of the text.  

This critique can be interpreted to mean that any study of multimodal discursive 

practices needs to take into account both “textual and cognitive functions in the sense 

that: ‘authors of texts draw on existing discourses and genres to create a text and 

[likewise]. . .receivers of texts also apply available discourses and genres in the 

consumption and interpretation of . . . texts’ (Phillips & Jorgensen, 2002, p. 69)” (Kelsey, 
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2013, p. 87).  In other words, analysis needs to take into account both the production side 

and the reception side of texts.   Understanding that the reception of film, TV ad or music 

video depends on background knowledge which includes genre and intertextual 

knowledge, one way to take into account the viewers’ shared knowledge is to consider 

their reactions to the texts by incorporating a component that analyzes re-mediatized 

texts.  These texts include users’ comments on YouTube videos, blogs, online articles 

about the texts, etc. to examine viewer’s responses to the use of language and multimodal 

representations.  These re-mediatized texts lend insights into questions of authenticity and 

commodification of language and culture that are recurrent themes in discussions of 

advertising, hip hop, film and popular culture in general.  

O’Halloran and Smith (2011) point out that the study of multimodality is still in 

the process of development.  “The recognition of the need to develop and apply theories 

of multimodality is in fact a prerequisite for the emergence of a distinct field of 

multimodal studies, as a site for the development of such theories” (p. 2).  They cite the 

work of O’Toole (1994) and Kress and van Leeuwen (2006/1996) as pioneering, 

foundational texts for “exploring issues of theory and methodology of general 

significance to multimodal studies,” “extending the study of ‘language’ and ‘grammar’ 

into new domains” (O’Halloran & Smith, 2011, p. 3).   

Examples of studies using a multimodal approach include Goebel (2011) and 

O’Toole (2011) on television series; Bateman and Schmidt (2012) and Mubenga (2009) 

on film; and O’Halloran et al (2011) and Baldry and Thibault (2006) on television 

advertising.  The study by Goebel (2011), for example, analyzes an episode of an 

Indonesian television serial, in which the author explores “how multimodal signs become 
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emblems of identity leading to the formation of a ‘semiotic register,’  by which 

interactants orient to one another with respect to characteristic signs of their personhood” 

(described in O’Halloran & Smith, 2011, p. 5).  

Role of intertextuality in multimodal analysis.  O’Toole’s study (2011) 

demonstrates the connection between media literacy and knowledge of intertextual 

references and how popular culture frequently involves the blurring of genres.  The 

notion of intertextuality was first coined by Julia Kristeva in 1966 in her doctoral thesis 

on Mikhail Bakhtin’s work. “It is through intertextuality that one can explain how a 

word, utterance, or text is related to a larger social and historical framework” [emphasis 

added] (Smith, 2012). 

While intertextually originally referred to literary texts, it has been expanded to 

characterize a wide variety of other multimodal genres such as film and advertising (See 

Chandler, 2014). Chandler notes that “. . .intertextuality is also reflected in the fluidity of 

genre boundaries and in the blurring of genres and their functions which is reflected in 

such recent coinages as 'advertorials', 'infomercials', 'edutainment', 'docudrama' and 

'faction' (a blend of 'fact' and 'fiction')” (Chandler, 2014), as demonstrated in a study of 

intergeneric intertextuality of TV advertising by Kuppens (2009) discussed in Chapter 

IV.  This blurring of genres is present in all of the texts analyzed in this study, e.g., the 

case of Taco Bell drawing on the film, Cocoon. The concept of intertextuality has been 

compared to the notion of “palimpsest,” i.e., “a parchment or other writing surface on 

which the original text has been effaced or partially erased, and then overwritten by 
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another,” to convey the multiplicity and multi-layered nature of intertextuality.
5
  In 

Desire in Language, Kristeva (1980)  explains intertextuality as  “a trans-linguistic 

apparatus” in which a text becomes  “a permutation of texts, an intertextuality in the 

space of a given text” where  “several utterances, taken from other texts, intersect and 

neutralize one another” (p. 36).  O’Halloran et al. draw on Bakhtin’s (1935/1981; 1986) 

notions of heteroglossia and intertextuality, in their analysis of a television ad “to see that 

HSBC-text speaks with many ‘voices’, mixing and invoking multiple genres, ideological 

concepts, values, myths and beliefs, and inviting multiple readings by a (projected) 

heterogeneous audience” (O’Halloran et al., 2011, p. 113).     

Studies by Kuppens (2009), O’Halloran et al. (2011) and O’Toole (2011) provide 

models that demonstrate how intertextual references can be visual, verbal, or acoustic. 

O’Toole’s article describes an episode of the animation series South Park to illustrate the 

role of film as an intertextual reference used to create visual jokes.  He talks about the 

challenges of analyzing an entire episode from a multimodal perspective as opposed to 

analyzing a scene from a classic movie, or a single product being advertised, or a single 

news item. He points out – and I agree – that “one has to tell enough of the story to 

clarify what is going on in individual scenes.” (p. 250)  The intertextual nature of key 

scenes designed to index ethnic identity (e.g., Goebel, 2011) draws on the use of visual, 

verbal and acoustic devices, which combine to mark shifting identities, as in the case of 

the film From Prada to Nada, discussed in Chapter IV, where it is the dominant theme.  

O’Toole (2011) argues for the “need to develop a narrative theory and a rhetoric as well 

                                                   

5
 https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/palimpsest/  

https://lucian.uchicago.edu/blogs/mediatheory/keywords/palimpsest/


32 

 

 

as a grammar for the complex and moving multimodal texts of the TV and cinema.” (p. 

250).  He cites the work of Russian Formalist theorists in the 1920s who  

laid the foundations for early film theory as well as literary poetics, introducing 

such concepts as ‘the foregrounding of functions’ and ‘the dominant’ of a whole 

artistic work.  These can help us to relate the micro-analysis of the grammar of the 

language, visual images and sound-track of specific scenes to the way they 

function in the text of the whole work. (p. 250) 

 

O’Toole shows how two themes in one South Park episode are interwoven in a 

rhythmic way.  He argues that it is “the rhythm of the modalities of the cartoon 

(American-spoken dialogue, cartoon layouts, sound effects, music track) [that] makes us 

keep watching and wanting to return” (p. 250).  

Recontextualization: Role of Internet in Circulating Texts Globally  

In describing the notion of recontextualization, Baldry and Thibault (2006) 

explain: 

Texts themselves may recontextualise meanings and practices in one modality to 

some other modality. For example, a film version of a novel is a 

recontextualisation of other semiotic modalities in this sense. A novel is a 

recontextualisation of the speech genres of everyday life and many other semiotic 

modalities, practices and perceptual experiences including, for example, many 

non-linguistic social activity-types and many forms of auditory, sartorial, 

gustatory, bodily and other experiences and practices. (p. 3) 

 

In the context of globalization and modern technology, films, novels, and other 

texts become further recontextualized when they are uploaded and discussed on the 

internet all over the world as they circulate through modern technology.  In the case of 

music videos, the presentation is realized through the medium of the internet which like 

television has multiple platforms from which it can be accessed. In the case of cinematic 

texts, films may first appear in the theatre and then through DVD with segments of the 

film made available over the internet (and sometimes the whole film is uploaded 
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illegally), which along with the trailer can be viewed over and over again.  Once 

uploaded on the internet on websites such as YouTube and Hulu, viewers can comment 

on what they see.  Clips are now also frequently embedded in internet articles in online 

editions of newspapers or online magazines or blogs.  The soundtrack from the film can 

also be accessed and in these ways the various modes that were originally designed to be 

experienced in an integrated fashion, become separated from each other and from the 

context of the film.  Reviewers may focus only on the plot and characters or 

cinematography, but neglect the soundtrack, etc., and intertextual references may be 

ignored altogether. 

Semiotic metaphor. Related to the notion of intertextuality and the re-circulation 

and re-contextualization of texts is the concept of semiotic metaphors.  According to 

O’Halloran (2003, cited in Montoro, 2010) semiotic metaphors are defined as follows:  

In a manner similar to grammatical metaphor, semiotic metaphor may involve a 

shift in the function and the grammatical class of an element, or the introduction 

of new functional elements.  However, this process does not take place intra-

semiotically as for grammatical metaphor in language, rather it takes place inter-

semiotically when a functional element is reconstructed using another semiotic 

code. With such reconstrual, we see a semantic shift in the function of the 

element. (p. 33)  

 

In my analysis of the texts studied in this dissertation, I focus on the circulation 

and recontextualization of semiotic metaphors which become intertextual references, 

examining them from a (M)CDA perspective.  For example, in my analysis of the TV ad, 

music video, and film several recurrent semiotic metaphors related to hip hop and gang 

culture are evident which reflect a kind of formula for representing authentic urban life 

(e.g., street slang, tattoos, requisite sexy girl, black back up dancers, scenes of graffiti, 

tagging, murals, and police scenes).  The appropriation of these semiotic metaphors 
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related to hip hop culture by other genres such as TV advertising, film, literature reflects 

trends in popular culture which attempt to characterize the contemporary youth culture. 

(In Chapter IV about the Taco Bell commercial I discuss how such semiotic metaphors 

contribute to archetypes that play a role in branding in advertising).  However, once the 

use of these symbols is held up for scrutiny it becomes clear that, when the language and 

semiotic codes are divorced from the original cultural context and meaning, rather than 

being transformative symbols they become commodified for commercial purposes.  

Methodological Considerations: Multimodal Transcription Models 

The literature on multimodal analysis includes a range of multimodal transcription 

models that have been applied to television commercials (Baldry and Thibault 2006; 

Thibault 2000; O’Halloran et al, 2011), film subtitles (Mubenga, 2009; Taylor 2004), 

film analysis (Bateman & Schmidt, 2012; van Leeuwen 2005) and other texts such as 

print (Eckkermann, 2004), and Web 2.0 (Lee & Barton, 2012).  Taylor (2004) describes 

the basic format of most transcription models of a video text as follows: “The multimodal 

transcription consists in the dividing of a video text into individual frames of, say, one 

second's duration. The frames are then arranged in sequence, vertically or horizontally, 

flanked by boxes arranged in columns or rows that systematically describe the various 

semiotic modalities of which the film is composed” (p. 161).  

 One of the key issues in research on multimodal methodology and analysis is the 

question of what unit(s) of analysis to adopt for both transcribing and analyzing, e.g., film 

data from a multimodal perspective.  While there is some variation in terminology used 

in various studies, most multimodal studies of “dynamic audio-visual texts” (term 

adopted by O’Halloran et al, 2011) such as TV ads and film adopt the terminology 
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proposed by Thibault (2000) and Baldry and Thibault (2006) or their equivalent.    For 

example, most refer to phases that are made up of a series of shots; phases are similar to 

scenes, defined by Bateman and Schmidt (2012), as "a significant event taking place in a 

single location (e.g., Kawin, 1992: 243)” (p. 7).  Scene is a cinema studies term whereas 

phase is from multimodal studies. I use the terms ‘phase’ and ‘scene’ interchangeably in 

this study, and I also adopt Baldry and Thibault’s (2006) terminology which uses phases 

(made up of series of shots) and are similar to scenes, and macrophases which are made 

up of multiple phases.  Other useful tools/terms include transitions between phases that 

help to interpret the role of multimodal features in each phase and points of transition  

(pp. 46-57). 

 One of the earliest multimodal transcription models that others have based their 

research on is from the pioneering study of Paul Thibault (2000) which provides a 

detailed description of a television advertising text for an Australian bank. Taylor 

describes Thibault’s model as follows:   

The ad . . .was transcribed and described in this way. . . in successive columns 

showing: ( 1) the time in seconds, (2) the visual frames themselves, ( 3) a 

description of the components of the visual image portrayed in terms of the 

camera position . . . .(4) the kinesic action of the participants, ( 5) the complete 

soundtrack (dialogue, music, sounds, etc.) and ( 6) a metafunctional interpretation 

of how the film creates meaning as it unfolds over time, and a breakdown of the 

action into phases and sub-phases on the Gregory model (2002), within which 

various semiotic modalities are seen to function together as a set before giving 

way to a new set of modalities, following an identifiable 'transition' between the 

two phases. (Taylor, 2004, p. 161) 

 

More recent studies have expanded on this model to account for meaning beyond 

the level of frame and phase.   Baldry and Thibault (2006) offer a toolkit for multimodal 

transcription and text analysis which can be used for analyzing not only film but also 
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other types of texts such as printed texts (comics and web pages).  The central concept for 

their model multimodal analysis is the resource integration principle, which they define 

briefly as “the notion that the various modes operative in a multimodal text must always 

be considered in their interrelations” (p. 4). The authors propose the following units for 

the three levels of analysis:  At the lowest level are visual, acoustic, gestural, etc. features 

which form basic building blocks (visual, acoustic, gestural, etc.). At the intermediate 

level are phases which are the basic strategic meaning-making units in a film text (this is 

comparable to a scene). At the highest level are the macrophases, which are made up of 

several phases and which connect to the lower levels.  Each mode plays a different role in 

film.  For example, soundtrack plays a key role in binding the text into various macro-

phases that make up the film.  However, any mode (or combination of modes) can reach 

prominence or become salient in a given phase or scene or through repeated use of the 

mode such as a mural, or the clothing, or the song, through camera angle or volume or the 

marked nature of the mode.  Cluster analysis is also important in multimodal analysis.  

While phase refers to multimodal distribution over time, cluster refers to local groupings 

of items, some of which may move and others may remain inanimate (p. 31).  Cluster 

analysis helps to focus on the way the prominence of a given mode is made evident 

through camera angle or repeated shots of the same multimodal feature (or the 

foregrounding of a particular feature).  

These units of analysis help to identify transition points between phases and 

macro-phases by identifying scene boundaries and patterns of repeated soundtrack and 

visual images (see Baldry & Thibault, 2006, pp. 46-56).  Phase analysis is a useful 

approach to multimodal texts, as it allows analysis to look at multimodal meaning-



37 

 

 

making at both micro and macro levels, and in a flexible way which film requires. since it 

is not dependent on fixed relationship between resources.   

Adaptability of transcription methods   

As Thibault (2000) points out, transcription models can be adapted to different 

types of audio-visual texts and for different research purposes.  Depending on what is 

perceived as the “’textual logic’ that organises films” (Bateman & Schmidt, 2012, p. 7) 

and on the focus of a particular study, the framework can be adapted accordingly to 

include subcategories within each mode.  Baldry and Thibault (2006) suggest ways in 

which transcription methods can be adapted to highlight different meaning-making 

functions in a particular text.  For example, to focus on the significance of gesture in a 

commercial, a column is added that focuses only on movement/or gesture (which could 

be subsumed in other transcriptions as kinesthetic).  Other transcription 

instruments/tables focus on camera angle (that was included in Thibault’s original 

transcription model) or gaze or pose.    In the case of Bateman and Schmidt’s (2012) 

transcription of the film, Bourne Identity, the authors use the following categories: 

camera, shot, image/track, and dialogue/soundtrack (p. 8).  In the analysis of each text in 

this study I adapted this basic transcription model to focus on different multimodal 

features that were more salient.  In each text, gesture was important as a way to punctuate 

and draw attention but also as a symbol of larger discourse (e.g., rebellion or female 

empowerment). 

Higher level analysis.  Different multimodal transcription approaches use a 

variety of terminology and transcription tools to facilitate interpretation of the combined 

modes at the higher level.  In Thibault’s model an additional column titled 
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“metafunctional interpretation” is added to the columns labeled as visual, linguistic, 

soundtrack modes in order to describe of the combined modes. Baldry and Thibault use 

the term “macrophase” for this level of analysis while Mubenga’s (2009) model adopts a 

multimodal pragmatic analysis in his study of film subtitles refers to this macro-level of 

analysis as “Speech-Text-Image Relation” (leaving out reference to the soundtrack) The 

“metafunctional” or macrophase level of interpretation focuses attention on particular 

ways in which different modes are co-deployed or configured.  This level of analysis also 

accounts for modal changes over time, and helps to identify which modes are more 

salient during different phases, for example a visual montage of urban street scenes with 

the non-diegetic soundtrack in the background which transitions to a scene where the 

diegetic soundtrack and dialogue become prominent.  These scenes reflect two ways that 

film employs multimodal configurations: through the “distribution of modes as a 

structure” and “its change in the course of the sequence, that is the temporal unfolding of 

that structure or distribution” (Rheindorf, 2004, p. 147).  

O’Halloran et al (2011) conceptualizes the different levels of analysis in terms of 

denotative processes (focusing on surface level, literal message) as well as connotative 

processes that “conceptualize much wider socio-cultural ideas and values, where the 

represented participants ‘stand for’ or ‘are signs’ of something else (van Leeuwen, 2001, 

p. 96)” (p. 117).  The O’Halloran study also draws on Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2001) 

concept of “provenance,” derived from Barthes’s concepts of myth, to describe how the 

“meaning potential of cultural myths and stereotypes . . . can signify whole discourses 

together with the (positive and negative) values and ideas attached to them” (p. 117).  

O’Halloran et al (2011) point out that “there are a variety of connotative readings 
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possible in a text” which are “’determined by the codes the interpreter has access to’” (p. 

117, citing Chandler, 2007, p. 139).  Therefore, the audience’s background knowledge is 

a factor in determining the relative transparency of connotative readings of iconographic 

symbols in the film (p. 118).   

Advantages and disadvantages of the multimodal transcription 

While transcription tools facilitate the multimodal analysis of various texts, one of 

the disadvantages of page-based templates and frameworks such as those described above 

for a multimodal approach to film, as Rheindorf (2004), Mubenga (2009) and others 

point out, is that it is very time consuming and has other limitations in that “the onus will 

always be on the analyst to conceptualize semiotic processes for the reader” (O’Halloran 

et al, 2011, p. 113). Also, since previous frame-based transcription methods of analysis 

such as that of Thibault (2000), were developed for short videos such as TV commercials, 

they “tend to be unwieldy and all but impossible to implement with an entire feature 

film” (Rheindorf, 2004, p. 141).    Rheindorf opts for alternative methods (peak-and-

trough graph) which maps various modes onto graphs. He suggests that “what is needed 

instead are more systematic ways of accounting for the deployment and unfolding of 

semiotic resources in the filmic medium” (p 142).  In an attempt to provide an alternative 

to the frame-by-frame analysis, Rheindorf uses graphs to show modal changes over time 

and a map or grid designed to provide an overview or an idealized picture of the various 

modes associated with film that may help one to get one’s bearings (p. 143).  This 

approach is designed to facilitate an intermediate level analysis to help conceptualize the 

relationship of frame/shot and scene level description to identify areas in which modes 

overlap.   
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The use of computer software tools (concordance and interactive) has been 

adopted by O’Halloran et al., and others (Thibault, 2000) to facilitate multimodal 

transcription and analysis.  Such methods  address the challenges of capturing the 

dynamic interaction of various semiotic modalities in film and similar texts, which would 

avoid much of the time required to view the film over and over to describe the various 

modes; however, they pose other challenges, e.g., such programs can be expensive and 

require training to be utilized effectively.  

Present study: Multilingual/Multimodal Analysis of Film, Music Video, and TV Ad  

For the purposes of this study, the transcription method I adopted for each text has 

much in common with Thibault’s method, in which the film was viewed multiple times 

and screen shots were taken of recurring images and inserted in the table with annotation 

using Microsoft Word.  However, I adopt the framework outlined by O’Halloran et al 

(2011) which connects micro-level description and analysis with macro-level 

interpretation in order to capture how multimodal design and intertextual references 

contribute to various ideological interpretations.   

In addition I analyze language use mostly from a macro-sociolinguistic 

perspective drawing on the research described above by Kelly-Holmes (2005), Hill 

(1993, 1995a, 1998) and others.  I describe the use of language (CS) and other modalities 

and describe how they are juxtaposed to achieve a particular purpose.  I bring in 

multilingual and multimodal perspectives and cite previous research relevant to analysis 

of these texts from these perspectives and research and data that are directly related to 

genre-specific aspects of the texts. In addition I analyze the intertextual references 

contained in each text taking into account both intra- and inter-genre references.     
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Description of Texts  

The texts I study share common features when analyzed from a multimodal 

perspective:  they are all “dynamic audio-visual texts” (O’Halloran et al., 2011).  They all 

are recent popular culture texts that include the use of Spanish to some degree as well as 

English and, in the case of the music videos, Japanese.  In addition, all of the texts have a 

presence online in various forms.  They also share in common the need to consider reader 

perspective, writer perspective, as well as the publisher or sponsor in terms of questions 

of intelligibility and authenticity.  Below is a brief description of each text that was 

analyzed with an explanation of why each was chosen for this study.   

Bilingual Spanish-English film, From Prada to Nada (Chapter II).This chapter 

examines the use of CS, soundtrack, and visual symbols to convey a narrative about 

cultural identity in the bilingual film, From Prada to Nada, which is described by IMDb 

as “A Latina spin on Jane Austen's ‘Sense and Sensibility,’ where two spoiled sisters who 

have been left penniless after their father's sudden death are forced to move in with their 

estranged aunt in East Los Angeles.”  This film was selected because it offers an 

opportunity to examine how the use of CS together with other semiotic codes in the film 

change throughout the course of the film to index changing identities and ideologies. In 

my analysis of From Prada to Nada I conduct a multilingual/multimodal analysis, 

drawing on research on CS and Mock Spanish (Hill, 1995a, 1998) and O’Halloran et al.’s 

(2011) MCDA model, which uses analytical tools from film studies (Corrigan, 2010; 

Bordwell & Thompson, 2013). I show how multilingualism in multiple modalities can be 

analyzed dynamically, as the film progresses, by observing the ways in which semiotic 

codes such as language, dress, gestures, music, change during the course of film, for 
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example how the background music changes as it is triggered by the appearance of 

different characters
6
 and how the attitude of one character toward Spanish changes by the 

end of film.  I conduct a micro-level analysis of several scenes in order to identify the 

components of a scene that contribute to its overall effect (or multimodal ensemble as 

Kress, 2010, terms it).  The analysis of the film is informed by studies of film aesthetic 

(Vidal, 2012) and genre studies of Chicano cinema which reveal the role of barrio 

authenticity and ways in which Prada is an example of Third Wave Chicano film (Berg, 

2002). 

Music videos of Mona AKA Sad Girl (Chapter III).  Chapter three focuses on 

four music videos by Mona AKA Sad Girl, a Japanese rapper whose songs are 

multilingual (Japanese, English, Spanish) and sung in Chicano rap style. This Japanese 

singer has adopted not only the musical style of Chicano rappers but also the language, 

dress, make-up, and hairstyles typical of “Cholas” a subgroup of Chicanas often 

associated with Latina girl gangs, as well as Chicano cultural icons visible in the 

landscape.  This case is a good example of the global phenomenon of recontextualization 

of cultural symbols and expressions described by Blommaert (2012).  In this chapter I 

draw on the work of Rampton (2005) on language crossing and Ibrahim (1999) and 

recent research on the globalization of hip hop and popular culture to analyze a 

multilingual music video of a Japanese rap artist who blends languages and cultural 

symbols in the video to convey both a localized and global identity. 

                                                   

6
 See Taylor (who draws from Thibault & Baldry, 2006) for discussion of how transcription 

method is able to capture changes over time through frame analysis. 
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I provide a detailed multilingual multimodal analysis of the four videos, taking 

into account the language use, music, meaning of the lyrics, and images of the videos to 

determine the extent to which they are similar or different, thus determining ways in 

which hip hop is recontextualized from the local to the global and back to the local.  The 

phenomenon of music videos by a Japanese rapper/singer from Kyoto, Japan, has caught 

the attention of many around the world, in particular Latinos in the U.S.  The music 

videos by this artist were selected because of the multilingual and highly semiotic nature 

of the videos and because they provide a good example of both language and culture 

crossing as described by Rampton (2005). Mona AKA Sad Girl’s videos are a prime 

example of the spread of hip hop as a global phenomenon of recontextualization of 

cultural symbols and expressions at the local level described by Blommaert (2012).   

By adopting a Chicano rap style which combines English and Spanish, or caló 

(McFarland, 2008), and recontextualizing it by adding Japanese, resulting in a trilingual 

mixing and bringing it into global circulation and re-localizing it, these “reglobalized” 

YouTube videos become “densely multimodal messages [which] defy our common 

understanding of communication as dominated by language” (Blommaert, 2012, p. 5; see 

also Blommaert, 2010)
7
.   

  By conducting a detailed multimodal analysis of the videos using MCDA, it is 

possible to compare the language use, music, meaning of the lyrics, and images of the 

                                                   

7
 Rap videos, like TV ads such as Taco Bell’s,  have been “circulated” (to use Blommaert & 

Rampton’s term) over time and space through YouTube – means that the text as spectacle becomes 

recontextualized as mobility of texts affects way they are interpreted as they become embedded in new 

contexts (Blommaert & Rampton, 2012, p. 18-19;).   
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videos with those of other hip hop/rap artists in the U.S., especially Chicano rappers 

(McFarland, 2008) and elsewhere, to determine the extent to which they are similar or 

different, thus determining ways in which hip hop is recontextualized from the local to 

the global back to the local.
8
  In my analysis I draw from studies on lowriders by Tatum 

(2011) and Sandoval (2003a, 2003b), who discuss lowrider culture in Japan and 

elsewhere, and other cultural influences evident in the videos such as Luis Valdez’ play 

Zoot Suit on clothing styles and iconic images of Mexican culture such as that of La 

Virgin de Guadalupe, Frida Kahlo and Aztec dancers which appear in the videos. In 

addition I consider research by Mendoza-Denton whose study, titled Homegirls (2008), 

on Latina gang affiliation, as well as Hill’s (1998) work on Mock Spanish and “styling 

the other” for further insights into this phenomenon.  Mendoza-Denton’s examination of 

the role of language, music, graffiti, clothing, and make-up as symbolic markers of gang 

identity from a linguistic anthropology perspective highlights the importance of 

examining hip hop as a genre from both a multimodal and interdisciplinary perspective. 

Taco Bell commercial (Chapter IV).   The recent (2013) advertising campaign 

by Taco Bell with the slogan “Live Más” features television commercials with songs 

translated into Spanish in the background with scenes that are incongruent leading to 

comedic effect.  In this chapter I analyze the “Viva Young/We Are Young” commercial 

for tacos from the Live Más campaign (which includes Grande Papi/Big Daddy ad for 

burritos, and Hola/Hello ad for Cool Ranch Doritos Loco Taco, all of which feature in the 
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background a popular song that has been translated into Spanish). I chose this ad because 

they are getting a lot of buzz, they were featured during the Superbowl 2013 and they 

represent a trend in advertising in the U.S. to use multiple languages (Luna & Perocchio, 

2005; Kelly-Holmes, 2005).  I describe and analyze the TV ads systematically using  

O’Halloran et al.’s  (2011) model that facilitates an examination of the use of music 

juxtaposed with other semiotic codes to convey a persuasive message – all relating to 

slogan/campaign, Live Más.  I consider how the ads draw on various popular discourses 

in American culture and how the goal of the recent strategy seems to be to create a 

counter message that is unexpected and surprising or shocking (e.g., old people acting 

like young people with Spanish version of popular song “We are young” by the group, 

.fun – plays on society’s obsession with youth). 

In my analysis of the ads I consider the use of Spanish in previous and current ad 

campaigns as well as issues of authenticity, quantity of CS, and other relevant issues that 

emerge from a multimodal perspective.  For example, a previous ad by Taco Bell 

featured a Spanish-speaking Chihuahua dog saying “Yo quiero Taco Bell” which has 

been cited by Jane Hill (1999) as an example of Mock Spanish and “styling the other” (p. 

546). An analysis of the Live Más ad campaign from a multilingual multimodal, 

perspective lends insight into the issue of commodification (of language and culture) and 

stereotyping in advertising. I also examine comments on the ads on YouTube and online 

articles about the ads that contribute to an assessment of stereotypes. In addition, my 

analysis of the Taco Bell ads includes interviews with creators of the ads published in 

online articles which describe their strategies in creating the ads what their thinking was 
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(e.g., Ellsworth, 2013
9
) as well as reviews of the ad from the industry and media (e.g., 

Unterberger, 2013). 

Several other articles and comments on internet articles and YouTube refer to 

other popular culture artifacts the Taco Bell ad creators may have borrowed from (e.g., 

various bloggers and commenters cited three other music videos that were similar to the 

Viva Young commercial claiming that they “ripped them off” and that the ad is not 

original).  The question of the original ideas contributing to the ad represents a larger 

issue of originality, authenticity and commodification, which appears in the research on 

all three of the text types I analyze.    

An examination of these ads from a social semiotic multimodal perspective 

invites analysis of how various images, sounds, and language use form an ensemble 

which draws attention not only to the product – Tacos, Doritos Tacos, but also the slogan, 

Live Más and the philosophy behind it.  The ads also invite reflection on the role of 

popular music and popular culture in popular consciousness as well as the role of 

multilingualism, and how these ads contribute to or serve as counter-discursive messages 

to dominant social discourses.   

 

                                                   

9 For example, in a post on the advertising firm’s blog the creators talk about the challenge of 

“capturing the dual nature of the ad Live Mas”  -- 

“The tagline is half-English, half-Spanish and Taco Bell represents this kind of American version 

of Mexican food so we wanted to celebrate that,” says Gordy, a senior art director. He and his partner 

Brian, a senior copywriter, decided to translate popular songs into a Spanish near-equivalent version. And 

we mean near-equivalent. They used Google Translate, notorious for its garbled translations, because they 

wanted Spanish listeners to notice something was different”  (Ellsworth, 2013) 
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Overall analysis   

In each chapter I address the issue of reception, which has been identified as a 

significant gap in multimodal studies (Forceville, 2007b; Gibbons, 2012 and others), 

particularly because the meaning of popular culture texts relies on knowledge of other 

texts.  Each text illustrates the use of intra-genre (within genre) and inter-genre (cross-

genre) intertextual references which index ideological and identity issues.  I also examine 

the mediatized texts, i.e., texts beyond the text, such as articles and blog posts about the 

texts and comments posted on these and social media sites such as Facebook, which 

allow the creation and exchange of user-generated content. In my overall analysis of the 

three genres I describe overlapping themes and address the research questions.   

The concluding chapter includes a discussion of the themes that emerged as a 

result of my analysis and the significance of these findings in relation to previous studies.  

I discuss ways in which a combined multilingual/multimodal analysis reveals the 

multilayered meaning of the text and how this study reveals insights into the role of 

intertextuality and semiotic metaphor in the blurring and crossing of genre, linguistic, 

ethnic and national boundaries.  I consider the significance of the study for including re-

mediatized texts as part of the research design in order to understand not only new ways 

in which the media and popular culture seek to influence people but also new ways in 

which people also influence media.  This study confirms findings from other studies 

which characterize viewers of TV ads and other popular culture texts as sophisticated 

consumers of the media and as active participants in the deconstruction of popular culture 

texts.  I discuss briefly future directions for research including the application of this 
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combined model to other popular culture texts and pedagogical implications for 

developing students’ semiotic awareness and symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2008).  
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CHAPTER II  

CODE-SWITCHING AND MULTIMODALITY: IDENTITY AND STEREOTYPES IN 

THE CHICANO FILM, FROM PRADA TO NADA   

Recently, there has been a growing trend toward examining multilingual films 

from a multimodal perspective which coincides with advances in technology which 

facilitate this research.  Previous research studies have examined film from either a 

multilingual (e.g., Bleichenbacher, 2008) or multimodal perspective (e.g., Bateman & 

Schmidt, 2012), but rarely both.  Androutsopoulos (2012) argues that more studies are 

needed that combine a sociolinguistic analysis of multilingualism in film with a 

multimodal approach to fully understand the ways in which language, visual image, and 

soundtrack work together in an integrated way.  However, to date little research has been 

done in film that systematically considers the co-deployment of multilingualism with 

other modes.  One of the aims of this chapter is to contribute this missing dimension to 

the existing body of literature on multilingualism in film by building on existing research 

in this and related fields.   

Films that represent linguistic and cultural diversity focus on themes about 

(im)migrants, border crossing/encounters, and issues of cultural assimilation, identity, 

and resistance are of special interest for sociolinguistic and multimodal analysis.  In this 

chapter I examine the film, From Prada to Nada (2011) from the combined perspective 

of multilingualism, multimodal critical discourse analysis and genre.  This bilingual film 

is described on film websites as a “dramatic romantic-comedy” and a Latina “adaptation 

spin” on Jane Austen's Sense and Sensibility. The film (which was produced by the first 

Latino film production company and directed by a Latino with Latino actors playing all 
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the Latino parts) also belongs to the Chicano film genre, in which code-switching (CS) is 

a common feature, as evident in the title itself, which is symbolic of the role that 

bilingualism plays in the film. Thus the film can be said to belong to several film genres 

reflecting both the fluidity of genres and the blurring of genre boundaries (Chandler, 

2014) and the filmmakers’ goal of appealing to diverse audiences.   

As a mixed genre film (romantic comedy, film adaptation, and Chicano film) the 

film can also be identified as part of the Third Wave of Chicano cinema as described by 

Berg (2002). One of the main distinguishing characteristics of Third Wave Chicano films, 

in contrast to the First and Third Wave in which the political message was part of the 

main plot, is that the political message is embedded within the genre formula, as part of 

the subplot or part of the cultural iconography, thus leading to a multi-layered message.   

The purpose of the study is to examine how language use combined with visual 

and auditory modes contributes to the film’s underlying ideological message with a 

particular focus on the film’s position vis-à-vis stereotypical portrayals of Latinos in film. 

The study examines ways in which filmmakers employ these multilingual and 

multimodal features to index the changing identities and ideologies of its main characters 

and to examine the extent to which the film challenges or reinforces stereotypes of 

Latinos.   It also considers the reception of the film and the role that translation and re-

mediatized texts play in the intelligibility and accessibility of the film.  This takes into 

account the role of viewers’ background knowledge in determining the degree to which 

they are able to understand the linguistic, cultural, and historical, and political nuances of 

the film.   
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Therefore, this study takes into account the influence of genre on audience 

reception; in particular it views the film from the perspective of immigrant and Chicano 

film genre rather than only from the point of view of romantic comedy genre or Austen 

film adaptation.  In response to the charges that the film relies on superficial stereotypes 

and clichés, this study demonstrates that the film presents stereotypes from a problematic 

and historic perspective in order to transform them to convey the message that “things are 

not as they seem.”  In this study I focus on questions raised about the degree to which the 

film relies on stereotypes, which is a key issue in Latino cinema studies and media 

studies in general.  

Research Questions 

The following questions have guided this study: 1) What underlying discourses 

and ideologies related to identity and language (such as assimilationist and monolingual 

ideologies) are revealed through a combined multilingual/MCDA approach to analyzing 

the film? 2) To what extent does the multilingual/multimodal design of the film (i.e., the 

language use, visual imagery and soundtrack) reproduce or challenge dominant 

discourses and stereotypes about Latinos or immigrants (e.g., Latin lover, gang members, 

all barrios are dangerous places, all Latinos speak Spanish, all immigrants from Mexico 

are poor and illegal, all gringos are rich, greedy, and evil);  3) What insights does genre 

analysis add to the analysis?; 4) How do re-mediatized texts (texts beyond the film that 

comment on the film) affect the interpretation of the film and contribute to the film’s 

authenticity, intelligibility and accessibility? 

In order to address these questions, this study adopts a broad analytical 

framework that draws on three main bodies of literature: multilingualism in film, 
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multimodal critical discourse analysis studies, and studies of film genre, in particular 

Chicano cinema. The analysis situates the film within discourses on stereotypes of 

Latinos in film and the media which have been a key focus of research on Chicano 

cinema studies.  From a genre perspective, the following underlying questions are also 

considered: Are the various modes in the film (CS, etc.) designed to contribute to the 

Latino film genre?  If so, (if the film is assumed to be a Chicano film for a 

Chicano/Latino audience,) how do various modes combine to realize a generic (genre) 

structure? What background (schematic) knowledge is necessary to understand the 

intertextual references in the film (i.e., knowledge of Spanish, Mexican/Latino culture, 

film history)? 

The analysis focuses on representations of multilingualism and the role that visual 

and auditory modes play in the overall multimodal design of the film and their 

ideological implications. I am especially interested in the extent to which the use of 

Spanish and CS in English and Spanish (and to a lesser extent non-standard dialects) 

reflect sociolinguistic realities and language ideologies.   I also look at how language, 

iconic imagery, e.g., tattoos, clothing, and murals, soundtrack and intertextual references 

are used to convey legitimacy and create authentic barrio aesthetic, and convey the 

ideological message of the film. In the following review of the literature I examine 

research that has contributed to the analytical approach adopted in this study which draws 

from theoretical frameworks and conceptual tools from sociolinguistics, social semiotics, 

multimodal studies, critical discourse analysis, and film studies among other areas.  
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Literature Review  

While multiple languages have appeared in feature-length films in Hollywood and 

Europe nearly since the time that films were first made, recently there has been an 

increase in the numbers of films in which the characters code switch or mix codes (e.g., 

English-Hindi films from India such as Slumdog Millionaire and Namesake, Turkish-

German films such as Auf der anderen Seite (translated as either “On the Other Side or 

On the Edge of Heaven”), and Spanish-English films based on the U.S. Latino experience 

such as Spanglish).  Various aspects of multilingualism in film have been studied from a 

sociolinguistic, film studies (genre analysis), cultural studies, critical discourse, literary 

theory, and postcolonial studies and a combination of all of these approaches.  

Recently, however, several trends in research and teaching suggest that an 

approach to film which combines multilingual and multimodal analytical frameworks can 

lend greater insights into the film. Androutsopoulos (2012) and Stamou (2014) argue that 

more studies are needed that adopt an integrated approach combining a sociolinguistic 

with other approaches that focus on the multimodal meaning-making of film to fully 

understand the ways in which language, visual image, and soundtrack work together to 

make meaning. Several studies have begun to explore how language use intersects with 

or combines with other modes. This reflects recent trends that call for embedding studies 

of multilingualism within a multimodal framework that takes a critical perspective. There 

has been a growing call to examine how not only language but also other modes 

contribute to stereotypes in popular discourse (Djonov & Zhao, 2013; van Leeuwen, 

2013, 2014) from the perspective of both multimodality and genre (Stamou, 2014; 

Androutsopoulos, 2012).  Below I discuss previous research which contributes to this 
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combined perspective starting with a discussion of insights gained from research on 

multilingualism in film followed by a discussion of research on film from a multimodal 

and genre perspective, in particular as it relates to Chicano Film Genre.  

Studies of Multilingual Language Use in Film  

In this section I will discuss research that looks at CS and multilingualism from 

various sociolinguistic and stylistic perspectives, in particular studies of CS in film and 

literature that view language choice and CS as a strategy for conveying authenticity and 

identity, solidarity or exclusion (social distance), and as a counter-discursive strategy.  

Many studies underscore the ideological significance of CS by revealing power relations 

and either reinforcing or contributing to stereotypes.  Most of these studies draw on 

research on language ideology (e.g., Mock Spanish and linguicism, language status) to 

inform film analysis.  Of most interest in this study are those studies that view 

multilingualism in film from a critical and interdisciplinary perspective, especially 

sociolinguistics, CDA, postcolonial, multimodal, and genre perspectives. 

A multilingual perspective is receiving increasing attention in studies of 

“polyglot” cinema in Europe from a transdisciplinary approach
10

 that emphasizes 

“plurilingual migrant narratives” in film (Wahl, 2008; Berger and Komori, 2010; 

Gramling, 2010).  As these studies suggest, multilingual analysis is especially relevant 

for films which portray the crossing of not only national borders but also linguistic and 

ethnic borders (Gramling, 2010). These studies form part of a growing body of research 

that address theories of translation from the perspective of cultural studies, especially 

                                                   

10
 “Polyglot film” (coined by Chris Wahl, according to Gramling, 2010) and “transdisciplinary” 

are the preferred terms in Europe for what is more commonly referred to in U.S. as multilingual films and 

interdisciplinary approach. 
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transnationalism, and post-colonialism and, to varying degrees, sociolinguistics.  

Gramling’s (2010) study, for example, examining the 15-year body of work of the 

German director, Fatih Akin, addresses “questions of national identity, cultural heritage, 

assimilation, and migration in a Turkish-German context”-- contrasting the use of CS in 

early films which served mainly as comic relief with later films.  Gramling points out that 

multilingual language use has been used in several German films primarily as a device 

for “marking, authenticating and ornamenting a milieu as ‘immigrant space’” (p. 361).  

His diachronic analysis of how language use changes as a film progresses illustrates the 

role code choice plays in furthering the narrative of the film and shows evidence of the 

convergence of multilingualism and multimodality (e.g., how English as a “hypercentral” 

language becomes more prominent as the film progresses, evident in language use on 

clothing at a pivotal moment in the film).  Gramling (2010) highlights language status as 

another factor that serves to index ideological and identity positioning and notes for 

example, how characters in the film, Auf der anderen Seite, “take up subversive, 

pragmatic stances” (p. 369) through their choice of language and their refusal to use the 

language of their interlocutor.   

Studies of multilingualism in film confirm findings from studies of CS in other 

scripted texts regarding the symbolic, metaphoric and discourse functions of CS in 

fictional or scripted texts.  For example, a study by Lösch (2007) on Monsoon Wedding 

highlights the role of CS in terms of establishing social distance.   Similiarly, Barnes 

(2012) examines instances of CS as a marker of insider and outsider identity distinctions 

in her study of three film genres: war films, intercultural films, and science fiction and 

fantasy films from all over the world.  Many studies  note the limitations of 
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sociolinguistic models alone to explain the role of CS (in particular Myers-Scotton’s 

1993 Markedness Model, which is commonly applied in studies of CS for film and 

literature); Barnes (2012) calls for “more complex interdisciplinary theoretical 

framework, drawing from identity studies as well as literary and film studies” (p. 258).  

Other studies adopt a critical discourse analysis (CDA) approach to analyze the 

use of  CS in film, such as Mukenge’s (2012) study which combines CDA with 

sociolinguistic theories of CS and politeness theory to analyze CS in the film Yellow 

Card about HIV/AIDS in Zimbabwe. The study describes how different types of CS, i.e., 

switches between formal and informal English, English and Shona, and from “plain” 

language to complex speech including metaphor, idioms, and euphemisms, serve 

different purposes in the film: for linguistic avoidance (to avoid taboo words related to 

sex and sexuality and subvert societal prohibitions of speaking of sex in the public 

domain), to establish rapport or to exclude individuals or groups, and as a way to use 

humor to address a serious issue (Mukenge, 2012, p. 587). 

Another body of research adopts a postcolonial perspective to reveal how CS is 

used as a counter-discursive strategy to either subvert or reinforce power relations 

between the colonizers and colonized (Ashcroft et al., 2002; Zabus, 2007; Barber, 1995).  

Zabus (2007) describes how the use of Wolof in Sembéne Ousmane’s film, Xala, which 

takes place at the time of Senegal’s independence, allows the filmmakers to get closer to 

their bilingual audience while challenging the dominance of the former colonial French 
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language in literature and film in Senegal (pp. 185-187).
11

 In another study of the same 

film by McLaughlin (2008), the author concludes that the code choice in this historic 

context foregrounds a dialectic “where instead of solidarity . . . code-use highlights a 

sinister disconnect between the common people of postcolonial Senegal and its new 

native leaders” (p. 124). Similarly, Kwon’s (2012) study of the recently discovered 

wartime film, Spring in the Korean Peninsula, made in Korea in 1941 during the 

Japanese occupation, argues that the presence of CS in the film is symbolic of a process 

of erasure of the Korean language and culture.  In the case of both Xala and Springtime, 

the use of CS serves to index the cultural, linguistic, and political tensions occurring in 

(post)colonial contexts. 

CS and language ideology.  Androutsopoulos attributes the influence of recent 

promising research on sociolinguistics in film to the “pioneering research by Jane Hill 

(1995) and Rosina Lippi-Green (1997) whose studies of the representation of Mock 

Spanish and African-American Vernacular English have not only demonstrated the 

relevance of popular entertainment media to the reproduction of linguistic discrimination, 

but also established conceptual and methodological pathways for their study” 

(Androutsopoulos, 2012, p. 142).  Androutsopoulos argues for deeper analysis of 

sociolinguistic variation represented in film that goes beyond simply describing how and 

whether this variation reflects the range of real life language use, and asks instead “what 

film actually does with the sociolinguistic contrasts it represents” (p. 142).   

                                                   

11
 The use of indigenous language in literature and film is also a dominant theme in studies of 

African literature.  In Ngugi’s (1986) Decolonizing the Mind, he argues that writing literature in indigenous 

language rather than the former colonial language is a way for the writer to get closer to his/her intended 

audience with translation serving to broaden the audience. 
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Among the key studies that examine language ideology in U.S. films is 

Bleichenbacher’s (2008) interdisciplinary study of 28 Hollywood films of diverse genres.  

He combines content analysis, descriptive linguistics, and CS analysis that connect 

sociolinguistic studies of language choice to research practices in film and media studies. 

This model facilitates analysis of language repertoire with character and scene to 

highlight instances of Mock Spanish (Hill, 1993, 1999) and linguicism (Phillipson, 1992).  

Multilingualism in Chicano films and literature.   The previous overview of 

studies of multilingualism in film suggests that, similar to multilingualism in literature 

(Sebba, 2012, Mahootian, 2012), CS in film serves to index identity issues and 

ideological stances which reveal power relationships and social distance when it is used 

to either subvert or impose societal norms.  It thus shows that CS and non-standard or 

non-dominant language are often used by film directors and scriptwriters as a counter-

discursive strategy.  However, as Mahootian points out, the representation of CS in 

literature and various other written texts not only highlights inequalities between 

languages, but when portrayed side by side (through translation, italics, translation) CS 

may also attribute equal value and legitimacy to both (2012, p. 203).   

Studies on Chicano cinema identify CS and Spanish as a key characteristic of 

Chicano film (Keller, 1994) and as an index of a film’s position vis-à-vis assimilationist 

vs. multicultural ideology.   The research on multilingualism in film reveals the many 

functions that CS and language choice may serve in film, which often depends on the 

ideological stance of the film and the film genre.  As seen in instances of Mock Spanish 

and linguicism, multilingual use in film can have the effect of further marginalizing and 

stigmatizing certain groups (by reproducing negative attitudes toward non-dominant 
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languages and dialects) as research by Bleichenbacher shows.  However, in other films it 

can also be seen as legitimizing the use of less prestigious languages and as having a 

normalizing effect, as seen in Chicano films.  From a postcolonial or critical discourse 

perspective, the use of Spanish-English CS and related linguistic style choices can thus be 

seen as a symbol of identity, resistance to the suppression of language dominance, and a 

critique of dominant ideologies often through satire or parody. 

As discussed below in the section on Chicano film genre, studies of 

characteristics common to Chicano films have identified the use of Spanish and CS as a 

key requirement for an accurate portrayal of Chicano reality (Noriega, 1992; Berg, 1993; 

Keller, 1994).  Other studies have highlighted the close relationship of Spanish and 

Spanish-English CS in indexing a Chicano or Latino identity and/or a cultural hybrid 

identity in sociolinguistic studies as well as studies of Chicano/Latino literary works 

(Toribio, 2002; Montes-Alcalá, 2000; Zentella, 1997; Lopez-Calvo, 2011; Anzaldúa, 

1987/2012; Martinez, 2006; Fuller, 2013). However, debates exist about whether Spanish 

should be considered a criterion for an authentic portrayal of Latino or Chicano culture, 

in particular since many Chicanos speak little or no Spanish.  “Spanish speakers (Latinos) 

are caught in a dilemma ‘To appear to be good Americans, they feel pressured to shift to 

English as quickly as possible,’ but it comes at the cost of their mother tongue and their 

Hispanic cultural and ethnic identity” (Bourhis & Marshall, 1999, p. 250, 251, cited in 

Mahootian, 2012, p. 194).  This dilemma is related to the theme of assimilation that is 

frequently portrayed in Chicano films from a problematic perspective (e.g., Medina, 

2015, on La Bamba and Alonzo, 2009, on Born in East L.A.; in both films, the main 
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character’s inability to speak Spanish problematizes the issue of identity and 

assimilation).   

Despite the fact that CS has been identified as a key feature of Chicano/Latino 

films, there is a scarcity of studies that have analyzed the use of CS and Spanish in 

Chicano films. On the other hand, an increasing number of studies have examined CS in 

Chicano/Latino literature (e.g., Rudin, 1996; Callahan, 2004; Torres, 2007; Mahootian, 

2012).  Findings from these studies are relevant for CS in film; for example, the use of 

CS in literary and other fictional texts serves to legitimize the often stigmatized practice 

of mixing codes in vernacular speech of border and bilingual/bicultural communities 

(Callahan, 2004; Torres, 2007).  In addition, these studies reveal that the use of CS in 

fictional texts is rarely neutral.  In literature as in film, the use of CS and Spanish can be 

seen as an “artistic choice with political ramifications” (Torres, 2007, p. 76; Keller, 1994; 

Lipski, 1985).  CS may serve both to reinforce a monolingual ideology or act as a symbol 

of defiance and unity marking the bilingual community as the insider and the 

monolingual community as the outsider (e.g., Mahootian, 2012, p. 208, study of Luis 

Valdez’ play Zoot Suit).  Another common theme in studies of CS in film and literature is 

the issue of translation.  In literature and film scholars note that the use of italics, glossing 

words, and subtitles in a different language reflects the stance of author and filmmaker 

toward the reader or viewer; not translating foreign words can be seen as a political act, 
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“because glossing gives the translated word and the receptor language more prestige” 

(Torres, 2007, p. 82).
12

  

The foregoing discussion on multilingualism in film reflects one of three main 

perspectives that this research in this area has covered: the use of multilingualism as a 

narrative and aesthetic element of a film, including cultural identity and ideological 

issues.  As the studies below highlight, one area of research that has not been fully 

explored is how multilingual language use interacts with visual and auditory modes in 

film.     

Need for Multimodal Approach 

Several studies have pointed out that an analysis of film which focuses 

exclusively on language use without considering how it interacts with other semiotic 

codes in the film is limited (e.g., Androutsopoulos, 2012; Stamou, 2014).  However, as 

pointed out by Androutsopoulos, few models exist for combining multilingual and 

multimodal approaches to analyzing film and other audio-visual texts.    

While valuable in contributing to a realistic depiction of bilingual and 

multilingual communities, studies that focus only on multilingual use may miss how CS 

and language use intersect or combine with other multimodal features to contribute to a 

particular film aesthetic and index the ideological significance of CS, e.g., power 

relations and complex identity issues, or contribute to “repertoire, character, or scene” or 

plot. In his extensive review of studies on representations of sociolinguistic style in TV 

                                                   

12
 The use of unitalicized and untranslated Spanish by writer Junot Diaz is typically cited in this 

instance.    
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and film fictional discourse, Stamou’s (2014) study also considered the extent to which 

these studies examined the multimodal aspects in their analysis.   

The  review of the literature on multilingualism in film above confirms 

conclusions drawn by other studies (Stamou, 2014; Bell & Gibson, 2011; Coupland, 

2010; and Androutsopoulos, 2012), revealing that, despite a growing number of  studies 

that are beginning to examine multilingualism in film (and stage performances,  TV, and 

advertising) from a multimodal perspective, such studies remain limited in number.  

Stamou’s (2014) overview of sociolinguistic studies of film and television confirms 

criticisms by other scholars (e.g., Bell and Gibson, 2011; Coupland, 2010) that 

sociolinguistic studies of film and television “neglect major indexical features of identity 

which are deployed at various levels of semiotic organization and which interplay with 

language, such as visuals (e.g. appearance, setting, bodily movements) and music” (p. 

127).   Stamou points out the number of studies that integrate linguistic and non-linguistic 

analysis are especially rare in the case of film.  Out of the 60 studies focusing on fictional 

discourse in film, TV series, and TV commercials, only 18 addressed some multimodal 

aspects of fictional discourse (mostly visual and/or auditory), of which only four 

addressed film.  He cites as one of the exceptions a study on a British war film by 

Marriott (1997) that, “showed how iconography (e.g. house, dress, dinner habits), besides 

language, contributes to the separation in the filmic text among the working class, the 

lower-middle class and the upper-middle class.” 

Androutsopoulos (2012) also includes a multimodal analysis in his study of a 

Turkish-German film to describe a comedic scene in which a young couple in the film 

dress traditionally (in an exaggerated way) to convince the parents that the man the 
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daughter is going to marry is a traditional Turkish man.  He uses this example suggest the 

affordances of a combined approach and to call for more development of not only 

multimodal but also genre analysis in the sociolinguistic studies of film, noting how the 

comedy genre “both constrains and facilitates particular representations of sociolinguistic 

difference, including the film’s playful endorsement of clichés and its emphasis on verbal 

performance and linguistic humour, to which multilingualism and code-switching no 

doubt contribute” (Androutsopoulos, 2012, p. 323).  Research studies of Chicano film 

genre discussed below confirm this point.   

Based on his close examination of the studies, Stamou (2014) observes that 

multimodality “has not only been considered quite limitedly but also largely 

unsystematically in the relevant research” (p. 127). Stamou’s review also points to the 

absence of “concrete methodological tools” with which “to account for the non-linguistic 

signs of fictional texts” and notes that the “visual and/or auditory descriptions mainly 

supported micro-level scene analysis” (p. 127). Androutsopoulos, like Stamou, suggests 

that studies need to go beyond simply being “aware of the integration of visual and 

linguistic resources in cinematic meaning making” to a more systematic and thorough 

multimodal analysis.  Androutsopouos states “it is fair to say we are still far from an 

integrated sociolinguistic/multimodal approach to film” (p. 145).   

 As the multimodal studies below show, there is a gap between the sociolinguistic 

studies described here, which conduct limited multimodal analysis, and in-depth 

multimodal studies of film and television, in part due to the choice of texts to be 

analyzed, i.e., most multimodal studies tend to exclude multilingual films. Bateman and 

Schmidt (2011) point out in their study on the multimodal analysis of film that there are 
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several advantages that a detailed micro-level analysis multimodal approach offers 

combined with or in comparison with previous approaches to film, e.g., film as a 

reflection of ideological critiques of society, literary approaches to film, and perceptual 

studies (which draws on cognitive film studies).  A systematic multimodal approach 

which offers fine-grained detail can serve to bridge these approaches and address gaps 

between the diverse levels of interpretation.  

Integrated multilingual/multimodal/genre framework.  As described in more 

detail in Chapter I, the main study that informs this analysis is O’Halloran et al’s (2011) 

Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) model based on the work of Halliday 

(1978) and Kress and van Leeuwen (2001).  O’Halloran et al’s model adopts a 

multimodal approach to the critical discourse analysis (CDA) of TV commercials and 

other “dynamic audio-visual texts.”  The analytical framework draws on film analysis 

(Bordwell & Thompson, 2013) and incorporates Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia and 

intertextuality and Barthes’ analysis of the mythic sign to reveal underlying discourses.  It 

provides a template for connecting the many layers of micro- and macro-level analysis to 

reveal “how texts reflect and enact social structures and practices” (p. 110).   

In the course of conducting my analysis of the film, genre emerged as more 

critical to the analysis than previously expected; therefore a genre approach was added to 

the research design.  Studies on the role of genre in film analysis helped to inform the 

macro-level of analysis at a connotative level, for example, by shedding light on the 

powerful symbolism of intertextual references to (previous) film history.  Upon closer 

scrutiny of the intertextual references and in comparing this film with Latino films, I 

applied a genre analysis by identifying multimodal and multilingual features which are 
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typical of Chicano films, such as the film technique of montage, which is symbolic of the 

genre and is seen in both First and Third Wave Chicano cinema as described by Noriega 

(Berg, 2002). 

Inter-semiotic layering. Multimodal studies of film and other audio-visual texts 

offers two key concepts that are relevant for this study.  In this section I address inter-

semiotic layering and in the following semiotic metaphor.  As early research on 

multimodal analysis of print texts combined with visual images (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

1996) points out, in a multimodal text one or more feature or mode is generally more 

prominent and serves a particular purpose in the multimodal ensemble.  In a multilingual 

sign for example the dominant or more prestigious language will often be in larger font.  

In a film the onset of a certain soundtrack may signal a particular change in the story or 

the appearance of a character as a foreboding, in anticipation, before it actually occurs, 

thus foregrounding the use of music as a mode in that particular scene. Drawing parallels 

with research by Levinson (1990) on “juxtapositional hybrids” (p. 31) to refer to the way 

a variety of modes combine in artwork, Bateman and Schmidt (2012) discuss the 

particular ways that films combine semiotic modes and describe the central issue of a 

theory of multimodality as answering the question about the “ways in which semiotic 

modes can be brought together” and “what the combination achieves” (p. 91).  One 

example they offer is from their analysis of the film, Bourne Identity, which reveals how 

a multimodal analysis is used to identify scene boundaries (discussed below).  
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Similiarly, in Eckkrammer’s (2004) theorization of "inter-semiotic layering" of 

multimodal texts 
13

 (based on Hoek, 1995), she argues that “the pictorial and the verbal 

elements of a text never develop their meaning  separately but through a process of 

interaction between the semiotic layers involved, though one layer may bear more 

prominence in the meaning-making than the others” (p. 5).  She suggests the following 

four dimensions of inter-semiotic layering, which can also be applied to audio-visual 

texts: “transposition (image is turned into verbal text or vice versa), juxtaposition (visual 

and verbal elements coexist without blending), combination (visual and verbal elements 

are combined in a text), and fusion (image and verbal text fuse into a new textual form)” 

(Ventola, 2004, p. 5-6).  Applied to film, these frameworks provide tools for 

understanding the way modes are orchestrated to lend prominence (or salience) to one 

mode over another or to use these dimensions to highlight relationships within the film.  

Prominence in multimodal texts occurs both at the level of individual modes within a 

scene as well as in individual scenes; the film itself may give more prominence to one 

mode over another throughout the film to convey an underlying ideological message.  For 

example, in Rheindorf’s (2004)  multimodal study of the film, Dirty Dancing (1987), that 

draws on cultural studies, the author examines a number of crucial scenes in the film to 

show how the dance mode together with the dress code and music support the semiotic 

functions of dance. While language is often the primary mode with which class is 

constructed multimodally, Rheindorf  points out that the dance styles rather than dialect 

                                                   

13
 The multimodal texts Eckkrammer’s study is based on are a medical self-counseling texts and 

hypertexts with pictorial and verbal elements. 
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and register are markers of class (the more physical “dirty dancing” of the lower classes 

vs. the more controlled, distant dancing of the upper classes in the 1960s). 

Rheindorf points out how film is unique in the sense that it “conventionally and 

strategically employs changing multimodal configurations in order to increase the 

salience of certain scenes” (p. 147).  For example, he describes the gradual change of the 

soundtrack from diegetic to non-diegetic (as the sound becomes increasing louder) (see p. 

146) as an example of how film techniques “are central to a film’s ability of endowing 

the ordinary incidents of everyday life with symbolic meanings” (p. 146).  In this way, he 

adds, “a multimodal perspective can offer new insights into the phenomenon of salience 

as well as providing innovative ways of representing the choices made in such instances 

of meaning-making” (p. 147). 

In film the prominence of various modes such as soundtrack often changes 

systematically when different characters appear or when a particular recurring scene 

appears. Thus, soundtracks can be foregrounded and contribute in a significant way to the 

overall message, by acting as a discourse in and of itself.  As Machin (2010) points out in 

his book, Analyzing Popular Music, music becomes discourse as a result of the social, 

political, musical context in which a particular song originally emerged, which in turn 

gives to the song a particular connotation.  When the song is modified and embedded in a 

specific context, as was seen in Chapter II in the case of TV commercials, or in this case 

films, it may take on a different connotation. In the case of film, a close examination of 

changes in language or dialect—which could be in dialogue, song, or image such as a 

sign on a building, on a street, a t-shirt, a car—together with other semiotic signs and 

modes, can lead to insights about identity and ideological positioning by understanding 
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how the use of CS, visual images, and soundtrack can each separately and combined 

represent larger discourses.  

Semiotic metaphor, intertextual references and aesthetic. The concept of 

semiotic metaphor (O’Halloran, 1999, 2005, 2008; Montoro, 2010) and the related 

concept, multimodal metaphor (Forceville, 2006, 2007a) (described in more detail in 

Chapters I and V), are particularly useful in film analysis to understand how individual 

filmic components/strategies (mise-en-scène, soundtrack) and intertextual references 

contribute to an aesthetic which is exploited in genre specific films and other genres such 

as TV advertising and music videos. Citing the work of Pam Cook (1996)
14

 on the role of 

costume, hair, and décor in creating film aesthetic and authenticity in period films, Vidal 

(2012) points out that any one of the semiotic features within the aesthetic can be 

considered an intertextual sign system (or semiotic metaphor) with its own logic.  Taken 

as a whole the various modes work together to create an aesthetic (p. 11). In turn, both 

semiotic metaphor and the combined aesthetic represent discourses which contribute to 

the larger /underlying narrative(s) of the film. 

As discussed below in a review of Chicano film genre, multimodal features that 

can be considered semiotic metaphors contributing to a barrio aesthetic include visual 

iconography drawn from Mexican and Chicano history and art and images of the barrio. 

Together they create an urban aesthetic often associated with Los Angeles, also known as 

“barrio authenticity,” which is also evident in other U.S. Latino films and other genres 

such as music videos.   Below I discuss research on Chicano film genre and other key 

                                                   

14
 Cook, Pam. (1996). Fashioning the Nation. Costume and Identity in British Cinema. London, 

England: British Film Institute. 
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identifying characteristics of the genre that help to interpret the use of language and other 

modes in films of this genre. 

Genre and Film Analysis  

As discussed in the previous sections, studies by Rheindorf  (2004) on multimodal 

analysis of the film Dirty Dancing, Androutsopoulos (2012) onTurkish-German films and 

Vidal (2012) on film aesthetic highlight the important role of film genre in analyzing film 

from both a multilingual and a multimodal perspective. Other genre-related studies of 

film identify a group of multilingual and multimodal features that together represent film 

aesthetic, film techniques and themes or discourses that are typical of different genres.  

For example, Vidal’s (2012) study of film aesthetic in period and heritage films through 

the use of various film techniques provides further insights into how multilingual and 

multimodal features contribute to film aesthetics. Film aesthetic is created through 

clothing, language, and setting or mise-en-scène that index a particular period or culture.  

Depending on the ideological stance of the film, the aesthetic can reinforce one 

ideological view over another.  For example, Fojas’ (2008) study of border genre films 

(as a subgenre of immigration genre films) contrasts two different types of films about 

the border.  The first are Hollywood films in which the border is depicted as a vehicle for 

emphasizing American national ideals.  These films reflect a border aesthetic which 

conveys a view of undocumented immigration as a threat through stereotypes of the 

bandit or greaser (which Fojas refers to as a phobic perspective reflecting U.S. 

dominance). In contrast, Mexican films about the border tend to view the border as a 

symbol of future promise, displacement or can adopt a transformative perspective by 

focusing on an aesthetic of displacement or political transformation (Fojas, 2008).  
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As pointed out in the previous discussion, the use of multilingual dialogue or CS 

in immigrant/migrant and border films’ use of CS or multilingual dialogue can lend 

authenticity to the film and thus contribute to a film aesthetic, but can also contribute to 

stereotypes through the use of Mock Spanish or linguicism that reflects unequal power 

relations.  Studies such as Rheindorf and Vidal and other studies of multilingualism 

which incorporate a genre analysis to film reveal that a genre approach to film analysis 

combined with a multilingual and multimodal approach can provide contextual clues to 

understand deeper significance of film, especially when combined with CDA.   Thus, 

genre studies can serve to highlight characteristic features and chronicle influences that 

have led to the creation of and changes in a particular genre.  

Studies on the role of genre in film analysis are thus important at this level of 

analysis in order to further interpret the multilingual and multimodal design of the film at 

a connotative level. In this way it is possible to evaluate the film in terms of stereotypes, 

the commodification vs. authenticity of linguistic and cultural symbols that recur in the 

film. A genre analysis can contribute to a better understanding of how filmmakers 

recreate a certain aesthetic through specific scenes and semiotic metaphors which become 

counter-discursive devices in the film. 

In summary, micro-level analysis and intermediate level analysis using film, 

multimodal, and multilingual tools can lead to the identification of salient features which 

are then analyzed further from a film aesthetic and genre perspective to gain insights into 

how the message of identity and assimilation is seen from a Chicano perspective. The 

research design of this analysis can be best described as concentric circles of 

contextualization in analysis from micro to macro-level (with arrows going both ways) to 
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show how the process of analysis was recursive, in which each stage of analysis led to 

new discoveries which lead the researcher back to the original stage of analysis.  

As several scholars of multimodal analysis point out, the challenge of analyzing a 

feature-length film compared to a TV commercial is the sheer amount of data that is 

generated through a multilingual/multimodal analysis using a micro-level of analysis.  

Therefore, it is necessary to select parts of the film to analyze that are most likely to 

address the focus of the analysis, in this case identity and ideological issues. By 

recursively analyzing moving back and forth in my analysis between the micro-level, 

intermediate, and macro-level analysis, key scenes can be identified and the deeper 

meaning of multimodal features and intertextual references is made clearer.   

Finally, another challenge or consideration in this type of analysis is in 

determining what aspects of the film can be considered part of the denotative 

interpretation vs. the connotative, given differences in audience background knowledge 

and expectations.  As O’Halloran et al (2011) point out, the line between denotation and 

connotation is not always clear.  Some myths and discourses are general such as the rags 

to riches narrative, or the American Dream, but others are more local and thus certain 

audiences will be more familiar with them and will have access to their meaning, 

depending on their background knowledge. Halloran et al (2011) point out that “there are 

a variety of connotative readings possible in a text” which are “’determined by the codes 

the interpreter has access to’” (p. 117, citing Chandler, 2007, p. 139).  Therefore, 

interpretation of certain features of the film needs to take into account the audience’s 

background knowledge when determining the relative transparency of connotative 

readings of iconographic symbols in the film (p. 118).   Following this general discussion 
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of film analysis, the next section addresses the particular genre at issue in this study: the 

Chicano film genre.   

Emergence of Chicano Film Genre in Response to Hollywood Stereotypes 

Scholars agree that Chicano film as a genre came into being in 1969 (with the 

documentary film, Yo Soy Joaquin (Dir., Luis Valdez) considered as the first Chicano 

film), as an outgrowth of the 1960’s Chicano civil rights movement in an effort to address 

distorted images in film which reinforced marginalization and invisibility. This film and 

the genre it helped to generate, reflects the early response by Chicano filmmakers to 

create positive images that would empower Chicanos to resist and transform their reality.  

As Chicano cinema criticism developed, discussions on the topic of stereotypes and how 

to address them in film revealed a more complex picture than simply replacing negative 

stereotypes with positive portrayals of Chicanos.   

Studies of Chicano film as a genre by Berg (2002), Davis (2007) and others reveal 

how stereotypes of Latinos in Hollywood films emerged in response to historical, social, 

and cultural conditions which led to limited roles for Latino actors.  List (1996) discusses 

the limited genres in which Latino characters have appeared in Hollywood films, which 

in turn restricted the types of roles for Mexican Americans contributing to stereotypes as 

Latinos.  These genres include the social problem film, the western and the gangster 

movie, each of which “is marked by its own set of stereotypes” (p. 22).   Chicano film 

scholars have identified between 6 and 10 main stereotypes of Latinos that emerged 

during different periods of Hollywood filmmaking.  These typically include the greaser 

(associated with mestizo, mixed blood, and the bandit, especially Pancho Villa), the 

(male) Latin lover, the Harlot or Dark Lady, the Female Clown or Buffoon, and the rebel 
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or revolutionary, which merged with the early stereotypes of the greaser and more 

recently has been replaced with, or added to, the gangster.  These studies point out that 

because the Latino population in the U.S. has been marginalized politically, 

economically, and culturally, they have had little control power over their own 

“cinematic images.” Nevertheless, actors have found ways to resist stereotypical roles, as 

the case of Latina actresses from the 1940s and 50s such as Mexican actress Dolores Del 

Rio
15

 and Brazilian actress Carmen Miranda
16

 illustrate. Their examples show the various 

ways that Latino actors have struggled to negotiate roles with studios and filmmakers and 

take control of their own screen image.  Their examples also show how the racial politics 

in the 1940s that made it unacceptable to cast Latinos as stars/leading roles of Hollywood 

films led to limited casting options for Latinos (Beltrán, 2009, p. 38).  

The complexity of Latino stereotypes can be seen in more recent films about gang 

life by Chicano filmmakers and/or directors such as Edward James Olmos’ American Me 

(1992) and Mi Vida Loca (1994) which have had the unintentional effect of reinforcing 

gang-related stereotypes (McFarland, 2008, p. 25; see Lopez-Calvo, 2011). The film, 

                                                   

15
 Dolores Del Rio fought against the stereotypical roles she was asked to portray in Hollywood 

films and turned down roles that slandered her heritage. She chose to leave Hollywood to return to Mexico 

where she “helped to usher in the Golden Age of Mexican Cinema” rather than accept inferior movie roles 

in which she was typecast as the Dark Lady and femme fatale (Beltrán, 2009; Berg, 2002).   
16

 Carmen Miranda is another Latina actor who was frequently cast the Female Buffoon, also 

known as the “temperamental spitfire or vivacious entertainer who spoke (or sang), often committing 

comedic cultural faux pas and dressed consistently in outrageous costumes often covered in fruit. Carmen 
Miranda embodied Latinidad and forged an association with Latin America as an agricultural land filled 

with shallow, inferior, albeit fun-loving people”  (source?, p. 213).  One result of Latino typecasting such 

as that of Carmen Miranda, according to Davis (2007), was “the creation of a ‘Latin type’” which was 

evident in the casting of a range of non-Latinos in Latino roles (or in the casting of Brazilian Carmen 

Miranda in Mexican roles].  Despite her role in creating and perpetuating new stereotypes, Miranda is 

given credit for undermining the buffoon stereotype by “skillfully exacting numerous musical 

performances which draw attention to a ridiculous accent in such a way that she is able to call attention to 

the falseness of the Latin ethnicity coded into the stereotype she plays” (List, 1996, p. 36). 
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American Me, was praised for its realistic depiction of barrio life, gang lifestyle and the 

symbolism of gang-tattoos. However, while this film was intended "to help end the 

epidemic of barrio gang warfare" by portraying the harsh realities of gang life and prison, 

some expressed concern that it would contribute to negative stereotypes of Latino males 

in the mass media. 

Scholars of Chicano film (Noriega, 1991, 1992, 2000; Berg, 2002; List, 1996; and 

Davis, 2007) have documented efforts by Chicano and Latino filmmakers, actors, and 

producers to take control of their own image on screen. In his book, Shot in America, 

Noriega (2000) describes how stereotypes became a “major site of struggle for the 

Chicano and other social movements” pointing to the influence of the Kerner Report
17

 

and sociologists Lippman and Allport.  Stereotypes were identified as the source of 

perceptions of racial inferiority that reinforced unequal power relations. The criticism of 

stereotypes and the media led to demands to portray Latinos in more diverse roles and 

efforts to gain more control over film production, including hiring more Latinos in film 

production.  The movement led to the emergence of Chicano cinema as a “weapon” of 

protest against stereotyped and negative images of Chicanos in film.  

                                                   

17
 The Kerner report connected media representations of minorities and the failure to cover the 

day-to-day racial events to lack of economic opportunities and concluded that the problem with stereotypes 

is that they reproduce a marginalized and stigmatized image of Latinos, and furthermore that they 

homogenize and essentialize Latino culture so that there is a perception that all Latinos are the same. 

Stereotypical roles and portrayals of Latinos in both film and literature “reinforce the ignorance of the 

dominant culture about Mexican Americans” and “generate feelings of racial superiority by pointing to 

racial inferiority in others.  The bombardment of stereotypes of Latinos in the media encourages Anglo 

feelings of superiority over the Mexicans depicted” (Sánchez Escobar, 1992, pp. 8-10). According to 

Noriega (2000, p. 30) “stereotypes became a major site of struggle for the Chicano and other social 

movements (of the late 1960s), as media representation of the community and media use and control by the 

community began to be seen as directly related to other social causes.13 The focus on stereotypes led in 

two directions: challenges to the structure of the commercial broadcasting and film industries; and a 

critique of racism within modern society that identified the media as the determining form of public 

discourse and hence of social relations” (Noriega, 2000, p. 30). 
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While most can agree on what is a good or bad stereotype, studies also have 

shown that sometimes stereotypes are misunderstood. While the negative effects of 

stereotypes on the viewing public have been widely recognized, studies of Chicano film 

show that there is not a consensus about what constitutes a positive or negative 

stereotype.   This complexity is reflected in the following quote which suggests that 

Latinos have been complicit in their own stereotyped portrayals:  “Hollywood stereotypes 

no longer function as static representations but rather are ‘repeated, blended, countered 

and distorted by Hispanics and non-Hispanics alike’” (in List, 1996, p. 21, citing Berg, 

1990).  

Chicano film scholars such as List (1996) and Alonzo (2009) call for a more 

nuanced view of stereotypes that draws on Homi Bhaba’s view of culture, not as a static, 

unchanging entity but rather as fluid and dialectical, reflecting a view of culture itself as 

dynamic and fluid.   In this view of stereotypes, culture is influenced by discourses on 

ethnic representation and identity politics from a cultural studies perspective (influenced 

by Bhaba and other post-colonial thinkers such as Edward Said, Franz Fanon, and 

Gayatri Spivak).  List compares the search for authenticity in Chicano film which went 

through a period of essentializing Chicano identity through film with post-colonial 

filmmakers and their search for “one true identity.”  She notes that as the Chicano 

Movement became more inclusive and internationalized, filmmakers began to construct 

identity as transformative and represented Chicano ethnicity against the complexities of 

the past and the ambiguity of the present.   

In sum, these studies contend that an emphasis on authenticity (i.e., a realistic 

portrayal of Latino life) alone to counteract distorted images of Latinos in film does not 
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address the underlying discourses of racism in film and in the media. They suggest that 

films that hold stereotypes up for scrutiny, often in a humorous way, may be more 

effective in raising consciousness about the impact of stereotypes.  These different phases 

in conceptualizing Chicano identity are reflected in what Berg (2002) has described as 

the three waves of Chicano cinema.  

Three waves of Chicano film.   According to Berg (2002), the First Wave of 

Chicano films was roughly from 1969 to 1976 and is characterized as the “radical 

documentary era” whose purpose was to address the marginalization and erasure of 

indigenous and Mexican history through the denigration and stereotyping of the Latino 

experience by the Hollywood film industry.  The didactic role of these early films is 

evident in the role they played as an organizing tool and reflects the influence of director 

Luis Valdez’s work with Teatro Campesino.  The film Yo Soy Joaquin, considered the 

“first Chicano film,” served to define Chicano identity and laid the foundations for film 

techniques (montage and mise-en-scène), use of CS, and iconography that became a 

fixture in Chicano films up to the present.  During the Second Wave (starting in 1976), as 

Chicano filmmakers gained more experience, they began to produce feature-length films 

through collaboration (and funding) of PBS and eventually Hollywood, reflecting how 

the genre began to engage with the mainstream (rather than express only resistance and 

separation).  These Second Wave films include films about individual Chicanos who 

faced challenges of assimilation (La Bamba), and how they overcame the challenges. 

Third Wave films which began in the late 1980s are characterized by mixed-genre films 

in which the political message is embedded in film genres such as romance, coming of 

age, boxing, comedy, and film adaptations of novels.  
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Key characteristics of Chicano film genre.  Studies of the Chicano film genre 

have identified several key characteristics of Chicano films that show how Chicano 

filmmakers have challenged established genres through the use of language, soundtrack, 

and film techniques that serve as criteria for identifying a Chicano film (Noriega, 1992; 

Keller, 1994; Tatum, 2001) or strategies for Chicano filmmakers (Berg, 1993).  Among 

these characteristics related to multilingual and multimodal analysis are: 1) Chicano 

cinema “turns established formulas and genres on their heads through unique and 

innovative film techniques, plots.  The use of humor and language and themes which 

contribute to the deconstruction and subversion of Hollywood genres and formulas [such 

as the border, classic Western or gang film] is a key feature of Chicano films” (Keller, 

1994, p. 208).; 2) the innovative use of language and code-switching as authentic speech 

and to reveal identity change and ideological position [related to themes of assimilation] 

(e.g., through Mock Spanish) (Berg, 1993; Keller, 1994; Noriega, 1991, 1992) authentic 

cultural representation through film techniques of mise-en-scène and montage which 

contribute to connection to the past, barrio authenticity as illustrated in the first Chicano 

film, Yo Soy Joaquin (Keller, 1994; Noriega, 1991; Berg, 2002; Fregoso, 1996; List, 

1996 on barrio aesthetic); 4) use of music, especially corrido as a symbol of Chicano of 

resistance, maintenance, and affirmation and as a tactic of tactic to “affirm a political 

stance on both historical and allegorical levels” (Noreiga, 1992, p. 168; Keller, 1994); 

and 5) use of humor to expose and combat stereotypes, through imitation, satire, ridicule, 

as clearly illustrated in the film, Born in East L.A. and Zoot Suit (Berg, 1993; Fregoso, 

1996; List, 2007).    
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Reception issues   

A recurrent issue in the literature on Chicano film genre is the reception of 

Chicano films, especially by monolingual audiences, and how culture, language, and 

gender position the viewer to receive a text (e.g., Noriega, 1992, p. 174).  Chicano 

cinema scholars point out how the use of language, visual features, intertextual 

references, or soundtrack contribute to multi-layered meanings may be inaccessible to 

viewers who are unfamiliar with Chicano dialects, history, culture and film history. 

Noriega (1992) and Berg (1993) point out that the ability to understand CS in a Chicano 

film requires not only knowledge of both Spanish and English, but also firsthand 

experience with CS and/or sociolinguistic and literary knowledge. While Chicano 

filmmakers may have purposefully positioned their films in a way that privileges Chicano 

or Spanish-speaking audiences and excludes others by not translating use of Spanish 

(Berg, 1993), mixed genre films of the Third Wave suggest that they hope to reach a 

broader audience.  The previous discussion of studies about multilingualism in film that 

examine the use of translation and subtitles points to how language use positions viewers 

vis-à-vis film as either insiders or outsiders, thereby affecting the reception of the film. 

Genre studies show that the particular way filmmakers use subtitles or don’t use them or 

use alternative strategies aids in understanding the humor (parody) may be exaggerated at 

times so that meaning is more obvious, and the way the filmmaker uses stereotypes to 

challenge them.  

An additional factor related to reception raised by Noriega is the ability of 

viewers to understand the connotative meaning of visual cultural iconography in Chicano 

films, when they lack background knowledge.  In his discursive analysis of film reviews 
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of four Chicano films released in 1987-1988 in thirty publications, Noriega contrasts 

reviews from mainstream, alternative, and Hispanic press.  While acknowledging the 

multiple readings of a film depending on audience, the study shows that “an awareness of 

Chicano experience, both aesthetic and social,” is necessary in order to fully understand 

Chicano film. Noriega (1992) points out that non-Hispanic mainstream film critics who 

write negative reviews of Chicano features, tended to see the barrio only as a problem 

space and referred to it as a slum while the Hispanic press viewed the barrio more 

appropriately as a “neighborhood” and a cultural space with achievements, problems,  

In his 2001 study Noriega argues, that the reason Chicano films do not achieve as 

much success with mainstream audiences is that they lack “the cultural sensibility that 

allow [Chicano audiences] to fill in the narrative gaps.” Noriega contrasts the emphasis 

placed on narrative structure and coherence in mainstream films with the significant 

impact that the iconography of the Chicano Movement (especially in and graphic arts) 

has had on Chicano film and video (Noriega, 2001, p. 190).  

For example, Born in East LA, for example, lampoons the Immigration Reform 

Act and English-Only Movement, but does so by situating its critique through 

bicultural iconography within the mise-en-scène.  Thus, while the industry genre 

classification – comedy, musical—provides some sense of the episodic structure, 

it is iconography and mise-en-scène that provide an overall logic with which to 

assign meaning to the narrative [emphasis added]. (2001, p. 190)   

 

The Noriega study demonstrates the insights that a genre perspective on film 

analysis offers.  The trend in the Third Wave of Chicano film toward blurring genre 

boundaries has significant implications for film analysis from the point of view of the 

reception of the film.  Noriega points out that this blurring of genres has led to challenges 

in understanding the point of the film, as his discourse analysis of Chicano films in film 
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reviews reveals.   He says that spectators and reviewers often miss the point of mixed 

genre films.  This is evident in film reviews which reflect varying background knowledge 

and genre expectation.  As previously mentioned studies show, the issue of reception and 

audience reaction have been raised from various perspectives – cognitive multimodality 

in relation to the study of film and other popular culture texts (O’Halloran et al., 2011; 

Forceville, 2006; and others), and translation and use of Spanish in Chicano and Latino 

literature. Viewing reception issues from a genre perspective offers several added 

advantages to a combined multilingual multimodal analysis particularly in films of mixed 

genre, as Rheindorf’s study shows. 

Re-mediatized texts. While studies of published film reviews such as Noriega’s 

add needed insights into the issue of reception, additional mediatized texts that can be 

profitably explored include internet sites and in special features on the DVD.  Analysis of 

published film reviews can be supplemented with audience reactions that are made more 

available through the internet sites.  Research on this topic is at an incipient stage.  Some 

examples of this emerging body of work on analysis of multilingual discourses of online 

discussion boards and social media relevant to this study include Kelly-Holmes (2012), 

Chun (2013), Solmaz (2015), Lee and Barton (2012); however, few studies have yet to 

focus on online comments on film.  Bleichenbacher’s (2012) study is one exception that 

offers a model for analyzing audience reaction to multilingual films using message 

boards on a film website (IMDb) by analyzing the posts about multilingual use in films 

from a language ideology perspective.  Recently there has been a trend for film 

companies to create official websites, blogs, Facebook pages, and special features on the 

film’s DVD about the film.  These mediatized texts serve as added information about the 
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backstory of characters or the film through interviews with the filmmaker and actors, 

links to audio tracks, or YouTube videos of songs from the soundtrack.  As in 

Bleichenbacher’s study such sites provide a forum in which viewers are invited to 

comment, ask questions about language use or engage in dialogue or debate about the 

film and fill in the gaps in viewers’ background. The interactive environment of a 

message board suggests that meaning is constructed and negotiated so that a viewer’s 

initial impression of a film continues to be re-examined in reaction to and in relation to 

other viewers.  

 The results of the study described below demonstrate how filmmakers use not 

only available multilingual and multimodal resources but also re-mediatized texts to 

provide clues to hidden messages, influence how a film is interpreted, or make the 

message more accessible to a wider audience (similar to advertising).  These re-

mediatized texts serve to (re)contextualize specific multimodal and multilingual features 

and themes from the film, providing information that is related to but not contained 

within the film itself.  These texts provide resources beyond the text (about the history, 

politics, or cultural context of the film) that can help those with limited familiarity with 

cultural references (found in language and visual and auditory features) to deconstruct the 

film at deeper layers beyond the obvious narrative. With the increasing role of the 

internet this can be seen as an emerging area that has not been researched is the role that 

re-mediatized texts.  While little research has been done in this area in regard to film, 

studies by Kelly-Holmes (2012) and others about re-mediatized texts in TV advertising 

suggest that this may be a promising area of research in the future.  
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Present Study 

In the following sections I provide an overview of the research design, a synopsis 

of the film, and an analysis of the film including the intra- and inter-textual references, 

the use of Chicano film techniques, code-switching and uses of Spanish, multimodal 

indicators of identity and ideology, followed by a discussion of stereotypes in the film.  

Research design  

Overview/Orientation.  In this study of a bilingual film, I adopt an analytical 

framework that combines sociolinguistic, multimodal and critical discourse analysis and 

incorporates film genre analysis in order to identify the discursive and counter-discursive 

functions of multilingual and multimodal features in the film.  The theoretical framework 

of this study is drawn from theories about social semiotics, multimodality, discourse and 

language ideology (which are described in more detail in Chapter I). The focus of this 

textual analysis is the bilingual feature-length (106 minutes) film, From Prada to Nada 

(Dir., Angel Gracia), a romantic comedy with mostly Latino actors inspired by Jane 

Austen’s novel Sense and Sensibility.
18

  This film was chosen for this study because as a 

recent film made from a Latino perspective by Latino film producers, it represents a 

mixed-genre film in which language use and issues of identity and ideology, in particular 

stereotypes of Latinos, are present.   Like many other recent U.S. Latino films, the main 

theme of the film is related to assimilation and cultural identity, and the use of Spanish 

                                                   

18
 “From Prada to Nada won the Imagen Award 2011 for best supporting actress for Adriana 

Barraza. Wilmer Valderrama and Alexa Vega were also nominated. From Prada to Nada was nominated for 

NCLR's Alma Awards 2011 Best Picture and won the best actress award for Alexa Vega.” 

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0333471/bio?ref_=nm_ov_bio_sm  

http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0333471/bio?ref_=nm_ov_bio_sm
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and English and code-switching (CS) as well as the iconic imagery and a soundtrack 

reflective of Chicano and Latino cultures are prominent features of the film.    

In addition to the film itself, this analysis takes into account “(re)mediatized” 

texts (Kelly-Holmes) about the film that are available online and also on the DVD of the 

film.  These texts take into account the perspective of the filmmakers, producers, actors, 

and spectators through interviews included as special features on the DVD and posted 

online on YouTube, official blog about the film, reviews of the film and comments 

posted in response to the reviews, production notes from the film, and articles about the 

film production company.  These mediatized texts provide insights into the motivation 

behind the films production, how the film was marketed, the intertextual references in the 

film, and how the film has been interpreted in different ways by different audiences.  The 

analysis is also informed by a comparison with other films in similar genres which deal 

with similar themes about the Chicano/Latino experience. 

Unit and methods of analysis.  As in the analysis of the TV commercial and 

music video, I adopt the use of various units of analysis, such as frame-to-frame, shot, 

scene, phase, and macrophase (Baldry & Thibault, 2006) to help to make the multimodal 

analysis more systematic and address/reveal various levels of analysis and the dynamic 

(temporal) nature of film.  Given the large amount of data generated in the analysis of a 

feature-length film, it was necessary to identify and select parts of the film to analyze that 

are most likely to address the focus of analysis. This included scenes where code-

switching occurred or where intertextual references were evident, and features which 

mark cultural identity and ideological shifts.  
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The process by which I analyzed the film can best be described as non-linear, 

recursive and cyclical; as new insights were gained I returned to different points in the 

analysis to re-examine the data and unveil new layers of hidden meaning.  My 

assumption is that multilingual and multimodal choices in film are not random but rather 

conscious choices, shaped by the filmmaker’s perceived affordances (what will it 

contribute to the film) of their available technological and representational resources. 

At each level, different conceptual tools and theories came into play.  For 

example, at the beginning stages I applied sociolinguistic theories of CS and the theory of 

multimodality (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001) to identify functions of CS and 

multilingualism and features of multimodal design. At later stages I applied critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) and postcolonial theory to connect micro-level description to 

macro-level analysis in order to identify power relations and underlying discourses 

embedded in the use of CS and Mock Spanish, and in the use of iconic ethnic images and 

soundtrack.  

 The transcription method (Step 1) I adopted in this study facilitated both a micro-

level and macro-level analysis of the use of multilingual language use and multiple 

modalities in the film.  To facilitate an examination of stereotypes and underlying 

discourses, I created a transcription table with five vertical columns that facilitated a 

scene-by-scene description with the shot or frame as the basic unit of analysis. The 

columns from left to right include 1) time and description of the scene both visually and 

in terms of action taking place; 2) dialogue (focusing on CS and dialogue and the use of 

subtitles that contain content reflecting language and ideological positioning);  3) songs;  

4) other sound effects.  For the purposes of this study, I limited the visual and auditory 
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analysis to descriptions of iconic cultural images, clothing, hairstyle, body decorations, 

linguistic landscape, and soundtrack.  I only focused on gaze, gesture, posture, camera 

angle/distance, where they contribute to the prominence of a feature (e.g., close-up of 

street sign or tattoo).  For each scene/phase or macrophase chosen for analysis I described 

the relationship between speech, visual and auditory modes (following Mubenga’s model, 

2009; also described as metafunctional interpretation by Baldry & Thibault, 2006) which 

contributed to an analysis of both the synchronic and diachronic aspects of multimodal 

design.  The detailed transcription formed the basis of my analysis, capturing ways in 

which semiotic codes such as language, dress, and music change during the course of 

film and helping to identify both individual and combined multimodal features which 

index underlying discourses.  The transcription helped to identify film techniques which 

influence interpretation of the film, for example, the use of montage to create a film 

aesthetic or changes from non-diegetic to diegetic sound to highlight transitions from one 

scene, or multiple scenes (macrophase), to another through music. 

Based on the multilingual/multimodal transcription, I analyzed the data by 

focusing on specific scenes which addressed the research questions and took into account 

re-mediatized texts and genre analysis to gain insights into the cultural, political and 

historical significance of the film, focusing on stereotypes and identity and underlying 

discourses. I conducted a thematic analysis using a priori categories from MCDA 

including denotative and connotative interpretation of the film using Barthes’ theories of 

myth, CDA theory of power relations (e.g., ethnic inequality) which was broken down 

further to categories from constructs of sociolinguistic theory and assimilation theories. I 

further analyzed the data based on multimodal and multilingual results using pre-
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determined categories of stereotypes defined by media studies, ethnic studies, and genre 

analysis of films associated with the Chicano film genre (Berg, 2002; Davis, 2007; 

Noriega, 2000).  As I re-viewed the film (or parts of it) several times, I added more 

details to the transcription, and color coded the transcript for themes and observable 

patterns in the visual images, use of language, and soundtrack, which revealed more 

complex relationships between these thematic, discursive and genre features.   

At the intermediate level of analysis (Step 2) I examined the connotative meaning 

of the film at different levels to connect the micro-level analysis to macro-level analysis 

to uncover underlying discourses and myths.  At this level of analysis I identified various 

multimodal features that could be considered semiotic metaphors indexing larger 

discourses.  In addition, I examined how the filmmakers employed inter-semiotic 

layering to make some modes more prominent in certain scenes in order to identify their 

role in contributing to underlying themes and unfolding plot.  For example, I identified 

how the soundtrack or visual images are foregrounded through various film techniques 

(camera angle, proximity, diegetic vs. non-diegetic sound) in certain scenes to highlight 

the transitional moments in the film, to lend credibility or reflect [barrio] reality.  I 

analyzed how soundtrack contributes to binding the text into higher level macrophases 

and how music and sound effects indexed larger discourses (van Leeuwen, 1999; Machin, 

2010). 

At a higher level or macro-level (Steps 3-4) I examined the underlying discourses 

evident in the multimodal patterns and instances of CS and multilingualism which reveal 

Mock Spanish and linguicism.  At this level I considered the meaning of intertextual 

references in relation to other films of the same genre, film history (Hollywood, Mexican, 
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Latino) and Chicano cultural symbols present in the film, and how they contribute to a 

meta-discourse about the role of the film industry in reinforcing or challenging 

stereotypes. This exploration led to an increased focus on genre analysis to make sense of 

the multilingual and multimodal features of the film and their role in creating a film 

aesthetic in relation to genre (barrio aesthetic).  

Drawing on studies of film aesthetic by Fojas (2007) and Vidal (2012) and 

Rheindorf’s (2004) study combining multimodal analysis with film genre, I increasingly 

incorporated a genre analysis (Step 4) of the film by situating the film first within an 

immigrant and border film genre and more specifically Latino film genre, contrasting it 

with other genres in which the film has been marketed – romantic comedy and film 

adaption. In order to determine the authenticity of the film as belonging to the Chicano 

genre, I referred to criteria of what constitutes a Chicano film in studies by Noriega 

(1992) and Keller (1994).  I also considered the influence of re-mediatized texts such as 

film reviews, interviews with the filmmakers, authors, and consultants on the film such as 

muralist, Judy Baca, that are found on the DVD and posted online on blogs and 

YouTube, which are accessed by the internet. 

Synopsis of film  

The film, From Prada to Nada (2011, Director, Angel Garcia) is a U.S. bilingual 

Spanish-English film, a retelling of the 19th Century Jane Austen novel, Sense and 

Sensibility set in a modern Latino context (in two very different parts of Los Angeles.)  It 

has been described as a “dramatic romantic-comedy” and a “riches-to-rags” story. 

Following the premise of the novel, the film is about “two spoiled sisters, Nora and Mary, 

who have been left penniless after their father's sudden death [and bankruptcy] and are 
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forced to move in with their estranged aunt in East Los Angeles” (Buchanan, n.d.).  The 

sisters encounter a new reality in which they encounter an urban landscape from which 

they had been sheltered and isolated after spending their childhood in the wealthy 

Beverly Hills neighborhood.  While their parents were Mexican, the girls have had little 

exposure to their own ethnic heritage and the conditions of other Mexican heritage people 

(or Latinos) living in LA.  As a result of growing up “far removed from their Mexican 

roots” Mary refuses to even acknowledge her heritage. When they move in with their 

aunt in East LA, specifically the neighborhood of Boyle Heights, a “barrio” steeped in 

Latino culture that it is a foreign world to them, they are unable to speak Spanish and 

are  ”ignorant about their culture.”  Mary in particular resists using Spanish and being 

identified as Mexican.  Her obsession with materialism represented by the luxury brand 

name, Prada, in the film’s title (referring to the designer bag she carries), is seen as an 

obstacle to her ability to embrace her cultural and linguistic heritage.  She is forced to 

accept a lower standard of living symbolized by having to exchange her expensive SUV 

for a run-down car and sell her Prada handbag for $1,000, giving rise to the code-

switching (CS) title of the film. By the end of the film, both sisters embrace Spanish and 

come to “regard their Mexican heritage with a sense of pride rather than shame, and 

realize that” money is less important than “being surrounded and supported by family” 

(Buchanan, n.d.).   

As in the case of other U.S. Latino-produced films, the dialogue in From Prada to 

Nada is mostly in English with a significant amount of dialogue in various dialects of 

Spanish and code-switching between English and Spanish. The sisters have close 

relationships with the Spanish dominant Mexican-American/Mexican workers who work 
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in their home as maids, cooks, handymen, and landscapers. While the workers speak 

Spanish to the girls, they respond in English.  When their economic circumstances 

change and they move to East LA, they suddenly find themselves at a disadvantage by 

not knowing Spanish. The changes in circumstances are reflected in the physical 

environment, the people they encounter, and the language use, as they suddenly become 

vulnerable and powerless without the help of their aunt and the neighbors such as Bruno, 

the former gang member, who teach them how to survive in their new environment.  The 

contrast between life in Beverly Hills to life in the barrio is dramatically portrayed with 

the scenes of palm tree-lined streets with mansions, and designer shops on Rodeo Drive 

to the barrio streets lined with colorful murals, signs in Spanish, hints of gangs and 

violence, set to a soundtrack of Mexican and Latino music.   

The themes, setting, and language use in the film, From Prada to Nada, share 

much in common with other recent films about Latinos living in LA such as Real Women 

Have Curves (RWHC), Quinceañera, Mi Familia/My Family and Spanglish.   The film 

touches on many of the typical themes found in many U.S. Latino films: immigration, 

diaspora, assimilation, working conditions.  The setting of East LA and southern 

California has been the location of many films, novels, and research studies that portray 

urban realities experienced by Chicanos/Latinos. Like other Chicano films that take place 

in the barrios of East LA, the film alludes to the real struggles that immigrants face and 

the conditions that lead to gang membership
19

, drug violence, the dislocation and 

                                                   

19
 My analysis of the authenticity of several symbols of gang life and urban realities in the film is 

informed by well-known sociological/anthropological studies and autobiographical studies about gang life 

by Norma Mendoz-Denton (2008), Raul Homero Villa, and James Diego Vigil and Luis Rodriguez; 

fictional accounts about barrio and gang life in East LA portrayed in novels such as Locas (1998) by Yxta 
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economic marginalization in neighborhoods of East LA such as Echo Park and Boyles 

Heights (López-González, 2013a).  Several scenes in From Prada to Nada touch on these 

realities, e.g., by portraying gang members, and maids or janitors who commute to work 

by bus to wealthier areas of the city and are mistreated by their employers.  

The setting in the barrio not only contributes to the theme of ethnic pride, but also 

hints at the reality of gang violence/lifestyle which is represented by the characters of 

Bruno, who dresses in a hoodie and has gang tattoos, and Cholos/as, Mexican-America 

female gang members.  Related to these urban themes is the issue of drugs and drug 

violence which is closely tied to the history of East LA as a place where gangs began 

selling guns and drugs in the 1980s (López-González, 2013a).  This theme is seen in the 

first encounter between Nora, a law student, and her love interest, Edward, a lawyer, as 

they debate the legalization of marijuana as a way to address the problem of drug 

violence.  In another scene, the other sister Mary has been smoking marijuana and comes 

to the dinner table high. Such scenes serve to create an authentic context in the film as 

well as to mark the differences between the two sisters in terms of their morals, clothing 

style, attitudes toward sex, etc., with Nora portrayed as the reserved, intellectual, socially-

conscious one and Mary as promiscuous, materialistic and shallow.  These 

characterizations at the beginning of the film draw on stereotypes that are frequently used 

as comedic devices through which the film conveys messages of social justice.  

                                                                                                                                                       

 

Maya Murray and Their Dogs Came With Them (2007) by Helena Maria Viramontes; and films about 

Latino gangs in LA in films such as American Me (1992) and Mi Vida Loca (1994).   
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While many of the references to the rich and poor Mexicans, the working class, 

gang members, and mural-making appear superficial to some reviewers (e.g., Hillis, 

2011; Hale, 2011), my analysis suggests that reviews miss the underlying themes 

(political message) and ways in which the film challenges negative and simplistic 

stereotypes of Latinos in Hollywood films.   The film represents efforts by Mexican 

and Mexican American filmmakers to portray both an authentic barrio experience and a 

diversity of Latino characters. What sets this film apart from many Chicano films is the 

portrayal of wealthier Latinos as main characters.
20

  As a film that is produced by Latino 

filmmakers, From Prada to Nada represents one of several recent Latino films that have 

emerged from the Latino community and are produced by Latinos, which, according to 

Davis (2007),is a “relatively new phenomenon, and a result of Latino empowerment and 

shifting paradigms of representation in the American cultural industry” (p. 209). This 

film is the first of several films produced by a new production company, Pantelion 

Films
21

 in LA directed at Latino and non-Latino audiences alike.  As such, it offers a 

good example to examine current film industry perspectives on representations of Latinos 

in film and the media, how recent films attempt to represent Latino life more realistically, 

and how the issue of stereotypes is currently being addressed in the films depicting 

Latino characters.   

                                                   

20
 Similar to a recent Mexican film, Nosotros Los Nobles/The Noble Family (2013, Dir. Gary 

Alazraki). 
21

 From Prada to Nada is the first film produced by Pantelion Films, “the first major Latino 

Hollywood studio” (http://www.pantelionfilms.com/) which was launched in 2010 as a joint venture of 

Lions Gate Entertainment and Mexico’s Grupo Televisa. Other recent films by this production company 

include Instructions Not Included, the most successful Spanish-language film in U.S. film history.  

Pantelion Films use familiar formulas such as comedy, drama, family themes or romantic comedy to make 

the films’ treatment of serious issues like immigration, language, discrimination and race more palatable 

for mainstream audiences. (Carolina Moreno, February 22, 2015, Latino Voices, Huffington Post  

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/20/latinos-in-hollywood-_n_6721480.html    

http://www.pantelionfilms.com/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/20/latinos-in-hollywood-_n_6721480.html
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Based on studies of Chicano cinema by Noriega (1992), Keller (1994), and Berg 

(2002), it can be seen that From Prada to Nada contains characteristics typical of the 

Chicano film genre, and that it is an example of Third Wave Chicano films that mix 

Chicano film genre characteristics with Hollywood genres, in this case both romantic 

comedy and a film adaptation of a novel.  However, as reviews of the film show, the 

underlying themes reflecting the Chicano film perspective are often missed, as has been 

the case for the film, Born in East LA., and other Chicano films (Noriega, 1992).  

Like other Chicano films, From Prada to Nada plays a didactic role which goes 

beyond the romantic narrative and riches to rags theme. The film offers lessons about 

culture and human relations while informing the viewer about current and past social 

injustices, revealing a didactic role that shows bilingualism and biculturalism/ 

multiculturalism in a positive light.  This is accomplished through various multilingual, 

multimodal elements, and the use of intertextual references as discussed below. 

A genre analysis informs this multilingual, multimodal analysis by shedding light 

on the powerful symbolism of intertextual references to previous film history.  Seen from 

the perspective of genre, multimodal features such as murals, tattoos, lowrider cars, and 

the soundtrack of Mexican music contribute to a barrio aesthetic indexing themes and 

discourses related to the Chicano film genre.  In this way it is possible to evaluate the 

film in terms of stereotypes, the commodification of linguistic and cultural symbols and 

authenticity that recur in the film. A genre analysis contributes to a better understanding 

of how filmmakers recreate a barrio aesthetic through specific scenes and semiotic 

metaphors which become counter-discursive devices in the film. A comparison of this 

film with other films of similar period and genre contributes to an understanding of how 
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contemporary films by and about Latinos are in dialogue with films from the past and 

how they respond to dominant myths such as the American Dream and discourses about 

immigration and assimilation.   

Below I discuss three main themes which emerged as a result of the micro-level 

analysis of multilingual language use and multimodal critical discourse analysis 

combined with genre analysis.  Briefly, these themes include 1) the role of intertextual 

references and characteristics the film shares with other Chicano films; 2) the theme of 

bilingual/bicultural identity and how multimodal and multilingual features are used to 

show changes in character’s identity and to reveal the underlying ideological message or 

stance of the film as anti-assimilationist; and 3) the use of counter-discursive strategies to 

portray a nuanced view of stereotypes of Latinos in the media.  This last theme is 

achieved in a variety ways through intertextual references, language play, visual and 

auditory features.  Each of these themes builds on the next; thus, there is some overlap 

among them. 

Analysis of the film 

Intra- and Inter-textual References.  The first clue that the film situates itself 

not only as a comedy and film adaptation, but also as a Third Wave Chicano film, is the 

references to film history.  The following two dialogues in the film From Prada to Nada 

appear to reveal the filmmakers’ intention to situate the film within the history of 

portrayals of Latinos in film and indirectly contribute to a meta-discourse of stereotypes 

of Latinos in Hollywood films.  At the beginning of the film, the sisters are remembering 

their mother, who had died previously and they compare her and their father, who has 

just died of a heart attack, to two iconic Mexican film actors.  First they compare their 
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father’s moustache to that of Pedro Infante, Mexican actor and singer from the Golden 

Age of Mexican cinema, considered an idol of Latin American people, and then they 

attempt to remember the name of another star of Mexican cinema, Dolores del Rio, one 

of the most famous Mexican actress from the Golden Age of Mexican cinema who is also 

known for resisting Hollywood stereotyping (as discussed earlier in this chapter):  

Mary: Nora, I miss Dad. 

Nora: Me too. 

Mary (laughing through tears): And that stupid moustache. 

Nora: It wasn’t even original. 

Mary:  [It was] that Pedro guy.   

Nora: Infantes. 

Mary: Yeah, Pedro Infante.  But Mom looked more like that Dolores River lady. 

Nora: River lady?  

Mary: I don't know her name. 

Nora: Del Rio or something. 

This dialogue accomplishes three things: 1) it shows how distanced the girls are 

from their roots, 2) it situates the film within Latino film history and culture, and 3) it 

reveals the didactic role of the film.  The sisters’ inability to remember the names of both 

Infante and Del Rio is an indicator of their incomplete knowledge of the language and 

culture of their heritage, a recurring theme in the film.  Also, the confusion of the Spanish 

name “del Rio” with the English translation “[of the] river” is another example of the 

playful use of language for comedic effect and is also an in-joke for viewers (Mexican 

and non-Mexican film buffs alike) who are likely to know who these actors are.  
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In another scene that takes place at a celebration of Mexican Independence Day, 

an intertextual reference to Frida Kahlo, and the cinematic version of her life starring 

actress Salma Hayek, connects the film to more recent film history as well as discourses 

related to Chicana feminism and the ideals of the Mexican Revolution, hinting at the 

social justice stance taken by the filmmakers. In this scene, Edward reacts to seeing Nora 

dressed in traditional indigenous costume and hairstyle at the “El Grito” party:   

Edward:  Wow, you look like Frida Kahlo. 

Nora:  Thank you. 

Edward: Yeah, the Salma Hayek version, without the moustache either. 

This short dialogue is another example of how intertextual references to Mexican 

culture and Hollywood are used to create comedic moments in the film while revealing 

the ideological stance of the film and teaching lessons to the audience about Mexican 

culture.  The fact that Frida Kahlo is widely known in the U.S. and beyond, in large part 

because of the 2002 film, Frida (Dir., Julie Taymor), starring Mexican actress Salma 

Hayek, suggests that this reference, unlike the previous one to Del Rio and Infante, is 

intended to be understood not only by Mexican/Chicano audiences but also by 

mainstream audiences, though a Chicano audience may be more likely to also see it as a 

feminist critique of Chicano nationalism (Fregoso, 1993).  (See discussion of Frida Kahlo 

in Chapters III and V.) The mention of these Mexican film and cultural icons locates the 

film within discourses on film history and Latino stereotypes, underscoring the film’s 

didactic stance while furthering the plot that shows the sisters partial knowledge of their 

culture.  The combination of these references to well-known Mexican actors and artists 
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appears to be an intentional homage to Latino actors and other artists who took charge of 

their cinematic images and challenged old stereotypes and marginalization.  

In addition to intertextual references, several other characteristics (discussed 

above) identified by Chicano cinema scholars, Noriega (1991, 1992), Berg, (1993, 2002), 

Keller (1994), and Tatum (2001) reveal that this film fits the formula of the Chicano film 

genre designed to emphasize themes of resistance, maintenance, and affirmation. As 

described below, these features include 1) the subversion of the Hollywood theme of the 

American Dream, 2) the use of film techniques, mise-en-scène and montage, especially 

murals, and cultural celebrations to create “barrio authenticity,” 3) soundtrack and sound 

effects, the use of corrido and other Mexican and Latino music, 4) the use of Spanish and 

CS to convey authenticity, changes in the characters’ identity, and the film’s ideological 

stance, often through humor.  

1) Subversion of Hollywood Genres and American Dream Theme   

One of the defining characteristics of Chicano films is how they deconstruct and 

subvert Hollywood genres and formulas (Keller, 1994; Noriega, 1991, 1992; Berg, 1993). 

Like other Chicano films such as, Yo Soy Joaquín and Born in East L.A., From Prada to 

Nada challenges assumptions about assimilation and success in America.  However, 

unlike films that unquestioningly present linguistic assimilation into English and cultural 

change (Anglo-conformity) as the only path to success, Prada starts with the story of an 

apparently successful (over-assimilated) Latino family and demonstrates how that very 

success has come at the cost of language loss and alienation from one’s own family, 

language and roots, a dilemma facing many in the Latino community. The reversal of the 

rags to riches theme in the film thus becomes a deeper examination of the myth of the 
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American Dream and its implications for Chicanos.  Though the riches to rags theme is 

also the theme of Jane Austen’s novel and a similar adaptation, Material Girls, the use of 

this trope as a vehicle for an anti-assimilation message in Prada is innovative. In contrast 

to films such as RWHC, in which Spanish and the barrio are portrayed as obstacles to 

success—therefore, the main character uses mostly English and leaves the barrio, and 

assimilates into the mainstream in order to find success, the message of Prada is that 

staying and contributing to making the barrio a better place is the answer.   

Prada as example of Third Wave Chicano films.  While From Prada to Nada 

is, on the surface, a romantic comedy and an Austen film adaptation, its underlying anti-

assimilationist theme and the subplots about immigrant worker abuses and gang life in 

the barrio, identify it as a mixed genre film which follows the pattern of the Third Wave 

Chicano cinema in which “political content is embedded within the deeper structure of 

the genre formulas the filmmakers employ rather than being on the surface, where First 

and Second Wave filmmakers customarily placed it” (Berg, 2002).  The Third Wave 

films “do not accentuate Chicano oppression or resistance; ethnicity in these films exists 

as one fact of several that shape characters’ lives and stamp their personalities” (Berg, 

2002, p. 187).  In contrast to the message in First Wave Chicano films which were 

overtly political, Third Wave films are more subtle but just as pointed in their social 

critique. This subtlety of the critique of stereotypes and underlying ideology of 

assimilation in Prada is achieved multilingually and multimodally through the use of 

Mock Spanish, inverted stereotypes of Anglos, and other counter-discursive strategies.   

Similar to Born in East LA (1987) and other Chicano films, From Prada to Nada 

draws on existing stereotypes about Latinos for comedic effect in order to give lessons 
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about the very stereotypes that the film portrays, e.g., the gangbanger from the barrio can 

sometimes move past gang life and contribute in a positive way to the community.  

Consequently, although Prada is billed as a comedy, its humor is “intimately 

interconnected with the serious urban problems of labor abuses of undocumented 

workers,” with references of problems of gang violence and crime. As seen below, the 

cultural iconography and use of soundtrack contribute significantly to the underlying 

message of the film, which many critics of the film miss because they lack an understand 

of the meaning of the cultural iconography and focus only on the episodic structure 

(Noriega, 1991).  

2) Film Techniques: Mise-en-scène and Montage   

Another indication that Prada belongs to the Third Wave Chicanofilms is its 

innovative use of mise-en-scène and montage. Citing the influence of early Chicano 

documentaries on Chicano feature films, Noriega (1991, 1992)  

concludes that the mise en scène of Chicano cinema, the ‘putting of the scene’ of 

the Chicano experience, involves for the first time a screen space ‘filled not just 

with Chicano ‘images’ but with the aural and visual texture of our culture: the 

music, languages, home altars, food preparation, neighborhoods.’ Similarly 

Chicano montage has often served to temporally extend the mise-en-scène. 

(quoted in Keller, 1994)   

 

Reminiscent of the first Chicano film, Yo Soy Joaquin, and other Chicano films, 

Prada’s use of authentic barrio scenes and montage with murals of iconic cultural 

symbols and cultural celebrations associated with Mexican history connects the film to 

discourses of Chicano nationalism and Mexicanidad22
 which emphasize themes of social 

                                                   

22
 Mexicanidad is a term associated with Mexican identity that is associated with values of the 

Mexican Revolution with deep roots in indigenous culture.    
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justice and a cultural identity that reflects both indigenous and Spanish roots. Examples 

of historic iconic images, that are ubiquitous in Chicano murals and barrios of LA, are 

images of Aztec warriors and the Virgin of Guadalupe, and the Mexican flag.  

Besides the iconic historical references, other features that contribute to the 

authentic texture of the barrio include visual and auditory symbols of traditional Mexican 

culture, Chicano culture, and gang life.  These features include signs in Spanish, guitar 

players on the street dressed in cowboy hats, food sellers hawking their wares in Spanish, 

and scenes of Mexican food being prepared in the home for cultural celebrations.  Gang-

related images include symbols and clothing styles related to gang life, such as Cholos/as 

dressed in bandanas (head scarves) and plaid shirts and cholas with typical make-up, hair 

style with hair teased and piled high combined with their stern looks.  Another iconic 

symbol of the barrio is the lowrider car, which is a key symbol of Chicano urban culture 

(see discussion of lowriders in Chapter IV).  The mise-en-scène also includes the diegetic 

soundtrack with pan-Latino music including corrido, mariachi music, various renditions 

of the song “Cielito Lindo,” reggaeton, and salsa played at various cultural celebrations.  

All of these multimodal symbols of Mexican heritage and barrio life serve both to 

contribute to a barrio aesthetic and contribute to the underlying themes of identity and 

ideology which are typical of the Chicano film genre.   

Many of these features come to index larger discourses through the use of 

prominence, which is evident through an analysis of the inter-semiotic layering in the 

multimodal design of mise-en-scène revealing the underlying ideologies and subtexts of 
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the film.   For example, close-ups of murals, signs, food, and tattoos, increased volume of 

iconic or key songs, and the use of CS become semiotic metaphors representing 

discourses of cultural identity and ideologies of dominance and resistance.  One example 

of how the multimodal design achieves various effects is the use of visual and soundtrack 

features rather than dialogue to draw sharp scene boundaries.  As Bateman and Schmidt 

(2012) point out, continuous soundtrack contributes to perceptions about “some ongoing 

dramaturgical events” in the film while breaks in musical style may well indicate event 

boundaries (pp. 92-93).  Their example of the film, The Bourne Identity, illustrates how 

multimodal transcription makes clear the distinction between sharp scene boundaries 

“supported not only visually but also by the very different sound quality” (p. 93).   

In From Prada to Nada the scene boundaries are drawn visually by changes in the 

urban landscape as well as changes in the soundtrack.  In the scene described below, the 

film uses mise-en-scène and montage to establish the setting of the film in the barrio.  

The use of these film techniques together with the prominent images of murals in the 

montage further help to identify the film as a Chicano film while marking the boundaries 

between Mary and Nora’s  former life in Beverly Hills and their new life in the barrio.  

When the two main characters, sisters Mary and Nora, are forced to leave their 

father’s mansion after his death and they move in with their aunt in East LA, the montage 

of visual images combined with the soundtrack mark this transition  both visually and 

auditorily.   The girls get into their Beemer (BMW, expensive, prestige car, the symbol of 

her previous high social status)) and leave the palm-lined street of Beverly Hills and the 

camera cuts to more urban area and a close-up of Bus 704 with a sign “West Los 

Angeles,” with the two vehicles representing different worlds. The change in the semiotic 
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landscape of Beverly Hills to that of East LA symbolizes the change in the girls 

circumstances by iconic scenes such as wooded neighborhoods with mansions and 

moving street scenes that are shot so that the viewer feels as if they too are traveling from 

one part of the city to the other, viewing as if from a moving vehicle watching the urban 

landscape go by. As the car moves through the city, the dialogue between the sisters 

reveals the emotions associated with the move:  

Mary: So where are we going? 

Nora: East LA. 

Mary: East LA? You have me scared, Nora.  We’re going to get shot. 

Nora: Would you just calm down.  This is perfectly safe. 

The melancholic lyrics of the background music, “Sad Song,”
 23

  accompany the 

scene of the sisters leaving their home until they reach a stop sign in Boyle Heights.  The 

montage of images as they enter the barrio begins with a close-up of two street signs 

pointing in opposite directions --Cesar Chavez Ave. toward East LA and Sunset 

Boulevard in the direction of Beverly Hills, which represents the contrasting parts of the 

city and the change in the girls’ circumstance after their father dies.   The sign marks the 

sharp change of scene boundaries with the transition between scenes itself indexing the 

theme of moving between two worlds. Next, the camera zooms in to a shot of a large sign 

in Spanish and English that reads “El Pueblo de Los Angeles Historical Monument,” 

which is a reminder of the Spanish and Mexican roots of the city of Los Angeles 

(emphasizing that they are entering not a scary foreign place but the historical heart of the 

                                                   

23
 “Sad Song” is by Au Revoir Simone (2007), a “dreamy synth-pop/light electro pop song with 

ethereal vocals).  Lyrics are “Play me a sad song/’Cause that’s what I wanna hear/I want you to make me 

cry/I wanna remember the places that we left/Lost to the mists of time.” 
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city). Shortly after, they pass by another sign that says “Boyle Heights”
24

 which places 

them in the heart of the barrio where their aunt lives.  Next the camera zooms in on a 

mural of an Aztec warrior, followed by shots of restaurant signs with names of foods in 

Spanish, e.g.,“tortas” (sandwiches), “menudo” (a kind of soup).   

As Mary pulls up to a stop sign, the soundtrack abruptly changes from non-

diegetic soundtrack to diegetic music -- from the light electro pop song to a loud 

reggaeton song,
25

 with sharp rhythmic percussion, heard blaring from a lowrider car that 

pulls up alongside her Beemer.  As the lyrics can be heard (“Baila, baila por alla, por 

aqui, pegadito”) [Translation: Dance, dance there, here, close together], the car’s 

hydraulics are seen and heard going up and down, and the Latino male covered in tattoos 

says “Welcome to the barrio, m’ija” [to which she responds by rolling up her window and 

saying with a scared look on her face, “Oh, my gosh.”]  As the car continues, the camera 

then cuts to half-screen shot of a large mural of La Virgen de Guadalupe.  The sights and 

sounds of the barrio as they enter East LA also include children who can be seen and 

heard playing in the street, the sound of a police siren and the sound of a helicopter 

whose lights can be seen, and gun shots later that night—all with the intention of creating 

a barrio aesthetic that establishes the film’s authentic representation of Chicano reality. 

The changes in the visual imagery and soundtrack together with the change of music and 

                                                   

24
  Boyle Heights has one of the highest populations of Mexican Americans in the U.S. and at one 

time had the highest number of gangs in the country; thus many novels and films about gangs take place in 

this neighborhood. 
25

 Song "Boom" written and performed by MC Magico feat. Alex Wilson.  In terms of 

authenticity, some may argue that reggaeton, as a Caribbean music genre, is less likely to be heard in East 

LA by lowriders than Chicano rap (see McFarland, 2008, and Tatum, 2011). However, reggaeton as a 

musical style of non-Mexican origin represents the integration or encounter of Mexican-origin community 

with those of other Latino and non-Latino heritages (in this case Jamaican, Panamanian origin) resulting in 

a message of hybridity.  Reggaeton is also featured in a similar scene with a heavily tattooed male in a 

lowrider car the film, La Misma Luna (Under the Same Moon), set in LA, about the theme of immigration. 



110 

 

 

the dialogue (with CS and use of slang) not only signify crossing a boundary from one 

scene to another, but also symbolize the jolting transition the girls make as their 

economic and social situation changes and they encounter a world unknown to them. 

Film Icononography: Sunset Blvd. sign as intertextual references to film 

history.  In addition to emphasizing the contrast of where the girls came from (Beverly 

Hills) and where they are going (Boyle Heights), the close-up of the Sunset Blvd. sign 

can be interpreted as another apparent intentional intertextual reference to film history, 

imbuing the scene with a multi-layered meaning.   Denotatively, the sign represents the 

sisters moving away from a privileged, spoiled life to life of reduced means in the barrio 

with Sunset Blvd. referring to the wealthier part of LA where they came from and Cesar 

Chavez signifying the poorer East side of LA symbolizing the direction of the barrio.  

Connotatively, another underlying meaning can be discerned if one considers this sign as 

an intertextual reference to another film, titled Sunset Boulevard (1950, Dir. Billy 

Wilder), starring Gloria Swanson and William Holden, about an aging silent film star 

(contributing to the meta-discourse about film history and the role of Hollywood in 

perpetuating false images and stereotypes of the Chicano/Latino experience).  The film 

begins with a close-up of the street sign for Sunset Blvd. that is stenciled on the curb of a 

gutter.
26

  The connection between Mary and Norma Desmond suggests several deeper 

                                                   

26
 This intertextual reference links Mary’s story to the character of Norma Desmond and also to 

the biblical story of Salome which draws on the myths of Ishtar, Babylonian goddess of war and sexual 

love. In the film Sunset Boulevard, the efforts of former star Norma Desmond to make a come-back by 

starring as Salome, the biblical figure associated with the Dance of the Seven Veils, connotes the need to 

pass through several gates (or unveil layers of reality) to reach the truth.  The Dance of the Seven Veils is 

associated with the dance that the Babylonian goddess Ishtar performed, “the first documented striptease" 

when she descended into the underworld in search of Tammuz. Ishtar had to "relinquish her jewels and 
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discourses about how wealth and Hollywood lead to delusion and a false sense of reality, 

which in the film ultimately leads to the death of the scriptwriter who is drawn into this 

world.  In Prada the image of the Sunset Blvd. sign is recontextualized when it is 

juxtaposed with the Cesar Chavez sign going the opposite direction, symbolizing not only 

the contrast between Beverly Hills and Boyle Heights, but also with Sunset Blvd. leading 

to Hollywood, signifying the land of fantasy and delusion and the creation of stereotypes, 

and Cesar Chavez leading to East L.A., the land of reality and authenticity.  These same 

street signs have also been featured in other Chicano films; for example, in RWHC there 

is a long camera shot of Sunset Blvd. seen from the bus which symbolizes Ana’s moving 

between two worlds (she is a Chicana from East LA who travels by bus to attend high 

school in Beverly Hills, so the opposite of the journey that Mary and Nora took).   

 Chicano iconography: Role of murals in montage.   Murals have played a key 

role not only in early Chicano documentaries but also Chicano films up to the present 

(e.g., Born in East LA, RWHC, and La Misma Luna) as seen in Prada.  The montage of 

barrio scenes described above contains several mural shots that feature iconic features 

that index discourses associated with Chicano nationalism which are reminiscent of the 

first Chicano film, Yo Soy Joaquin, and others.  Thus, the montage sequence chronicles 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

robes at each of the seven gates to the underworld until she stands naked in the 'land of no return.'  Salome 

became a popular culture reference in many films and works of literature after Oscar Wilde first “assigned 

[the Dance of the Seven Veils to Salome] as a “symbolic descent to the underworld of the unconscious, a 

ceremony that equates stripping naked to being in a state of truth, the ultimate unveiling, to Salome."
[2]

  

There have been several versions of the veil dance in film and literature.  In Tom Robbins’ 1990 novel 

Skinny Legs and All the belly-dancer Salome performs an hours-long version of the Dance of the Seven 

Veils. As each of her veils drops, the main character comes to an epiphany about life. Like the story of 

Ishtar, Mary has been stripped of her “jewels” – her Beemer and her expensive designer purse which her 

aunt sells for $1,000, and she stands in a state of truth at the end of the film.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dance_of_the_Seven_Veils#cite_note-sisters-2
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not only the girls’ abrupt transition from life in Beverly Hills to East LA (along with the 

street sign), but also the history of Mexico and the struggles for liberation and resistance 

to dominant powers which reinforces the film’s theme of anti-assimilation. The role of 

murals in the montage represents a mode of visual storytelling that recounts the history of 

Mexican and Chicano struggles that is a common feature in Chicano films reflecting its 

historical importance as a public art form.
27

  The depiction of Aztecs (representing the 

“grandeur of the indigenous pre-Colombian past,” Fregoso, 1993, p. 9) and la Virgen de 

Guadalupe
28

 in murals (marking the conversion of Indians to Catholicism) in the murals 

combined with the scene celebrating Mexico’s Independence from Spain are key symbols 

of Chicano nationalism which emphasize key moments in the history of Mexico.  

In all, 8 or 9 different murals appear in the film.  One mural refers to problems of 

gang life with the gang-related number 13 featured prominently  together with the mask-

like face of a Cholo with a scarf on his head looking sad surrounded by playing cards, 

implying conflict or fate.  One mural which depicts an angel connecting the Mexican and 

American flags is reminiscent of a scene in Born in East LA featuring a mural of the two 

flags; in both films the flags symbolize bicultural and binational identity of the border, 

and both films also feature two other iconic symbols of Chicano nationalism: images of 

Aztec and the Virgen de Guadalupe.  The theme of biculturalism and identity conflict, 

                                                   

27
 The mural art form frequently found in Chicano films and other genres such as Chicano rap 

videos (as discussed in Chapter IV) originated in Mexico with muralists such as Diego Rivera, as a public 

art form during the Mexican Revolution intended to educate the illiterate masses about the ideals of the 

revolution.   
28

 La Virgen de Guadalupe appeared to the indigenous peasant Juan Diego in 1531 shortly after 

the conquest and is venerated not only by Mexicans as the Protector of Mexico but also Patroness of the 

Americas.  La Virgen has been a unifying national symbol going back to the time of Mexican 

Independence from Spain when her image was used as a banner in 1810 in the armed struggle led by Padre 

Miguel Hidalgo.  
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one of the main themes of the film, is made explicit in the mural shown at the end of the 

film where the mural (painted especially for the film) poses the questions “Soy 

Mexicano? Soy Americano? Que soy” (Am I Mexican? Am I American? What am I?), 

which reinforce the main theme of identity in the film. The use of Spanish here 

emphasizes the close connection between language and identity and reveals the film’s 

support of a multilingual as opposed to monolingual ideology. 

In addition to contributing to the barrio authenticity through mise-en-scène, 

murals serve as a counter-discursive visual narrative to underscore the underlying myths 

or discourses revealed in this analysis, especially issues of bilingualism and biculturalism 

which are at the core of Chicano identity.  As Fregoso (1993) points out in her analysis of 

Yo Soy Joaquin, Yo Soy Chicano, and Chicanas, murals have played a key role in both 

Mexican and Chicano social and political movements and in film.   Therefore, from a 

multimodal and genre perspective, the depiction of murals in the film is both an 

intertextual reference to previous films in which murals have figured prominently and a 

subtext about Mexicanidad and Chicano history reflecting social justice issues. They also 

serve as a parallel narrative telling the story of the lost heritage that the sisters are re-

discovering as well as the role of mural-painting in LA as a way out of gang life for youth 

in LA. Thus, murals feature prominently throughout the film not only as part of the mise-

en-scène or semiotic landscape but also as part of the narrative reflecting the didactic role 

of the film.   Murals serve as a recurring semiotic metaphor indexing barrio life as do 

symbols painted on the murals Mexican iconography referring to specific aspects of 

Mexican and barrio culture.    



114 

 

 

Cultural celebrations. Some of the key scenes in the film take place during three 

important cultural and family celebrations: the father’s birthday, the Mexican 

Independence Day party, and Nora’s wedding to Edward. These celebrations bring 

together various aspects of mise-en-scène that are not usually seen in Hollywood films: 

the use of diegetic music, food preparation, clothing, and murals that demonstrate the 

film’s “meticulous attention to the actual cultural and social conditions of Chicano life 

and emphasis on ‘recuperating Chicano history in Chicano films (Keller, 1994, p. 209). 

(Included in this meticulous attention to detail is when one of the workers Nora meets on 

the bus mentions her daughter’s quinceañera, another typical Mexican celebration.)  

Other examples include the father’s birthday party with mariachi music and Mexican 

Independence Day celebration where traditional indigenous clothing is worn and tamales 

are prepared and CS is used, and the wedding at the end in which the diversity of guests 

reflects the diversity of the barrio, a salsa band, and the mural.   The cultural celebrations 

become the setting in which traditional Mexican foods and music and clothing are 

highlighted.  

3) Soundtrack: Sound Effects and Latino Music  

Similar to murals and other visual symbols and CS, the use of soundtrack plays a 

key role not only in contributing to mise-en-scène, but also to the underlying themes and 

discourses of the film.  Like CS and visual symbols, various songs in the soundtrack in 

the film serve as semiotic metaphors which index various ideological stances and 

identities by various characters in the film. At the very beginning of the film Katie 

Perry’s mega-hit, “California Gurls,” (seen here as an anthem to materialism) plays 

loudly while Mary is shopping on fashionable Rodeo Drive.  This is contrasted with the 
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next scene where Mary arrives home to a mariachi band playing the song “Cielito 

Lindo,” for the father’s birthday (to which she responds by calling it “tacky ranchero 

music” serving to establish her negative attitude toward Mexican culture).  This song is 

repeated several times throughout in the film and is foregrounded at key moments when 

the sisters are thinking of their father or when the film refers to the idealized Mexican 

heritage. Throughout the film mise-en-scène marks transition to changes and the 

repetition of the song, “Cielito Lindo,” emphasizes the theme of family and cultural 

heritage in both language and visual iconography and other Latino songs, including both 

diegetic and non-diegetic. As seen in the scene above, reggaeton is played as part of the 

mise-en-scène to create a barrio aesthetic, with diegetic sound coming from the lowrider 

car and the hydraulics bouncing the car up and down while the tattooed driver yells over 

to the girls in the Beemer, “Welcome to the barrio, m’ija.”  The portrayal of mariachis 

dressed in their typical traje de charro, an elegant suit consisting of tight-fitting pants 

lined with silver buttons running down the length of the pant leg, a fancy white shirt, a 

short coat, cowboy boots, and a large charro hat, provide both a visual and auditory 

reminder of Mexican identity. Corrido music (from the border) is also foregrounded to 

index the discourse of social protest. 

Corridos.  In addition to the pan-Latino soundtrack, Prada features corrido and 

mariachi music which are considered by Chicano cinema scholars to be a key 

characteristic of Chicano film genre and the first artistic expression of social protest by 
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Chicanos (Keller, 1994; Noriega, 1992; Fregoso, 1993).
29 A corrido is a narrative song or 

ballad (or Mexican folk song) whose characters, events, and themes represent the values 

and history of the Mexican culture both in Mexico and the southwestern states of the 

United States.  Corridos are often used to tell the tales of past heroes, such as Pancho 

Villa or more recently Cesar Chavez, or current events.  Recent corridos are often about 

the drug cartels.  Corridos, like murals, can be seen as an oppositional form of popular 

culture with issues of immigration and justice as common themes, telling stories from the 

perspective of the working class (Aparicio, 2012) whose purpose was, and still is, to keep 

history as an active part of Mexican-American society and culture.   

Sound effects. Sound effects is part of the mise-en-scène that contributes to the 

barrio aesthetic include the sound of lowrider hydraulics and police sirens contributing to 

barrio authenticity (showing the lowrider as a symbol of Chicano barrio culture and 

outsider identity in dominant society but insider within the barrio, while the police siren 

indexes the role of the police as the authority representing the dominant society).  The 

sound of lowrider hydraulics going up and down reproduce or represent an environment 

that recreates reality (that lowriders are a commonplace or important symbol of barrio 

life) which adds excitement (together with reggaeton coming out of the car radio) that 

emphasizes action.  The police siren heard outside of the window of the girls’ bedroom at 

their aunt’s house in East LA serves to reinforce barrio authenticity.  On their first night 

in the barrio the girls see the lights of a helicopter and hear a gunshot followed by a 

                                                   

29
 Fregoso (1993, p. 8) states that the film Yo Soy Joaquin “exemplifies a distinct mode of 

storytelling by incorporating in its sound track guitar and mariachi music from the popular corrido 

tradition, and the dramatic reading of the poem by Luis Valdez.”  By contrasting photographs of the 

Mexican Revolution with those of Mexican mural paintings, the use of guitar and mariachi music from the 

popular corrido tradition exemplifies the use of storytelling as an intertextual mode.  
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police siren as they take cover under the bed.  The police siren goes off again early in the 

morning after the girls first arrive, showing that the police sirens go off day and night.  

These are the sound effects emphasizing the violence of the barrio and sounds that one 

might expect in inner cities where crime rates are high.  These sounds emphasize the 

scary aspects of life in the barrio which are contrasted with other images and sounds that 

highlight the cultural richness of the barrio, e.g., the murals, the sound of children 

playing, the music on the streets, the cultural celebrations, etc., thus avoiding the 

stereotype of the barrio as only violent and gang-infested.   

4) Use of Spanish and Code-Switching  

The use of Spanish and CS has been cited as key characteristics of the Chicano 

film genre by Noriega (1991) and Berg (1993).  The role of CS and the use of Spanish in 

the film reflects several functions described in sociolinguistic accounts of CS in studies 

of naturally-occurring speech (as rule-governed behavior), as well as stylistic uses 

described in studies of CS in film and literary texts (Rudin, 1996; Torres, 2007).  The role 

of CS as a key to understanding identity issues in Prada draws especially on studies of 

CS in Latino communities by Zentella (1997), which identifies CS as not only a key 

component of Latino identity but also as a language in and of itself, Spanglish. In contrast 

to many Hollywood films whose Spanish language use and CS reflect linguicism or 

language discrimination, Chicano films use Spanish and CS to connote barrio authenticity 

or as a counter-discourse to expose negative stereotypes often through humor. Language 

use also reflects the relationship between characters and how language positions viewers 

as insiders and outsiders (Berg, 1993).   The way in which filmmakers deal with the issue 

of translation – what is translated, how Spanish is translated, and whether Spanish 
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language use is translated, and how other modes provide clues about meaning – offers 

important insights into these relationships.  Furthermore, as suggested by the key role of 

mise-en-scène discussed above, further clues about the underlying message of the film 

can be gained by examining how language interacts with other modes, as studies by 

Stamou (2014), Androutsopoulos (2012) and others illustrate.  

In Prada, CS between Spanish and English is also a key device for highlighting 

the bilingual and bicultural identity issues that are at the heart of the film.   The examples 

below illustrate three main functions of CS and the use of Spanish in the film (which are 

frequently embedded or combined with other multimodal features): 1) to create a sense of 

authenticity, highlighting the close relationship between language and culture, 2) to 

reveal different degrees of solidarity between speakers and to index the changes in 

identity that the characters go through, and 3) as a counter-discursive strategy reflecting 

language ideologies of speakers and filmmakers designed to challenge dominant 

ideologies.  

CS for cultural authenticity. One of the key ways in which Chicano filmmakers 

convey barrio authenticity is through the use of Spanish and code-switching (CS) as part 

of mise-en-scène. Various types of switches have been described from both a 

sociolinguistic (Lipski, 1985) and literary (Keller, 1984) perspective (Rudin, 1996).  CS 

in film shares much in common with its use in literature.  CS in Chicano/Latino literature 

and film can consist of single untranslated words in Spanish that are easily understood (if 

not the specific meaning, at least what general category they belong to) compared to 

longer untranslated phrases.  Drawing on Venuti and Kachru, Albakry and Hancock 

(2008) point out in their analysis of English-Arabic code-switching in the novel, Map of 
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Love, by the Egyptian-British writer Ahdaf Soueif, that keeping cultural references to 

local food, dress, forms of entertainment and religious traditions in the original Arabic 

(i.e., the use of lexical borrowing)  “reflects many of the customs and traditions of the 

country and also adds a foreignizing effect in an attempt to give the original flavor of a 

different/other culture” (p. 227).   Similarly, in the case of the film, From Prada to Nada, 

the frequent use of Spanish words to refer to Mexican and Spanish food, religion, terms 

of address, which are often accompanied by culturally specific visual images, serve as a 

persistent reminder of the “other” (Mexican) ethnic culture which the sisters have lost 

and re-discovered.  The reason for the loss is implied throughout the film and in the 

dominant monolingual and assimilationist ideology which the film clearly seeks to 

challenge.   

Use of Spanish in vocatives (role relationships). One of the most common uses 

of CS in literature and film is the use of vocatives in Spanish which serve to emphasize 

the importance of family in Chicano culture and films and serves to contrast collectivist 

values individualist values.  In the film there are many uses of vocatives used in 

affectionate address, whether to emphasize the relationship between the speaker and the 

addressee or for the purpose of getting their attention, which is also a common of feature 

of CS literature (Callahan, 2004, p. 71).  The most common is the term “m’ija” and 

“m’ijo” – contractions for “mi hija” or “mi hijo,” literally, my daughter or my son, a 

common form of address in Spanish. Though the girls are not her daughters, the aunt uses 

this expression as a term to show intimacy or endearment.  Even the lowrider, a complete 

stranger, says to Mary: “Welcome to the barrio, m’ija.”  The term “tia” is used as a term 

of address by the girls for their aunt; even though the girls don’t speak fluent Spanish, 
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they always call their aunt using the Spanish term.  The young boy in the neighborhood 

call Mary “güera” which is translated in the subtitles as “blondie” but in Mexican and 

Mexican-American slang can also mean “white girl” or someone with lighter-hair or 

eyes.  When the girls are still living in their mansion and interact with the Spanish 

speaking maid/cook and landscaper/handyman refer to the girls as “señoritas” (young 

misses).   The cook refers to Mary as “niña” (little girl) and the aunt calls Mary, 

“Chiquita” (little one). These terms show both the intimacy of the Spanish language and 

culture, a degree of hierarchy (señoritas), as well as the way such terms are used to tease 

or make fun.  

When talking about food. There are several examples of characters switching to 

Spanish when referring to names of foods, such as desayuno, mole, tamales, 

churros/churritos, elotes, and taco.  The use of these more commonly heard indigenous 

and/or Spanish-origin words, especially tamale and taco, are examples of the difference 

between borrowed words and CS (see Jiménez-Carra, 2004, citing Grosjean).  As 

borrowed words embedded in otherwise all English sentences, they function to show the 

influence of Spanish language and Mexican culture in LA and the U.S. in general.  

Accompanying the dialogue about food or simply depicted visually are scenes of food 

being prepared in the home for special occasions and everyday meals (mole for a birthday 

party, tortillas for breakfast and tamales for the Independence Day party), sold on the 

streets (a man on the street in the barrio selling corn on the cob yells “Elotes!”).  In two 

scenes Nora is portrayed helping with food preparation – first in a comic scene where she 

tries to heat up a tortilla and the stove erupts in flames and another where she helps 

prepare tamales for the party.  Both the use of Spanish and scenes of Mexican food are 
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designed to lend to the barrio aesthetic designed to portray normal parts of life in the 

barrio. 

Religious references.  Bilingual speakers frequently switch to their first language 

when they invoke God or say a spontaneous prayer.  At the beginning of film in the 

kitchen, the cook says to Mary “Por Dios, no toques” [trans. In God’s name (or For 

God’s sake), don’t touch [the mole].  When Mary is in the hospital, following a car 

accident she got into after she discovers her Mexican boyfriend is married, the aunt says 

“Gracias Jesusito” [trans. Thank you, little Jesus] when Mary wakes up from a coma.  

The use of Spanish to give thanks to “Little Jesus” is juxtaposed with the actions of 

Trinita (close friend of their aunt) brushing Mary’s body with herbs, illustrating the role 

of folk remedies and medicine in Mexican culture and the syncretism with Catholicism.  

Throughout the film the camera flashes to images of La Virgen de Guadalupe, on murals, 

a statue outside of the house, and a picture on the wall inside the house.  La Virgen is 

arguably the most iconic symbol of Mexican culture, as the patron saint of Mexico and 

protector of Mexicans everywhere, and unifying national symbol of Mexico (Barajas, 

2014). Both the religious expressions and the visual images reflect the important role of 

religion in the barrio. 

CS to introduce proverbs. The use of proverbs in Spanish in the film reflects the 

strong role of oral traditions in passing on knowledge and important life lessons in 

Mexican culture.  The switch to Spanish in telling the proverb below emphasizes both the 

theme of the film as well as the importance of maintaining folk traditions. In the 

following scene, where the girls are first arriving at their aunt’s house in East LA, Mary 
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says to her aunt that there is a gang member on the lawn. The aunt laughs and uses a 

proverb to challenge her stereotypes.  

Tia: [Laughs] Not everything that stinks is caca, m’ija.  

Trinita: Y no todo que brilla es oro, Barbie. [Not all that glitters is gold, Barbie.]   

Sociolinguistically, the use of the untranslated word “caca” (colloquial meaning is 

“poop” or “rubbish” and the vulgar meaning is “shit”) appears to be both a case of a 

crutch for avoidances purposes (Zentella, 1997) and also as a trigger to a language switch 

in the next line which is all in Spanish. (The fact that it is left untranslated shows that it is 

also a word many English speakers know and/or use regardless of their level of Spanish 

proficiency).  The aunt’s switching to Spanish at the end of the sentence triggers Trinita 

to repeat another proverb with a similar meaning all in Spanish.   This expression warns 

Mary not to judge a book by its cover.  By calling her “Barbie” (like the Barbie doll), 

Trinita, who just met Mary, gives her first impression of Mary as very materialistic and 

inauthentic and suggests that she has lost her way.   The reference to “Barbie” here 

signifies artificialness and vacuity, which is a consistent theme in the film. Similar to the 

case of literature, proverbs can play an integral role in the development of the characters 

and the story line.   

When they are spoken in the native language of the speaker, the proverb is 

foregrounded, in this case drawing attention to Mary as artificial and vacuous and to two 

related themes in the film, and that you can’t judge a person by outward appearances and 

that money is not everything.  Throughout the film, there are repeated references, in 

dialogue, visually, and in the soundtrack itself (with the song “California Gurls” by Katie 

Perry) which conjure up hedonistic, materialistic, selfishness, overemphasis on 
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appearance, and excess of all kinds, including sexual (with Mary being accused by her 

sister of being a whore after she sleeps with the Mexican TA).  The emphasis on the word 

“gold” in this proverb, “all that glitters is not gold,” becomes a symbol for these excesses 

when it is repeated in song (the lyrics of the song “California Gurls” about the “golden 

coast” of California) and in the visual representation of glittering gold lamé dresses worn 

by the two most materialistic characters in the film, Mary and Olivia, whose hair color is 

also golden.  The film reflects the same emphasis on symbols of and obsession with 

material wealth which Jane Austen satirizes and critiques in the characters of Lucy Steele 

and Willoughby in Sense and Sensibility.  In this film the central conflict of materialism, 

symbolized mostly by Mary’s character, is resolved by the sisters returning to their roots, 

symbolized by the barrio, and rediscovering their culture and language.  

Use of subtitles and other techniques for translation.  One of the issues often 

discussed in the literature on multilingual films is how filmmakers make the film 

intelligible and accessible to the viewer both linguistically and multimodally through the 

use of subtitles and various means of translation.  In addition to conveying authenticity, 

the use of Spanish and CS reflects how language use positions characters in relation to 

each other and to the viewer (Rudin, 1996; Jonsson, 2012; Torres, 2007; Fuller, 2013).   

In the case of film, subtitles are the main way that use of non-dominant language is 

translated but not all Spanish is translated and it is not the only way to make the meaning 

clear.  Filmmakers use various ways to make the use of another language accessible to 

the audience, through subtitles and other methods.    

The use of subtitles and other film techniques for referring to other languages can 

reveal attitudes toward language, viewers, and characters and has different effects on the 
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viewer. For example, in the 1969 Western, The Wild Bunch (Dir., Sam Peckinpah), 

although much Spanish is spoken in the film, there are no subtitles.  According to one 

critic, this requires the audience to pay closer attention to body language and intonation 

(Schneider, 2007).  

In her study of the presence of Spanish in American film and TV, Jiménes Carra 

(2009) examines various strategies used by screenwriters to reach a broader audience 

including translation, dubbing and subtitling strategies. As mentioned in earlier 

discussion on subtitle research, there are various ways that filmmakers use to refer to or 

translate non-dominant languages including subtitles, dubbing, voice overs (Corrigan, 

2010).  Decisions that filmmakers make not to use subtitles are also of interest. For 

example, in the film Spanglish, about a Mexican mother and her daughter who immigrate 

to America, an English voice-over is used to narrate a story from the grown up daughter’s 

perspective, with no subtitles when the characters are speaking Spanish, but it is still 

possible to hear most of the Spanish, which creates a closer relationship with Spanish-

speaking viewers.
30

   She also points to various instances where the use of Spanish is or is 

not translated depending on whether the actor is the main character.  In Prada there are 

several examples where secondary characters speak in Spanish and the dialogues are not 

translated.  Torres (2007) points out that leaving code-switched words untranslated can 

                                                   

30
 Voice-over is related to heteroglossia (multiple voices, dominant voice) – not just a solution to 

inaccessibility of foreign language.  There are several options filmmakers use to make use of multiple 

languages (as in the case of fiction, see Grutman, 1993).  Sometimes, for example, the wrong translation is 

used for comedic effect – either by a character in the film (so as not to offend, as in case in Prada when 

Mary says in Spanish that Olivia is not part of the family or when Rodrigo tells his wife that Mary said she 

had a stomachache (or he interpreted her body language) or in the case of the Taco Bell commercial, a bad 

translation of the background song.    
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be a political act which runs the risk of censorship by publishers or schools.  However, in 

cases when an author does not comment or provide clues at all on the use of the non-

matrix language, the author may intend to create a linguistic landscape which adds in a 

particular way to the narrative.  Torres cites the case of author Junot Diaz who she states 

has “an uncompromising stance toward the interplay of language” (p. 83). This suggests 

that translation of multilingual use in film can be categorized as 1) translated with 

subtitles or within the dialogue or voice-over (as in case of Spanglish), 2) not translated – 

no subtitles (meaning is either understood from context or intentionally unintelligible), 

and 3) translated incorrectly or badly for dramatic or comedic effect. 

CS as an alternative way to provide an equivalent translation.  In the film, From 

Prada to Nada, subtitles are nearly always used to translate into English dialogue in 

Spanish in the film. In cases where the dialogue is left untranslated with no subtitles or 

embedded translation, the dialogue is generally not critical to the plot.  Other ways 

filmmakers refer to bilingualism besides subtitles are similar to strategies found in 

multilingual literary works including allusion and commentary (Grutman, 1993).  In film, 

scriptwriters can propose a translation by incorporating equivalent expressions that 

indirectly translate what was said, thereby not necessitating a subtitle, and in this way it 

puts less of a burden on the viewer.   In the following three examples, there are no 

subtitles for the Spanish but intelligibility is not a problem since the CS embeds the 

meaning of the Spanish words and expressions in the dialogue.   

Scene 1: Mary is in the kitchen with the cook. 

Cook:  You niña, keep away from my stove.  Por dios, no toque(s) [referring to 

the stew she is making].  
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Mary: That is really thick stew. 

Cook:  Mole, niña, muy especial for your father’s birthday.   

In this scene, “Por dios, no toque(s)” which can be translated as “For God’s sake, 

don’t touch” is not subtitled.  The English line before it “keep away from the stove” has 

an equivalent meaning. 

Scene 2: Bruno says to young boys who helped with the luggage:  

Bruno: Aprovechan que son gratis.  [subtitle: Grab them while they’re free.] 

Hurry up before they charge you.  Ándale, córrele.  

In Scene 2 above, the first sentence in Spanish is translated to English in subtitles, 

but the second line in Spanish, “Andale, córrele,” is not since the previous English line 

has a similar meaning.  This dialogue is also about food. 

Scene 3: Aunt, Nora, and Mary at a restaurant 

Tia: You are just like your mother. 

Mary: Of course, she was smart. 

Tia: No, m’ijita.  Una irresponsible.  Always adventure con ella.  And what does 

she do?  Crash the car. 

Nora: Don’t worry, Tia.  We’re going to be responsible you’ll see. 

The Spanish word, “irresponsible” here is a cognate of the English word spelled 

the same way, but its meaning is emphasized when Nora uses the root word in English to 

reassure the aunt that the daughters are not like their mother.   

In other scenes from Prada the wrong translation is purposefully used (by both 

the characters in the film and the filmmakers) as an in-joke by Spanish speakers, showing 

how subtitles and translation can have other functions in the film besides facilitating 
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communication with broader audiences, as in the following scene (and another scene 

described later where a line in Spanish is mistranslated to save face).  

In this scene Mary is at a party and is shocked when she discovers that her 

boyfriend Rodrigo is already married when she is introduced to his wife.  When she 

becomes visibly upset by the news, Rodrigo explains her strange behavior to his wife by 

saying in Spanish, “No te preocupes.  Era el dolor del estómago o algo” [actual 

translation: “Don’t worry.  It was a stomach ache or something.”] but the English 

subtitles read “Don’t worry. She’s drunk . . . or something.”  The discrepancy in the 

original meaning and the way the line is translated could be accounted for in various 

ways. One explanation is that there is greater stigma attached to a woman being drunk in 

Mexican culture than American.  Therefore, this (mis)translation could be designed to 

show a Mexican stereotype about American women or gringas as having loose morals 

and to emphasize Rodrigo’s view of Mary as more American than Mexican.  Also, the 

mistranslation makes the scene stand out more and it highlights the contrast between 

Mexicans and Mexican Americans. It also  places Mary in an even more humiliating 

position  in the eyes of the viewer after being made the fool and been used by a married 

man, not only sexually but also since he has bought Mary and Nora’s family home that 

Mary had hoped she would live in with him.   His lack of respect for her as a woman and 

a gringa is made more evident by the mistranslation in the subtitles which only speakers 

of Spanish would understand. Here the mistranslation appears intended to divulge the 

attitude of one character toward the other based on cultural differences between Mexicans 

and Mexican Americans. 
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 Another purpose for subtitling is to enhance some aspect of the use of Spanish, 

through the subtitles as a visual as well as linguistic mode.  For example, in the scene 

where Mary introduces Rodrigo to her Spanish-speaking aunt and friend, the three 

exchange their complete Spanish names (which in Hispanic naming custom includes their 

given name, middle name and both father and mother’s last name).  The subtitles unfold 

letter by letter on the screen as each person quickly says his/her name, punctuating both 

the customary long Hispanic names and the fluency of the speakers.  The aunt adds “para 

servirle” (which denotes formality; it also has the connotation of subservience) after her 

name, a polite phrase meaning “at your service” which is not translated in the subtitles.  

Here the subtitles used in a formal introduction emphasize the Spanish naming custom in 

contrast to the abbreviated form of names common in the U.S., introducing a lesson in 

cross-cultural comparisons.   

Language combined with other modes (cases where Spanish is not subtitled). 

Other cases where no translation is provided shows how language is a key part of mise-

en-scène and may be designed to reveal the film’s underlying ideology.  In her analysis of 

subtitles and dubbing in several U.S. Latino films, Jiménez Carra (2009) draws attention 

to the presence of Spanish in the visual imagery as well as the background sounds in the 

film. In her analysis of RWHC, for example, she points out that while the CS dialogue is 

translated, “advertisements, signs, posters and billboards appear only in Spanish, as do 

songs and television programs [without subtitles].  All these features create a background 
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that contributes to locate the story, both culturally and linguistically” (p. 59).
31

  Such 

observations about the linguistic landscape (defined broadly to include both written and 

auditory language use in public) of the film, while not systematic, reflect a multimodal 

approach to analysis of multilingual films in which inter-semiotic layering adds 

dimension to the scene for a specific purpose. For example, in the scene below, a sudden 

switch from Spanish to English is designed to highlight the difficulties experienced by 

undocumented immigrants in a humorous way.  In this scene, undocumented women 

working at the aunt’s house as seamstresses switch the TV channel from a Spanish 

telenovela (soap opera) to an English game show when they think immigration officials 

are coming to the door and it turns out to be Edward, Nora’s love interest.  The sound of 

the TV is barely perceptible but combined with the action of the women hiding their 

sewing machines and sitting in front of the TV, the use of ambient sound to add 

authenticity to the scene becomes more salient when it is used together with the visual 

movement to highlight the fear the women have of being deported.  The switch from a 

Spanish to an English channel also becomes a satiric commentary on the dominant 

monolingual ideology which assumes that “real Americans” (i.e., legal, assimilated) 

should be using and listening to English even inside their homes. Here the use of ambient 

sound not only adds to the authenticity of mise-en-scène, it illustrates how character’s 

reaction to ambient sound can be an excuse to reveal the ideological stance of the film or, 

                                                   

31
 The use of Spanish TV in the background in Prada adds to the authenticity of the scene and 

more authentic representation of the language and culture.  In Prada it is useful to contrast how these 

background sounds are used both to show the negative attitude toward ranchero music playing in the 

background which becomes foregrounded when Olivia insists that the workers turn it off saying “what is 

this a taco truck?” Such strategies by the filmmaker are intended to highlight the social distance as well as 

the cultural distance.  Each Spanish soundtrack indexes a different social class, cultural affiliation. 
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as in the case of a related example described below of Olivia’s negative reaction to 

corrido music on the radio, to reveal a character’s stereotypical racist attitudes.  

In sum, the use of CS and Spanish in combination with other modalities indexes 

the changes that the main characters go through in the course of the film in terms of their 

identity and values.  In summary, the varied use of Type I, II, and III CS, depending on 

character together with the mixed use of subtitles, translation, and other modes, reveals 

not only the distance between characters and the viewer but also the stance toward the 

dominant ideologies of monolingualism and assimilation, as discussed below.  

Language Use and Multimodality as Indicators of Identity and Ideology 

Bilingualism like biculturalism is widely seen as a key characteristic of Chicano 

culture that is revealed in and promoted in Chicano/Latino literature.  Due to the 

proximity to Mexico (and the Caribbean) and the constant contact with the homeland, 

issues of bilingualism, identity and language maintenance take on a special significance. 

However, despite themes that emphasize cultural pride and authenticity, many films 

about Chicano and Latinos, even Latino filmmakers, typically portray language use in a 

way that contributes to “normative monolingualism” and an assimilationist ideology (as 

opposed to multiculturalism).  Even films such as the highly acclaimed RWHC have been 

criticized by Chicano film scholars for their assimilationist message.   

The films Spanglish, RWHC, and Quinceañera all contain Spanish-English CS 

that can also be analyzed metaphorically (Jiménez Carra, 2009; Fuller, 2013).   In the 

films Spanglish and RWHC, the daughters switch to English in response to her mother’s 

use of Spanish because English as the dominant language has greater authority, showing 

how CS indexes defiance on the part of the daughters and a desire to exhibit superiority 
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towards the mother
32

 on the basis of both language and culture. In these films CS indexes 

cultural identity, power relationships between two speakers, and how characters negotiate 

multiple identities.  It also reveals how the characters position themselves vis-à-vis the 

dominant ideology at a given moment in the characters’ fictional life. In the case of 

Prada, the sisters’ use of only English becomes a handicap in the barrio, and as they 

become more identified with the barrio and their heritage, they learn Spanish, showing 

that Spanish is a prestige language in the barrio (Bourdieu). In the analysis below of the 

CS in Prada, I discuss how specific uses of CS (e.g., Mock Spanish) combined with or 

juxtaposed with other multimodal features function in various ways to highlight identity 

and ideological themes in the film, often through the use of humor. 

 CS as Indexical of Ideological Stance of Film   

As illustrated above, while the insertion of one word or short phrases in Spanish 

in the film do not in themselves constitute CS, they serve to establish an authentic Latino 

environment.  Since the Spanish words which are either cognates or expressions known 

to non-Spanish audiences (at least certain ones), they will be easily understood by an 

English audience, even without translation, and thus do not challenge the audience to 

question dominant monolingual ideologies (as pointed out by Petrucci, 2008, cited by 

Fuller, 2013, p. 72).  Petrucci refers to such “emblematic” uses of Spanish as contributing 

to a “representation of the world as normatively Anglophone” (Fuller, 2013, p. 72) (or as 

Fuller, 2013, refers to it, “normative monolingualism”) since it does not disrupt the 

                                                   

32
 In an interview with America Ferrara, the actress who plays the main character in RWHC, which 

is a special feature on the DVD of the film, talks about how her use of English is intended for a similar 

purpose to show both defiance and superiority towards her mother. 
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viewers’ understanding or perception of English as the dominant language.   Examples of 

emblematic uses of Spanish in film include having Spanish audible in the background, 

either spoken by minor characters or on television, which is evident in several scenes of 

the film.  However, as seen in the TV scene above, even ambient language use when 

combined with other modes can be used as a counter-discursive strategy.  In contrast, 

other cases of mixed language use, such as the use of CS to exclude or the use of Mock 

Spanish, reflect a more direct ideological stance that goes beyond the role of language as 

an authenticating device.  As seen below, when used as a counter-discursive strategy 

(which could include Mock Spanish), CS can be seen as supporting the film’s theme of 

challenging dominant language ideology and promoting bilingualism.  This way of 

categorizing CS shows that Mock Spanish used in different contexts will have different 

meanings.  Even when it’s used by the lawyers, the fact that they are losing the case 

makes the viewer align themselves more with the workers.  

Language Use and Multimodal Indicators of Changing Identity  

Evidence of the effort to lend authenticity and legitimacy to the film is the range 

and variation of language use by different characters (e.g., standard educated Spanish, 

informal Spanish, code-switching, street slang/caló). The variation in language use 

together with diverse attitudes toward language contribute to a more complex view of 

Spanish and Spanish-speakers, while changes in language use throughout the film, 

combined with the other multimodal features in the film, serve to advance the narrative of 

the film focusing on cultural identity. This story line reflects the didactic function of the 

film, which emphasizes Chicano identity and anti-assimilationist themes. It also reveals 

the film’s conscious efforts to portray diversity of Latino characters to make the film 
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more authentic (Noriega, 2000).  The role of language as a key device to index the 

identity change of the main characters reflects the fact that Spanish and CS are 

considered key aspects of Chicano identity, thus reinforcing the film’s main message that 

maintenance of Spanish is viewed positively, and that bilingualism as desirable and 

beneficial both for employment and interpersonal reasons as well as necessary in 

particular settings.    

The use of Spanish and English and the mixing of the two in the film reveal how 

the film closely mimics the diversity of languages spoken in the barrio, e.g., Spanish-

English CS, urban slang, and various levels of English proficiency and accented English.  

It also shows the relationship of social class, immigration status and education associated 

with different types and levels of bilingualism.  For example, the character of Rodrigo, 

the rich Mexican teaching assistant (from Mexico City whose father is a diplomat), is 

portrayed as fully bilingual (a case of elite bilingualism in which he does little CS) and 

highly educated and having the freedom to cross the border freely.  In contrast, the 

workers (both the janitors that Nora meets on the bus and the women who work in the 

aunt’s house sewing clothing) who are poor, work in unstable conditions and speak fluent 

Spanish and ‘broken’ English or no English.  Another group is those who work for the 

girls’ father, the cook and the landscaper, who appear to have more stable positions, 

possibly legal, and who are bilingual, and a fourth group includes the cholas who appear 

to have been born in the U.S. by their native-like accents and whose English is mostly 

slang with limited Spanish.   Also the fact that the sisters had the freedom not to know or 

use Spanish when they were rich but when they became poor they need to know it, even 
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to code-switch a few words or say “Sí” or “Buenos días,” becomes indexical of belonging 

to Mexican culture.  

The language diversity in the film is best represented by Bruno, the character who 

is portrayed as most connected to the neighborhood.  His use of Chicano/ Mexican 

Spanish, standard English, Spanglish’, and barrio English–depending on whom he is 

speaking with–shows these varieties are all part of the local language repertoires shared 

by many in the barrio and reveals the skill required to switch back and forth.  Examples 

of the use of barrio English (or urban slang) which incorporates AAVE and some Spanish 

includes Bruno’s use of the expression “Yo” which is common in hip hop culture, and 

also when he first meets Nora and shakes her hand with special handshake, says   “We 

good.  We got your back out here, ahright.”  Bruno uses the same expression in a 

question form, “We good, Ladies?” again to the cholas.
 33

   

The variation in language use is also reflected in the changes in language use by 

the main characters throughout the film and their attitudes toward language combined 

with the other multimodal features in the film (visual images, gestures, gaze, pose, and 

soundtrack) which serve to advance the narrative of the film focusing on cultural identity 

revealing how identity is tied up with language use. This story line reflects the didactic 

function of the film which emphasizes Chicano identity and anti-assimilationist themes.  

                                                   

33
 This follows AAVE grammatical rule where the copula be in the present tense is often dropped.   

So instead of saying here “We are good” or “we’re good” Bruno drops the verb “are”.  Later example is a 

question: “We good, ladies?”  In this case the standard form would be “Are we good, ladies?” so the copula 

‘be’ is dropped at the beginning.  This is similar to expressions such as “Are we cool?” which in the urban 

dictionary means “Do you have good feelings toward me? (In other words, do you NOT have any anger or 

hurt feelings toward me?).” It essentially refers to the idea that when one is in a precarious situation, one 

can't easily watch out for everything. A person saying “I have your back” means they are there to help you 

out, they will watch out and take care of the things you're likely to miss, that they are a second set of eyes 

and hands for you (Urban Dictionary).  
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When the girls begin to learn Spanish they embrace their heritage and appear to be 

accepted as belonging to the barrio (the imagined Latino/Chicano community) and prove 

that they are authentically Latina.  The change in language use by both sisters is the result 

of the increasingly positive attitude toward speaking and learning Spanish as they become 

more familiar with Mexican and barrio culture resulting in a growing ethnic 

pride.   While Nora’s initial motivation for learning Spanish is her encounter with the 

workers on the bus and her desire to help them with the legal case, Mary’s incentive has 

to do with her romantic interest in her Mexican TA in her literature class at the 

university.  While their motivations vary according to their characters, both end up 

studying Spanish and by the end of the film their language abilities have clearly improved 

and their attitudes toward both the Spanish language and their Mexican cultural heritage 

has become more positive.   

Mary’s refusal to admit she is Mexican or speaks Spanish. Fuller (2013, p. 73) 

points out that characters denying they speak Spanish or purposefully mispronouncing 

Spanish is a common trope for emphasizing the theme of assimilation into the 

Anglophone mainstream (giving the example of Ugly Betty and The George Lopez 

Show).  She states that, “positioning these characters as not really speakers of Spanish 

makes them part of the mainstream and not part of the impoverished, violent world of the 

barrio.  Their rejection of Spanish is portrayed as funny, not a loss” (p. 74).  Similarly, 

when Mary denies speaking Spanish (using English pronunciation to announce “Yo no 

hablo español”) or being Mexican at the beginning of the film, it is seen as humorous.  

However, when it soon becomes clear that she is at a disadvantage in the barrio for not 

knowing Spanish, the joke is on her.  
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Bruno’s use of Mock Spanish.  In the scene below, Bruno teases Mary for 

refusing to admit she is Mexican and ridicules her by mimicking an Anglicized 

pronunciation of Spanish.  As Mary tries to start the run-down car that she was forced to 

trade for her “Beemer,” Bruno tries to stop her.  Her reply reveals that she is still afraid of 

him and he responds by using Mock Spanish, evident through both the context and his 

hyper-Anglicized pronunciation: 

Bruno: Yo, yo, stop you’re going to drown it. 

Mary: Don’t steal anything. 

Bruno: Do you think all Mexicans steal? 

Mary: I don’t know. I’m not Mexican. 

Bruno: You’re not Mexican? So take a look at yourself (he points to the mirror) 

here in the mirror because with that poncho [pronounced “pancho”] and huaraches you 

can make a killing selling tamales. 

Mary: Very funny. . .  

Mary: Thanks, oh, can you do the garden next. 

Bruno: Claro, mi amor [Sure sweetheart.] After I finish cleaning your indoor pool. 

Bruno’s “phonological playfulness” creates a mocking tone in which Bruno 

comments on Mary’s attitude toward her own language and culture.  While the words he 

uses are borrowed words from Spanish into English (poncho, huaraches, and tamales) his 

exaggerated English pronunciation makes it clear that a true Latino Spanish speaker 

would not pronounce the words this way.  His use of Mock Spanish here is meant as a 

criticism of assimilated Latinos such as Mary.  In this way, the film problematizes the 

issue of Spanish language use by presenting Mock Spanish from a critical perspective, 
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exposing it as a case of linguicism which reinforces a monolingual ideology and exposes 

the racism behind it.  By teasing her about wearing huaraches, he is actually accusing her 

of the opposite – of rejecting her heritage, suggesting that she has become so “agringada” 

(Americanized but with a negative connotation) that she sees her own culture in the same 

way that the dominant society views Mexican culture – marginalized, backwards, 

unintelligent, and unassimilable.
34

   

When Bruno uses English pronunciation of Spanish words ironically, he is 

appropriating Mock Spanish in order to reflect back to Mary her own biased attitudes 

toward Spanish and Mexican culture (i.e., linguicism).  In this way, to use Rudin’s terms, 

Bruno comments on the stereotypes by parodying the way non-Latinos use these words to 

mock speakers of Spanish.  In using Mock Spanish to describe a visual image of an old 

stereotype of the lazy Mexican dressed in a serape and huaraches, traditional peasant 

shoes, and selling tamales on the street, connoting poverty and “mañana” (lack of 

punctuality), he projects onto her the covert racism
35

 behind such comments.  The irony 

of the sentence itself in this context shows that this sentence is used as a counter-

                                                   

34
 Another example of how Mary has become agringada is her anglicized name, Mary.  When 

they first meet, Bruno calls her ‘Mari’ with a Spanish pronunciation, she quickly corrects him, “It’s Mary.”  
35

 Bleichenbacher cites research arguing that “linguistic stereotyping” such as mock Spanish has 

become a more acceptable alternative to “more gross, but less admissible forms of racist discourse” (2008, 

p. 18).  He quotes Edwards (2004: 216), “While it is no longer acceptable to express deep-seated fear and 

mistrust of minorities in direct terms, the same restrictions do not apply to opinions about language.  It has 

become increasingly clear, however, that debates which on the surface focus on language are actually about 

culture, identity, power, and control: (p. 18). 

Bleichenbacher argues that the use of  

derogatory accounts of, or statements about other languages and their speakers assume the status 

of ‘racism [. . . ] dressed in the clothes of liberal, educated, articulate, common-sense discourse’ 

(Blackledge 2005: 44; see also Milroy 2001: 244ff).  As possible reasons, commentators name a 

sense of unease, among the majority speakers of English, caused by the ‘loss of world prestige and 

economic domination’ (Dicker 1996:29; see also Fishman 1988), but also due to a more tangible 

fear of economic and social disadvantage (Schmidt 2000: 28f). (pp. 18-19)   
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discursive strategy, to draw attention to the hidden or unconscious social attitudes and 

indirectly challenging Mary and the audience to question them.  This dialogue is an 

example of how Mock Spanish, typically used to reinforce stereotypes, is used instead to 

challenge stereotypes.  This scene shows how stereotypical depictions are “presented for 

intended critique” through humor and parody for the purpose of challenging racist 

discourses (O’Halloran et al., 2011, p. 119).  It also exemplifies how humor is used as a 

way to subvert dominant ideologies, a counter-discursive strategy that is characteristic of 

Chicano film, as seen in Born in East L.A. (Berg, 1993).  This dialogue in the film uses 

examples of linguicism (i.e., linguistic discrimination) to reveal identity and ideological 

stances by the characters and how identity and ideological conflict is resolved through a 

message emphasizing bilingual/bicultural identity as a positive value. 

Another example of linguicism tied to the issue of identity is when Mary at first 

proudly tells Rodrigo she doesn’t speak Spanish (in exaggerated Anglicized Spanish, “No 

hablo español”) and that she isn’t Mexican (she explains she is “American Mexican, 

more American than Mexican” when introducing herself/describing herself to him).  

When Mary says for the second time, “I’m not Mexican,” when speaking with Bruno in 

the dialogue above, the word Mexican can be understood as a designation of both her 

cultural identity and her national identity; however, it appears that it is designed to refer 

to her cultural identity here.  This dialogue emphasizes the theme of the film, cultural vs. 

national identity, and the role of language in identity.  It raises the possibility of being 

both Mexican and American.  Throughout much of the film, Mary’s identity is in contest 

as she claims to be whatever will help her achieve a certain end (whether romantic, to 

avoid confrontation, etc.)  When she encounters the cholas on the street who seem 
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threatening, she plaintively states: “I’m Mexican,” as if to say I’m one of you.  This scene 

occurs right after she tells the Mexican TA that she does not speak Spanish and vacillates 

between being Mexican American and American Mexican. This scene serves both to 

show Mary’s fear of the barrio and how she assumes everyone she meets is a violent, 

threatening gang member.  Her fear appears somewhat justified in the aggressive 

posturing, gaze, and language of the Cholas, which leads her to use her ethnicity to show 

solidarity (in contrast to telling Bruno that she is not Mexican) – this flipflopping appears 

designed to show her confusion about her identity. 

Mary’s turning point.  A turning point in Mary’s attitude toward Spanish comes 

in a touching scene where the sisters are upstairs in the bedroom and Mary sings the song 

“Cielito Lindo” that their father loved.  Nora comments “You know all the words” but 

Mary doesn’t know what they mean.  Nora understands the meaning of the words and she 

explains the meaning.  Mary says “I seriously need to learn Spanish. . . . Dad would have 

loved him [referring to Rodrigo, the Mexican TA, her love interest].”  The shifting 

attitude toward Spanish and being Mexican is evident through the use of both song and 

dialogue.  While Mary’s initial motivation to learn Spanish was due to her romantic 

attachment to Rodrigo, she also falls in love with Spanish literature and changes her 

attitude toward this song.  At the beginning of the film, she turned her nose down at it 

when a mariachi groups sang it at her father’s birthday party.  By the end of the film she 

not only proudly claims to be Mexican, she uses fluent Spanish with her half-brother in 

order to exclude his wife, whom she despises. This key scene, which marks a turning 

point in Mary’s change in language use and cultural identity, takes place at the 

engagement party for Edward, Nora’s former love who she is still pining over, when 
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Mary defiantly code-switches into Spanish when addressing Olivia.  The scene shows the 

change in her abilities and attitudes toward both the language and her heritage. 

Olivia: Late per usual. 

Mary (loudly): Yeah, well, I’m Mexican.  (Gabe laughs and Olivia gives him a 

dirty look.) 

Mary to Gabe: Can I talk with you a minute? 

Olivia: More family secrets? 

Mary:  Yes, Olivia. 

Olivia: I don’t think so. 

Mary: Los secretos de la familia Dominguez que no es su familia. [Subtitle: They 

are secrets of the Dominguez family which is not your family.] 

Gabe: She says she would love to see your remodeling. 

This is the most Spanish Mary has spoken in the film, and it is an act of rebellion 

on two levels.  She knows Olivia doesn’t speak Spanish but her half-brother Gabe does, 

so she is showing solidarity with him while rejecting (or ostracizing) Olivia.  On another 

level Mary’s use of Spanish in the context of this elite engagement party held in the 

Beverly Hills mansion is also an act of resistance since it is incongruent to the domain 

(Fishman, 1972), and therefore marks Mary’s choice to be seen as an outsider, which is 

emphasized by her declaration, “Yeah, well I’m Mexican.”   

In this instance where the switch to Spanish by one character is in a three-way 

conversation that was otherwise in English, the use of CS is designed to fool or exclude 

the third person and the mistranslation by Gabe, Mary’s half-brother, is intended to save 

face and avoid embarrassment for the third person. The actual translation is provided in 
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the subtitle which lets the audience in on the joke. Mary uses Spanish to exclude Olivia 

from the conversation, one of the triggers for CS which can be described as a metaphoric 

switch (Gumperz, 1982; Zentella, 1997; Callahan, 2004).  Callahan states, “Just as 

codeswitching can be used to include and express solidarity with an interlocutor who is 

from the same speech community, it can also be used to exclude or express animosity 

toward an outgroup” (p. 77).  Mary takes advantage of Olivia’s ignorance of Spanish to 

utter an insult, thus fulfilling the fear that many non-speakers have when another 

language is spoken in their presence (Callahan, 2004, pp. 77-79).   Furthermore, the 

preceding scene exemplifies the ideological implications of the use of CS in film and how 

CS is used to index larger discourses of resistance connected to the Chicano film genre.  

As Jiménez Carra (2004) points out, the use of Spanglish or CS can be a provocation in 

reaction to a situation, event, or attitude that is seen as discriminatory.  From the 

perspective of monolingualism, English is the only language that should be spoken in the 

U.S., especially in public, and therefore any use of other languages is seen as taboo or a 

violation of social norms.   

In terms of the film’s narrative, the scene also serves as a boundary marker 

highlighting the shift in Mary’s identity.  Mary’s code-switch to Spanish at this moment 

in the film serves to mark a change not only in her identity (from American Mexican to 

Mexican American), but it also marks the change in her ability to speak Spanish and her 

attitude toward both her language and her heritage.  Her use of Spanish functions as a 

symbol/expression of Mary’s solidarity with her brother and with her Mexican heritage 

since in the same conversation she claims her Mexican identity defiantly (“Yeah, well, 
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I’m Mexican.”), turning a stereotype of Mexicans as lazy and always doing things 

“mañana” on its head.  

Code-switching between dialects.  Another way that Mary uses language to reveal 

her change in identity/attitude is when she shows her solidarity with members of the 

barrio by using urban slang, which was not part of her repertoire prior to moving to the 

barrio (her language use at the beginning of the film can be described more as 

approximating “Valleyspeak”).  Thus, as the film progresses, the change in Mary’s 

language attitude and language use is reflected not only in her increasing use of Spanish 

but also in her use of barrio jargon as seen in the brief exchange below which occurs at 

the end of the film after when she comes back from the hospital in a wheelchair.  

Boy: What’s up, güera?  

Mary: Just cruisin’ in my lowrider. [“Lowrider” here refers to her wheelchair.] 

The word “güera” is Mexican Spanish slang also used by Chicanos within the 

U.S. for “blond, fair-haired, fair-complexioned girl (often assumed to be Anglo-

Saxon)” (Galván 1995: 100; Urban dictionary).  Mary’s response to the neighborhood 

boy shows how she has begun to use the language of the barrio to show her solidarity 

with Chicano urban culture by adapting to the language used by the young boy and also 

Bruno and other Chicanos/Cholos in the neighborhood.  Mary’s playful use of barrio 

lingo in English here contrasts with her shock and fear about moving to East LA at the 

beginning of the film when she was addressed by a lowrider on the street.  Thus, 

combined with her use of Spanish at the engagement party (described above), this 

dialogue underscores the complete 180 degree change in her attitude, while portraying 

accurately the diversity of languages and dialects spoken in the barrio.  The reference to 
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lowriders in these two scenes also shows that lowriders are another core feature of 

Chicano identity which, like Chicano murals, represent resistance to dominant culture 

and maintenance, and affirmation of Chicano culture [cite source; see also  discussion on 

lowriders in Chapter IV).  

Visual symbols of identity change. While Mary’s change in identity is 

foregrounded by her changing use of Spanish and meta-language about her ethnic 

identity, Nora’s identity shift is  marked not only by her increased interest in learning 

Spanish to help the Mexican workers she meets on the bus, but also through visual clues.  

One outward sign of the change in identity that Norah experiences is clothing.  In the 

scenes on the bus, at her new job at the law office, and at the Mexican Independence Day 

party (and preparing for it when she helps make tamales), Nora is portrayed as the sister 

who is more open to her heritage and who appears to have been more influenced by it, 

though by the end of the film she speaks less Spanish than Mary.   Her change in identity 

is more evident in actions and in her outward appearance.  A turning point which shows 

she has embraced her heritage is at the Independence Day party where she dresses in 

traditional Mexican clothing, a long colorful skirt, with her hair tied up in the indigenous 

style associated with Frida Kahlo, a sign that she is beginning to become more identified 

with her Mexican heritage. This colorful scene not only serves to further the narrative 

about the change in identity Nora is undergoing, which indexes anti-assimilationist 

ideology, it highlights the role of cultural celebrations in Chicano films and how they 

contribute to the mise-en-scene creating an authentic barrio aesthetic. 
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Stereotypes in Prada  seen from a Multilingual and Multimodal Perspective  

As an impetus for creating the Chicano film genre, the issue of stereotypes can be 

seen as a main litmus test for determining whether a film can be classified as a Chicano 

film.  My analysis shows how the film draws on linguistic, visual, and auditory modes to 

expose, subvert, and play with stereotypes.  As seen above in the example of Bruno’s 

Mock Spanish, the film’s use of language is a key way that the film plays with 

stereotypes reflecting a nuanced view of stereotypes described by Fregoso (1993) and 

List (1996).  

Fuller (2013) points out how representations of certain patterns of bilingual 

discourse, such as asymmetrical CS in film and purposefully mispronounced Spanish, can 

contribute to stereotypes.  While the older generation is more likely to use Spanish and 

the younger generation English, she argues that it becomes more problematic when only 

“older, poor, uneducated, and socially backward (e.g., sexist)” characters speak Spanish 

while “younger, more likeable, smarter characters . . . answer in English” (p. 73).   In the 

beginning of Prada, the sisters use only English, but as the film progresses they 

increasingly use Spanish and CS and other characters also CS, which shows that the film 

does not fall into the linguistic stereotyping seen in other films.  Instead, CS is used in the 

film to contribute to barrio authenticity and as a counter-discursive device, rather than as 

a device for reinforcing existing stereotypes.  Therefore, while the use of CS is 

asymmetrical at the beginning of the film, this changes by the end.  This theme also 

supports the assertion by Fuller and others that increasingly in Latino film, literature, and 

TV “Spanish is necessary to ‘prove’ Latin@ status” (Fuller, 2013, p. 73), a view that has 

been challenged by Chicano scholars such as Medina (who refers to himself as “pocho”) 
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(2015) suggesting that by emphasizing this view, the film is contributing to a stereotype 

that is problematic for many Latinos.  

Another way that language use contributes to stereotypes is through linguicism or 

Mock Spanish, as seen earlier in the example of Bruno.  There are several examples of 

linguicism evident in the use of Mock Spanish and metalinguistic discourse about 

language that serve to reveal the film’s oppositional stance (as well as the use of humor to 

reveal stereotypes).   One obvious case of Mock Spanish and linguistic stereotyping in 

the use of Spanish expressions is seen in the following scene from the film. In a legal 

battle between Edward and the lawyer from the company employing janitors, who Nora 

is helping, the lawyer concedes that he has lost by using random but well-known Spanish 

expressions (one a holiday greeting and the other the name of a popular song and film), 

which are completely unrelated to the conversation (except possibly the word “feliz”): 

Lawyer of company owner: My client is not reinstating his employees. No 

counselor, they’ve stolen his property. . . They’re lucky I haven’t called the INS.  

Edward: Let’s talk about that for a moment – stealing. We believe that we have a 

fraud case against you for stealing from these employees. . . 

Lawyer: Hardly, they’re lucky I haven’t called the INS. 

[Edward shows evidence.]   

Nora: In short, sir, you call the INS, we’ll call the IRS. 
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Lawyer of company owner: Let’s go.  This is a joke.  You’ve won. Feliz 

Navidad.36  La Bamba.  

Through his mocking use of unrelated Spanish phrases the lawyer shows both his 

disdain for the Latino employees and their language and culture as well as resistance to 

the loss of power represented by his client’s defeat in the legal case.  In the context of the 

film this language use creates a minor comedic moment.  While the comment can still be 

considered racist, its impact is blunted by the fact that the words are uttered from a 

position of defeat, unlike Arnold Schwarzenegger’s line from the 1991 film Terminator 

2: Judgment Day, “hasta la vista, baby” analyzed by Hill (1993).    

Role of Bruno.  In comparing Prada’s characters with the stereotypical roles 

described by Davis, Berg and others, the depiction of the character of Bruno as a former 

gangster appears to share much in common with previous film roles of the bandit, 

revolutionary, and gangster.  Mary’s role shares much in common with both The Harlot 

(“lusty, hot-tempered woman, a temptress and nymphomaniac”) and the Female Clown, 

but in the film Mary actually goes through a change while it is the perception of Bruno 

that changes.   For example, at the beginning of the film, Bruno’s character represents the 

portrayal of the archetypal gangster, based on his clothing, stern, threatening gaze, 

tattoos, but by the end the film challenges this stereotype by showing another side of 

Bruno.  

                                                   

36
 Fuller (2013, p. 21) cites Hill’s example of a related use of mock Spanish as the text on greeting 

cards, “Fleas Navidad” on a Christmas card and gives similar examples such as “Holy Guacamole” as 

pseudo-Spanish.  The use of the expression here while not non-sensical is out of context and similar to the 

famous case of “Hasta la vista, baby,” the intent is clearly meant to be mocking.  Instead of saying 

“Felicidades” (congratulations), he says “Feliz Navidad.”  
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The character of Bruno represents the more nuanced approach to the issue of 

stereotypes typical of Chicano films.  At the beginning of the film Bruno appears to 

portray a stereotypical gang member to both Mary and the viewer; however, by the end 

the audience sees him through Mary’s eyes as a caring neighbor and community activity.  

Bruno also plays the role of Mary’s cultural guide – the one who gets her to question her 

assumptions.  This transformation is achieved multimodally and through mise-en-scène 

involving murals. In the first scene where Bruno is seen wearing a hoodie (the symbol 

that is increasingly associated with hoodlum, gangster, criminal, thug)
37

the viewer sees 

both the barrio and Bruno through Mary’s eyes at the beginning of the film.  First, she 

makes eye contact with the lowrider, being in the driver’s seat.  Then the camera focuses 

on Bruno in his hoodie who she sees for the first time dressed in a hoodie and glaring at 

her with a stern look.  In subsequent scenes, we see three tattoos on his arms that that are 

intended to show that Bruno is or was a gang member and give authenticity to the film’s 

portrayal of barrio culture:  The first one is the number “13” inside a skull.  The number 

13 is the symbol for Mexican Mafia (the gang Sureños) with the number 13 representing 

M as the thirteenth letter of the alphabet, whose members insist on speaking Spanish, in 

contrast to Chicano-centered ideology of the Norteños, who speak more English 

(Mendoza-Denton, 2008, p. 61).  In another  scene where Bruno is helping with the car 

the morning  after he’d fixed the mirror in the middle of the night, the viewer sees a 

tattoo on the other arm of praying hands and a cross, which appears designed to show 

                                                   

37
 The hoodie became a national symbol of resistance to police brutality after the 2012 Trayvon 

Martin killing, which was after the film was made. 
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another side of Bruno as Christian and helpful, but it is still a gang symbol.
38

  A third 

tattoo that becomes visible is on the inside of his forearm of masks which are the popular 

symbols meaning “Smile now, cry later” typically associated with gangs and/or Chicanos 

(Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Morales, 2007).   

Over the course of the film, Bruno’s clothing becomes less marked, more neutral 

and traditional.  In the beginning of the film he is seen often wearing a hoodie, but later 

wears a guayabera (Mexican formal dress shirt for men)  to the Mexican Independence 

Day party and a dress shirt to the wedding (Edward also wears a dress shirt). In one of the 

last scenes of the film Bruno is fully transformed into a caring neighbor who not only 

shows concern for and helps his neighbors, but plays the role of a community activist 

who uses mural painting to teach the children in the neighborhood about their heritage 

and keep them from getting involved in gangs.  In this scene he talks about how he was 

taught by his mentor, Judy Baca, the real life Chicana muralist.
39

  Therefore, by the end 

of the film, through the mostly off-screen transformation of Bruno as a stereotypical gang 

member into a generous, kind, community activist, worthy of Mary’s romantic interest, 

the film subverts the one-dimensional stereotype of the scary, violent, thuggish gangster 

who uses violence to protect turf.   

Murals as subtext.  The association of murals with the barrio and Mexican 

heritage and pride is emphasized by Bruno’s story about his mentor, Judy Baca, who in 

                                                   

38
 Catholic imagery is also a common feature of cholo tattoo culture. A tattoo of praying hands is 

commonly associated with gang members to signify that the wearer is praying to God for forgiveness for 

one’s deeds.    
39

 

http://www.sparcmurals.com/mclcmural/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=53&Itemid=56

  

http://www.sparcmurals.com/mclcmural/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=53&Itemid=56
http://www.sparcmurals.com/mclcmural/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=53&Itemid=56
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real life is a famous modern-day LA artist, activist, muralist and professor at UCLA who 

has been working with murals for 35 years.  This connection is further highlighted 

through the strategic use of the special feature of the interview between Baca and the 

actor who plays Bruno’s character, Wilmer Valderrama, on the DVD version of the film.  

The interview reveals the backstory about Bruno and the role of the murals in the film. 

Viewers learn that Bruno was formerly involved in gangs and that he got out when he got 

involved in murals through his involvement in the work of Judy Baca. The interview 

reveals how in real life Baca has used mural-making as a way to engage gang members in 

community projects.  She explains how she has used art as a way to mediate between 

rival gangs and how she promotes the use of art as a voice for social justice.   In the video 

Baca states that she sees murals as a way for Mexican people, who had been marginalized 

and made invisible, to be represented visually.
40

  Thus, the film imitates the real life story 

of mural-making in the barrio, which lends further authenticity to the film and contributes 

to the film’s ideological narrative.  The murals in the film therefore represent both an 

affirmation of Mexican culture and also a narrative of the history of marginalization and 

displacement of Mexicans in LA and in the U.S. This storyline in the film and the 

                                                   

40
 Similarly, Lopez-Calvo (2011) points out that murals have become a symbol of resistance to 

marginalization and attempts to erase Mexican culture from the landscape.  He suggests that mural painting 

symbolizes Mexican American efforts to continually reassert their presence in the urban landscape, which 

has continually attempted to displace them. The major theme of murals in Mexican history on both sides of 

the border is evident in a novel that Lopez-Calvo describes by the Mexican writer, Carlos Fuentes, The 

Years with Laura Díaz (Los años con Laura Diáz, 1999).  The protagonist is planning to write a book on 

Mexican muralists in the U.S.   He drives by a gigantic mural (the author notes that it is probably The Great 

Wall designed by Judy Baca) on his way to photograph the restoration of David Alfaro Siqueiros’s 1930 

mural,
40

 whose subversive message was erased by the sponsor of the mural, and “he ponders the repeated 

attempts by Americans at erasing Mexicans from sight.”  He notices a common denominator in their 

stories:  “’What caught my attention was the consistency with which the Mexican murals in the United 

States had been objects of censure, controversy, and obliteration’ (510)” (quoted in Lopez-Calvo, 2011, p. 

49). 
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interview itself are consistent with the didactic role of Chicano/Latino films to promote a 

social justice agenda.  Given their prominence in this film and in various genres of 

popular culture and in the urban landscape, murals can be seen as a kind of multimodal 

counter-discursive symbol in film and other genres, whose presence in the film indexes 

Mexicanidad and, like the use of CS, asserts the presence (or visibility) of Chicanos in 

LA. 

Role of Music as Counter-Discursive Strategy   

The film also incorporates mariachi and corrido music and other Latino music 

throughout to connote either resistance or cultural affirmation.  In the examples below, 

reactions to corrido music reveal the characters’ prejudices toward Mexican culture.  In 

one revealing scene, Olivia, the blonde gringa who is the fiancé of the long, lost half-

brother and whose character is an exaggerated stereotype of a rich American who 

embodies the dominant class, refers derogatorily to the corrido or ranchero music played 

by construction workers, showing how music contributes to comedic effect combined 

with the dialogue and visual scene.  Dissatisfied with how long the construction workers 

are taking to finish the project and annoyed by the music playing on the radio, she says 

while clapping her hands:  “Have you ever met lazier people in all your life?  Chop chop. 

Could you turn off the radio?  It sounds like a taco truck in here.”  

While this is a seemingly innocuous and clever comment, it conceals the 

character’s deeper racist attitudes, similar to the effect of Mock Spanish.  When 
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accompanied by the hand clapping and the expression “chop chop,”
41

 this line 

emphasizes the character’s racist/classist attitudes.  By mocking the corrido music being 

played on the radio by the construction workers while they work, she conflates the style 

of music with the stereotype of Mexicans as lazy. This scene seems purposefully 

designed to highlight the role of corrido music as a key characteristic of Chicano film 

genre, designed to index the theme of resistance and cultural affirmation (Noriega, 

Keller, and Fregoso).   The song that she is referring to is a corrido titled “El Mago 

Cardona”
42

 which is about the drug cartels and getting justice from corrupt officials and 

is a typical type of music heard on radios of working class Mexicans. Olivia expresses a 

derogatory attitude not only toward the style of music but also toward both the Spanish 

language and aspects of Mexican culture.  Her comment brings the song that was playing 

in the background to the foreground and highlights the counter-discursive role the song 

plays in the scene.  Given the indexicality of corrido as a symbol for resistance, its use in 

this scene serves to stand in for the workers’ unspoken response to Olivia’s racist remark.  

The character of Olivia represents the classic stereotype of the “gringa” (female version 

of the “gringo”) which typecasts the North American from a Hispanic point of view as 

having a superiority complex, and “shows that clichés on ethnicity and otherness are not 

only imposed by a dominant on a dominated group but also vice versa” (Rudin, 1996, p. 

120).     

                                                   

41
 The expression “Chop chop” is of pidgin Cantonese origin and spread through Chinese workers 

at sea meaning “be quick; hurry up,” See http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/chop-chop.html on origin of 

term chop chop in early 1800s. This website sees the phrase as probably racist: 

http://www.headbloom.com/index.php/resources/post/hidden_racism_in_language/  and 

http://www.wisegeek.com/why-do-people-say-chop-chop.htm  
42

 “El Mago Cardona”
42

 (by Xocoyotzin Herrera from the album, ¡Viva Mexico!) (lyrics of song at 

http://lmsrecords.bandcamp.com/track/el-mago-cardona  

http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/chop-chop.html
http://www.headbloom.com/index.php/resources/post/hidden_racism_in_language/
http://www.wisegeek.com/why-do-people-say-chop-chop.htm
http://lmsrecords.bandcamp.com/track/el-mago-cardona
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This satiric scene featuring a corrido and Olivia’s mocking of ranchero/corrido 

music can be compared to similar comments by Mary about “tacky ranchero music” – 

both comments are designed to reinforce the characters’ negative attitudes toward 

Mexican culture emphasizing their attitudes of superiority.  In the beginning scene where 

father dances with his daughters Mary says, “Dad, you can’t dance to tacky ranchero 

music.”  The word “tacky” here again reinforces Mary’s derogatory view of all aspects of 

Mexican culture (the food, the music, and the language) and her rejection of her own 

cultural heritage at the beginning of the film.  Just prior to this scene she comments upon 

hearing and seeing the mariachi music in the backyard for her father’s birthday party, 

“What is this, Tijuana?” in which she uses the Anglicized mispronunciation of Tijuana as 

“Tiajuana.”   Mary’s comment associating mariachi music with the border city reveals 

her limited knowledge of Mexican culture since mariachi music is most associated with 

the heartland of Mexico, specifically Guadalajara. Nevertheless, as the scene unfolds, 

Mary is seen enjoying herself as the song “Cielito Lindo” becomes non-diegetic and at a 

higher volume, and as the normal speed of the dancing scene turns to slow-motion, it 

evokes a dreamlike state which foreshadows the father’s death and also the last memory 

that the girls will have of their father alive.  His memory is thus frozen in this moment 

and forever associated with the song “Cielito Lindo.”
43

 The song together with mariachi 

music which is repeated at his funeral and throughout the rest of the film becomes 

                                                   

43
 Mariachi music is associated with “charro” (horseman) culture which is also associated with the 

“charro film genre,” ”the genre most associated with the Golden Age of Mexican film with which Pedro 

Infante is most associated. The charro, like the mariachi musician, wears a sombrero, one of the main 

features of the traditional stereotype of Mexicans. The mariachi musicians in the film wear the traditional 

sombreros and charro pants – by placing them in an authentic context playing traditional mariachi music, 

this old stereotype is replaced by a culturally accurate one.   
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indexical of not only their father’s memory but also of the cultural heritage that the girls 

have nearly lost.  In this way the style of music becomes a semiotic metaphor which 

represents larger discourses associated with Mexican identity and heritage (Machin, 

2010).    

Language Status   

The ideological stance of the film regarding the maintenance of heritage language 

and culture is made explicit in two dialogues that reflect a meta-discourse. Two scenes 

make clear the ideological position of the film with regard to language ideology. In one 

scene on the bus, when Nora is first engaged in conversation with women who say they 

work as janitors, an older woman engages her in Spanish and when she realizes that Nora 

doesn’t understand, she says in accented English with a disbelieving tone and 

disapproving facial expression:  “You live in LA and you don’t speak Spanish.” In 

another scene that takes place at the law office, Edward, Nora’s love interest in the film 

and wealthy corporate lawyer, greets the workers he is defending in fluent Spanish.  Nora 

shows surprise and is impressed that Edward, who is not Latino, speaks fluent Spanish.  

She says to him, “You speak Spanish?” to which Edward responds, “Of course, I grew up 

in LA.” 

Edward’s explanation that it’s natural for him to know Spanish since he lives in 

LA reveals that he sees Spanish as a public language; in this way he shows his support 

for bilingualism.  Norah’s reaction also shows how isolated she and Mary have become 

from not only their own heritage but also the rest of the city. It is natural that Edward 

would use Spanish in his profession—and for people to speak Spanish in their homes or 

neighborhoods, his comment reveals that he sees Spanish as a widespread language 
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which it is natural to speak in any domain of LA, public or private (and therefore 

everyone in LA should be bilingual).  By portraying Spanish language use in both public 

and private domains, the film shows that Spanish is an accepted lingua franca and often 

dominant language of communication in much of LA, suggesting that LA is and should 

be a bilingual city. Through dialogues such as this, scenes where Spanish is spoken on 

the bus, in places of business, and on the street as well as in the home, the film takes a 

clear ideological position in favor of multilingualism (or multilingual ideology) and 

against monolingual ideology (which equates the English language with nationality).   

A similar message supporting bilingualism, biculturalism and binational solidarity 

is evident in the prominent focus on a mural of the Mexican flag which is portrayed side 

by side with the American flag  and references to Mexican history and celebrations of 

foreign national days, which in the past may have been cause for questioning the loyalty 

of immigrants, are normalized and portrayed as part of a plurilingual and multicultural 

society (and LA as an international/cosmopolitan city).  Nevertheless, the film recognizes 

the confusion and conflict this dual identity implies, which is made obvious at the end of 

the film with a prominent camera shot of the mural that says “Soy Mexicano? Soy 

Americano? Quien soy?”, which blends visual and linguistic modes to make the message 

more salient. 

Assimilation vs. Hybrid Identity: Monolingualism vs. Multilingualism   

The film, From Prada to Nada, adopts the perspective that is common in many 

multilingual immigrant or diasporic films, which is the conflict of identity that 

immigrants and children of immigrants experience when moving to a new country. In the 

film this conflict is represented by Mary’s vacillation about being Mexican.  The 
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preceding discussion demonstrates how the use of CS and Spanish, cultural iconography, 

and music serve not only to create barrio authenticity, but also as counter-discursive 

strategies that reveal a subtext of resistance, maintenance, and affirmation, specifically 

emphasizing the film’s criticism of monolingual ideology and assimilation, as well as its 

affirmation of Chicano cultural and political values emphasizing barrio solidarity.   

A close analysis of multilingual, multimodal texts using the MCDA approach 

reveals multiple layers of meaning uncovering conflicting discourses that contribute 

to/represent hybrid identities. The use of CS, Mock Spanish, and cultural iconography 

reveal the filmmaker’s apparent position toward the issue of assimilation and 

monolingual vs. multilingual ideology. The filmmakers use inter-semiotic layering in a 

variety of ways to foreground different modes at different points in the film to convey the 

message of the film and lend a sense of both authenticity, real world feeling, as well as an 

underlying idealized or mythic narrative about the old world culture.  CS is used to 

achieve a range of effects from humorous to cultural (proverbs) to provide insight into a 

character’s motivation. When combined with other modes in a particular scene, such as 

the lowrider scene, CS is designed to convey a certain social distance or closeness and 

sense of belonging.  This is evident through the use of the kinship terms for endearment 

to establish social closeness (“Welcome to the barrio, m’ija.”) and CS to exclude 

individuals and to create distance, as in the scene at the engagement party.    

Using Bleichenbacher’s criteria for determining the presence of multilingualism 

in film,  and ?,  (need better explanation of his use of presence and why it’s important), it 

can be seen that there is mostly a  “presence” of Spanish in the film, meaning that the 

other language is actually used. It means that the use of Spanish is not just token. As 
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discussed above, there are many cases of actual dialogue in Spanish and CS between 

Spanish and English, and much of it reflects the functions of CS dialogue in real life, 

lending authenticity to film.  In addition, there are many instances which can be called 

“partial presence” in which Spanish is part of the linguistic landscape, both auditorily 

(which Kelly-Holmes, 2005, refers to as “language as soundtrack,”) with songs heard in 

Spanish on the radio and sung by a mariachi group and by the main characters, which are 

foregrounded, and also television programs in Spanish playing in the background.  

Examples of the “partial presence” of Spanish that is “partly visual” include the use of 

signs and advertisements in Spanish. From a multimodal perspective, these examples 

reflect the dimension of blending in terms of inter-semiotic layering, as described by 

Hoek (1995) in Eckkrammer (2004).   

In this case it is not only the characters in the film that are poor, working class 

who speak Spanish, but also the wealthier characters; in fact, most characters speak both 

English and Spanish and varieties in between. Thus, unlike many Hollywood films in 

Bleichenbacher’s study, this analysis demonstrates how the film reflects the diversity of 

Latinos through language use and how the film supports the maintenance of Spanish and 

takes a position of resistance to complete assimilation through intertextual references and 

filmic techniques of mise-en-scène and montage that emphasize Mexican heritage and 

Chicano nationalism.  In addition, there is a degree of complexity in the characters and in 

their encounters which belies the stereotypical portrayals, such as Mary’s assumption that 

Bruno is a gang member (based in large part due to his clothing) but later finds that he is 

more multi-faceted.   
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The range of multilingual and multimodal features identified in the film which 

index mainstream vs. Mexican culture and blending of the two reveals authenticity in 

both language use and other multimodal codes.   The study identifies several semiotic 

metaphors such as murals, tattoos, and soundtrack, which contribute to a barrio aesthetic, 

and emphasize the theme of Mexicanidad, all common features of U.S. Latino/Chicano 

films. The film also makes use of semiotic metaphors to index larger discourses 

surrounding assimilation and cultural conflict with urban LA seen as the site of conflict, 

confrontation, encounters between Mexican and mainstream culture, different classes, 

and generations.  

The film represents current efforts by Latino filmmakers to address issue of 

stereotypes and present more diverse representations of Latinos.  By focusing on 

multilingualism and multimodality it becomes clear how the film uses existing 

stereotypes (about gang members and the backwards, lazy Mexican) for comedic effect, 

in order to challenge dominant ideologies.  This film, like many other Chicano films and 

novels, also relies on stereotypes of dominant groups, typically the “gringo” or “gringa” 

with the superiority complex (Rudin, 1996, p. 120), as seen in the case of Olivia, the 

blonde gringa who shares much in common with characters in other recent films who 

play mean, evil, neurotic, materialistic characters with few redeeming qualities who at 

best are victims of the hegemonic society. 

Similar to themes in other Latino immigrant films and novels, which pose 

questions of  identity from a problematic perspective, this film is an example of how 

Latino writers and filmmakers are making connections between their homelands and 

country of origin and the “dialectical process of cultural belonging and unbelonging that 
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the main characters go through” (López-González, 2013b).  This film shows that this 

process reflects a bi-directional rather than one-directional view of assimilation that 

assumes immigrants will and must leave behind their culture when they come to the U.S. 

This analysis shows how the use of code-switching and visual and auditory modes 

indexes changes in characters’ identity and ideological stances from a monolingual to a 

multilingual perspective and from a stance of elitism to one of solidarity with the working 

class.   While drawing on stereotypical characterizations, the film challenges rather than 

perpetuates stereotypes about Mexicans and Latinos to advance the plot of the girls 

coming to terms with being both Mexican and American.  While the film does 

present/reinforce negative stereotypes of Anglos or gringos, it is generally in a humorous 

context, clearly for the purpose of exposing stereotypes about Mexicans. 

This study shows how a multilingual/multimodal approach can unveil the 

ideological stance of the film.  Through this integrated analysis of multilingual and 

multimodal features, it can be seen how the film uses language, clothing, iconic images 

and songs to move beyond these stereotypical and inaccurate depictions of Latinos by 

portraying a diversity of Latino characters but also plays on those stereotypes in order to 

offer a critique of such characterizations in the media  

The instances of linguicism and Mock Spanish in the film, while revealing an 

underlying racism, are re-contextualized to become counter-discursive strategies used for 

humorous effect used to clearly highlight contrasting ideological positions.  By rejecting 

her language and heritage, Mary first reveals how she has assimilated the dominant 

ideology, incorporating negative attitudes about Spanish, seeing both the language and 

Mexican culture as stigmatized and marginalized, and therefore she rejects both.   In the 
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end when she changes her attitude, it becomes clear that the film clearly supports 

bilingualism and biculturalism, while posing cultural identity as a conundrum through the 

message on the mural, portraying Spanish as normative and as a language equally if not 

more important than English in LA.   

Therefore, from an ideological perspective, Mary appears to change the most in 

the film as she embraces her heritage language.  However, the bigger/broader message is 

perhaps found in the film’s portrayal of East LA as a bilingual community exemplifying 

Woolard’s (1985) notion of the existence of an alternative linguistic market place. This 

view challenges and expands on Bourdieu’s assumptions about what constitutes a 

prestige language, challenging monolingual ideology.  In the film Spanish is valued 

equally if not more than English by many in the barrio and is clearly portrayed as a 

language of equal importance in not only the barrio, but also Los Angeles.  The film also 

demonstrates how languages can be seen as symbols of social allegiance and identity 

(Mendoza-Denton, 1999, 2008) with Spanish portrayed as a litmus test for belonging to 

the barrio and English as a test of allegiance to the U.S., e.g., in the scene where the 

women switch the TV channel to English when they think immigration officials (“la 

migra”) have come to the house.  This shows that despite the power of Spanish in the 

barrio, English is still the language of authority.  Finally, the study shows how film as 

fictional popular culture text can become a vehicle for resisting dominant ideologies 

about language and assimilation and the message of the importance of maintaining one’s 

linguistic/cultural heritage.   

By viewing the film from the perspective of Chicano film genre, it can be seen 

how the film adopts a didactic stance in response to previous misrepresentations of 
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Chicanos/Latinos and Chicano/Latino culture while invoking past stereotypes for 

humorous effect in the tradition of Cheech Marin, and earlier Latino films and actors 

such as Desi Arnaz.  From a multimodal perspective, language use, visual images, and 

the soundtrack serve as semiotic metaphors which index various discourses related to 

Latino culture and urban life in LA and in the film are exploited to give the film a sense 

of “barrio authenticity.”   

 In conclusion, this multi-layered analysis reveals that beyond the obvious theme 

of the reversal of rags to riches myth promised by the American Dream, the related 

oppositional theme that conflates bilingual and bicultural identity with American identity 

challenges the monolingual ideology that to be successful in America and achieve 

material success means one must assimilate and lose/leave behind their language and 

culture. The film’s challenge to a monolingual ideology is reflected in the discourse 

found in debates on language policy and planning about the role of language in an 

assimilationist ideology that sees language not as a problem and obstacle to social and 

economic integration (to be resolved through English only policies) or as a right to be 

fought for (to be bilingual) but as a resource that enriches society (Ruiz, 1984).   
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CHAPTER III   

MONA AKA SAD GIRL: THE CONSTRUCTION OF A GLOCAL FEMINIST 

CHICANA RAPPER IN JAPAN  

“The ‘hip hop culture’ has permeated popular culture in an unprecedented 

fashion. . . . It has gone from the fringes, to the suburbs, and into the corporate 

boardrooms. Indeed, McDonald's, Coca Cola, Sprite, Nike, and other corporate giants 

have capitalized on this phenomenon” (Reese, 2000).  Hip hop has been incorporated into 

(or its influence is evident in) advertising, film, literature, and has increasingly become 

taught in the classroom (Heath, 2006). Hip hop is used for HIV/AIDS education in Africa 

(Higgins, 2014) and students in high schools and universities study hip hop.  Some decry 

the popularization and spread of hip hop because of violence, sexualization of women, 

and the glamorization of gang culture that is often depicted in songs and videos.  They 

also condemn the use of profanity and language that degrades women.  However, others 

point to the creativity and linguistic hybridization and they characterize hip hop as a 

social movement. 

Hip hop offers many affordances for the study of language, culture, and the 

media, particularly given its spread globally. Many studies focus on the linguistic 

hybridization that occurs when hip hop comes into contact with multiple languages; they 

look at the role of English and how it mixes with other languages as hip hop is spread 

globally and adapts to local conditions.  However, as seen in this study, even within the 
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U.S. English is not the only language of hip hop and rap
44

; not only does English mix 

with Spanish and other languages but some rap artists sing only in Spanish (McFarland, 

2008).   Morever, few have examined music videos from a multimodal perspective 

(exceptions include Machin, 2010, and Machin & Mayr, 2012).   

In this chapter I explore the case of the global spread of a subgenre of hip hop, 

Chicano rap, through a multilingual multimodal analysis of the music videos of Japanese 

rap artist, Mona AKA Sad Girl.  I chose this particular artist because in contrast to most 

studies about multilingualism in hip hop that focus on the mixing of English with local 

languages, this artist mixes Japanese with both English and Spanish.  In addition, studies 

of hip hop in Japan rarely mention the case of Chicano rap, but this study shows that 

Chicano rap in Japan goes back to the 1980s and its popularity is growing.  Studies by 

Tatum (2011), author of the comprehensive study, Lowriders in Chicano Culture: From 

Low to Slow to Show, and Sandoval (2003a, 2003b) have highlighted how Chicano rap 

has followed the spread of lowrider car clubs in Japan.  Mona is regularly mentioned as a 

key example of the global spread of both lowrider culture and Chicano rap.   Her songs 

and videos represent both a continuation of and a rupture with Chicano rap as it is known 

in the U.S.  

                                                   

44
 Tatum describes the relationship of rap music to hip hop as follows: “Rap music, which has 

been an important aspect of lowrider culture since the early 1990s, is just one manifestation of a larger 

cultural phenomenon widely known as hip-hop.  Hip-hop probably has its origins in the 1980s in the street 

culture of African American and Puerto Rican youth of New York City, and it is often associated with 

1980s break dancing; graffiti; the technologies that disc jockies developed for dances, weddings, birthdays, 

and other events; and rap music.  Rap music, in turn, is ‘a form of rhymed storytelling accompanied by 

highly rhythmic, electronically based music’ [emphasis added] (Rose 1994, p. 2)” (Tatum, 2011, p. 128).  

He further points out how African American hip hop influenced Chicano hip-hop and “occasionally the 

reverse was true”. . . “Kid Frost, who is often referred to as the godfather of Chicano rap, is said to have 

been a protégé of Ice-T” (p. 128).  
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In my detailed multimodal analysis of each video I analyze the language use, 

music, meaning of the lyrics, and images of the videos to determine the extent to which 

they are similar or different, thus determining ways in which hip hop is recontextualized 

from the local to the global back to the local.  I also review users’ comments on YouTube 

videos to help determine the extent to which Chicanos accept Japanese singers such as 

Mona as one of their own.  In addition a review of articles on Latino blogs and popular 

magazines lends further insights into the reaction of people in the Chicano lowrider and 

rap community to foreigners who adopt their style.   As in the case of advertising, this 

analysis will address questions of authenticity and commodification which have been 

raised whenever code-switching is present in any one of these genres. Authenticity is a 

recurrent theme in discussions on the globalization of hip hop music and popular culture 

in general as is the extent to which language and culture becomes commodified as it 

becomes popularized (e.g., Blommaert, 2012; Xie, Osumare, & Ibrahim, 2007).   

This study draws on the work of Omoniyi (2005, 2006), Pennycook (2003), 

Higgins (2009b, 2014), Sarkar, Winer, and Sarkar (2005) and others which goes beyond 

both a monolingual focus on English and a monomodal emphasis on song lyrics by 

analyzing music videos from both a multilingual and multimodal perspective.  One key 

study is Machin’s (2010) Analyzing Popular Music, which views music from a 

multimodal, genre, and critical discourse analysis perspective by considering how 

“visuals, sounds and lyrics are all able to communicate discourses multimodally” (p. 7), 

offers a particularly well-suited framework for examining both the multimodal and 

discourse aspects of hip hop.  As in the previous chapters, I employ O’Halloran et al’s 

(2011) Multimodal Critical Discourse Analaysis (MCDA) as my analytical model.  Thus, 



171 

 

 

while building on studies of multilingualism and crossing in hip hop by Pennycook and 

others, this study of global Chicano rap offers new perspectives with the focus on both 

Spanish and English and the use of music videos to examine issues of identity and 

ideology from a multilingual, critical multimodal and genre perspective. 

Research Questions 

In this chapter I examine the case of Chicano rap in Japan by focusing on the 

songs and music videos of the Japanese rap artist Mona AKA Sad Girl.  Mona self-

identifies as a Chicana rap artist and sings in a mixture of Japanese, Spanish, and English. 

In my analysis I examine the use of code-switching (CS) and use of semiotic metaphors 

from a genre perspective.  I do this by looking at how the features in her videos reflect 

the music, sound effects, and visual images in the music video typically associated with 

the genre of Chicano rap reflecting discourses of resistance, ethnic pride, and urban life 

which resonate with Japanese youth and contribute to both local and global identity (and 

contribute to or reflect an ideological shift).  I also look at how she uses Chicano rap 

genre to convey a personal and local message within a global context.  

In this chapter I answer the following research questions:  What new insights into 

the global spread of popular culture and languages in contact does a study of Chicano rap 

in Japan offer compared to previous studies of the global spread of hip hop?  What 

insights into identity and ideology (and discourse) does an analysis of music video and 

song lyrics reveal when seen through the lens of multingualism and multimodal critical 

discourse analysis?  In order to address these questions I consider how the spread of 

Chicano rap is similar or different from the global spread of hip hop.  In addition, I 

examine ways that language and other semiotic symbols and themes associated with the 
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Chicano rap genre and Chicano language and culture adapted to the local Japanese 

context.  I also discuss how this analysis contributes to on-going controversies and 

debates about hip hop (e.g., appropriation, authenticity, etc) and to what extent Mona’s 

music reflects issues and controversies of hip hop around the world (e.g., cultural 

appropriation, authenticity, criticisms of violence in hip hop). 

Outline of Chapter  

The chapter begins with a review of research on the globalization of hip hop and 

popular culture followed by a brief history of the spread of hip hop and Chicano rap and 

an introduction to key features, terms, issues and controversies surrounding hip hop. This 

introduction is followed by a discussion of the literature on the globalization of hip hop 

and Chicano hip hop, with a focus on Japan where hip hop and Chicano rap are 

widespread and where these issues and controversies have been the subject of much 

discussion and research (Conyetz, 1994; Morris, 2010, 2013; Harrison, 2008).  I consider 

various social, political, economic factors which influence the way in which Chicano rap 

has evolved and spread in Japan focusing on the use of CS and the use of iconic visual 

images. Next I analyze four music videos of the Japanese rap artist, Mona AKA Sad girl, 

using MCDA analysis (the methodology described in Chapter I).  I then discuss my 

findings with special attention to how this analysis provides insight into the question of 

authenticity in Japan hip hop and the issue of male dominance and violence in Chicano 

rap and hip hop in general and the forms that the feminist response takes in both the U.S. 

and Japan.  In my analysis I examine how the artist uses multilingual lyrics, musical 

features, sound effects and visual images to establish her legitimacy and credibility as a 

Chicana rap artist and at the same time create an identity that resists the discourses of 
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male dominance, violence, and misogyny, while offering a feminist alternative to the 

sexually explicit and “gangsta” style of much of Chicana rap.  I also study the intertextual 

references evident in the artist’s name (taken from a character in the film, Mi Vida Loca),  

lyrics, and use of visual images that are iconic of Chicano culture (e.g., in murals, mise-

en-scène, and in her embodiment of Chola identity and Frida Kahlo).  Linguistically her 

use of iconic phrases in both English “laugh now cry later,” Spanish (“Quedate con migo 

te quiero Corazon”), and CS (“living la vida loca”) indexes both a Chicano culture and a 

gang-related identity.   I examine responses to her music by global audiences and critics 

through online comments and articles to gain insights into how Chicano rap and popular 

culture in general is spread and with it semiotic signs of all kinds. These comments 

combined with my analysis also offer insights into the issues and controversies about the 

appropriation and commodification of hip hop culture, which has been much discussed in 

the research.  It will be seen that many of the same controversies surrounding the 

performance by Japanese hip hop artists regarding language and cultural appropriation, 

valoration, and mimicking of blackness (Cornyetz, 1994; Kitwana, 2005; Cutler, 1999, 

2014; Chun, 2013) are evident in the case of Chicano rap.  

Literature Review  

Global Hip Hip  

Since the beginning of hip hop in the 1980s, there has been a great deal of 

academic interest in this topic from a wide variety of disciplines and perspectives.   In 

applied linguistics and sociolinguistics many studies focusing on hip hop examine 

multilingual language use from either a microlinguistic perspective or a critical 

macrolinguistic point of view, e.g., how language reflects on identity and ideology issues 
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related to gender and race representations in hip hop; however these studies look mostly 

at hip hop lyrics only with sporadic description of clothing, music videos, etc.  Studies of 

hip hop in the field of sociolinguistics examine how language use indexes identity.  More 

recently with the global spread of hip hop, research is emerging in applied linguistics and 

other fields that look at the topic in new ways reflecting and contributing to shifting 

paradigms and an understanding of language from a semiotic perspective.   

Controversies/Critiques.  Of interest to this study is research that examines 

representations of women, masculinity and wealth in hip hop music videos reflecting 

controversies and critiques of hip hop from a wide range of perspectives (e.g., education, 

groups of concerned citizens, congressional hearings -- see McFarland, 2013, for longer 

list) and scholarly studies that analyze lyrics and images associated with hip hop themes 

in terms of their negative portrayals of women, promotion of violence and gang activity, 

etc.   

Studies on the semiotics of hip hop mostly focus on how images of 

hypermasculinity and machismo are conveyed in lyrics and ways of dress and other 

symbols associated with hip hoppers; in contrast to hip hop, Chicano rap artists are much 

less flashy with regard to images of wealth.  Cars are one example, as Hernandez (2012) 

points out; Chicano rappers eschew the displays of wealth found in hip hop so their 

videos show lowrider cars instead of expensive foreign cars.  In addition, they don’t dress 

in expensive suits, but instead wear clothing typical of the Pachuco/Cholo:  plaid 

Pendleton shirt, dickies, baseball caps, tennis shoes.   Women wear the same as men, but 

wear their hair in 1940s Pachuca style piled high and heavy make-up. (See summary 

below of McFarland, 2013, on images and symbols in music videos and CD art).  
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Several studies associate the emergence of these critiques of hip hop and the 

controversy surrounding it with the rise of gangsta rap.  As hip hop spread during the 

1980s and 1990s, two main controversies of both hip hop and Chicano rap include the 

dominance of men in hip hop, and the misogyny and violence that are portrayed in both 

the song lyrics and music videos.  Another of the main controversies of hip hop addressed 

in the literature is related to the “real” roots of hip hop in terms of race and ethnicity, and 

to what extent hip hop is associated with blackness.
 45

  Questions about who “owns” hip 

hop are related to issues of credibility, legitimacy, and authenticity which have led to one 

of the dominant controversies or themes addressed in the literature on hip hop which is 

the question of appropriation of the culture and language of hip hop by non-blacks.   This 

controversy has emerged in different forms over time, most notably with the success of 

white rappers such as Eminem (see Kitwana, 2005, Chapter 4 on “Wankstas, Wiggers 

and Wannabes”
46

) whose performances mimicking black Hip Hop artists and “blackness” 

have been accused of cultural appropriation (see Price, 2006; Kitwana, 2002, 2005).
47

  

                                                   

45
 See Price (2006) on controversies surrounding hip hop.  Regarding the issue of racial tension, 

see book by Bakari Kitwana, 2002, The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-

American Culture. 
46

 Price points out the positive attributes of gangsta rap while acknowledging the negative effect 

of this genre on society, depicting gangster life and violence as somehow glamorous (p. 61).  Gangsta rap is 

about speaking out about social, racial, economic injustices such as police abuse.  Gang culture associated 

with hip hop and Chicano rap arose out of the failure of society to address the needs of and to protect inner 

city youth.  He points out that “the rise of gangsta rap and the use of the highly racialized term “nigga” 

created an immense tension between Blacks and all other races as the term became an insider term used 

only by Blacks while speaking to and about one another” (p. 57). This led to the emergence of terms such 

as “wigga” (white nigger), “wangsta” (white gangster), and “wannabee” (a non-black rapper who performs 

in an African American style) (see Price, p. 57). However, as pointed out earlier, several hip hop scholars 

point to evidence that the roots of hip hop are multi-ethnic, with important contributions from Jamaicans 

and Latinos, in addition to African Americans.  

 
47

 More recently accusations of cultural appropriation have also been directed at pop singers such 

as Miley Cyrus (see:  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/28/miley-cyrus-twerking_n_3830560.html     

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/08/28/miley-cyrus-twerking_n_3830560.html
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Two main competing perspectives on this question emerge in the literature – one is that 

only those singers associated with what are perceived to be the origins of the genre 

should perform it, referred to as “the discourse of blackness” by Fischer (2014) (also 

addressed in the Chun’s 2013 study on the Chinese-American comedian performing 

blackness) and the other is that hip hop is an interracial, multicultural movement that 

potentially speaks to anyone.  This relates to Omoniyi’s (2006) point about whether non-

African American hip hop artists are performing the Other or whether it is a case of 

fusion or glocal identity.  This study purports to contribute to that discussion by 

examining the case of a Japanese Chicano rap artist.  

In this study I also explore the extent to which the issues, challenges, and 

controversies associated with hip hop have followed hip hop as it has spread globally (see 

Price, 2006, pp. 45-80), including the role of women in hip hop. I focus especially on the 

case of Chicano rap in Japan where similar questions have been raised in the case of both 

hip hop and Chicano rap overseas – as evident in scholarly work and comments on 

YouTube videos shows.   

Pennycook’s pioneering (2003) study of hip hop focuses on the ways in which the 

global spread of English intersects with the global spread of hip-hop and affects identity.   

This study has provided theoretical underpinnings for scholars in other linguistic 

contexts. However, some studies have challenged Pennycook’s assumptions about 

performativity and styling the other (e.g., Omoniyi, 2006), revealing that each case is 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/kia-makarechi/miley-cyrus-race-vmas_b_3817286.html ) and Gwen 

Stefani http://jawnita.tumblr.com/post/32480860758/i-wrote-this-thing-about-grimes-genesis-and-it  

 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/kia-makarechi/miley-cyrus-race-vmas_b_3817286.html
http://jawnita.tumblr.com/post/32480860758/i-wrote-this-thing-about-grimes-genesis-and-it
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different (e.g., the case of Montreal vs. Nigerian hip hop) and raising questions about 

what it means to look at hip hop from the perspective of performativity “within which 

one produces, rather than reflects, identity through language work” (Pennycook, 2004, 

cited in Sarkar & Low, 2012, p. 408) 

In addition to studies that show how multilingualism in hip hop address the issue 

of identity, a growing number of studies in cultural studies and linguistic landscape also 

examine art forms related to hip hop culture such as graffiti (Pennycook, 2009) which, 

together with music, dress, etc., contribute to the counter-cultural identity of hip hop as a 

subculture (see e.g., Ibrahim, 2007; Donnelly, 2010).  However, while there is some 

focus on other semiotic aspects of hip hop (like the Chun study cited by Blommaert on 

black embodiment) and some discussion of clothing/ fashion (Omoniyi, 2006; 

Hernandez, 2012), most studies of hip hop from the perspective of applied linguistics are 

limited to identity and ideological messages that can be examined in the lyrics of the 

songs. Despite the fact that hip hop videos incorporate dance, graffiti, and sound effects, 

few studies examine music videos as a cultural artifact from a semiotic, multimodal 

perspective.   Several  studies discuss the various ways and catalysts leading to the global 

spread of hip hop and the impact this spread has had on language use (particularly from 

the perspective of World Englishes, Higgins, 2014) from a multilingual perspective.  The 

analysis described below fills this gap and shows how a multilingual and multimodal 

study of hip hop can provide a more complex analysis that offers deeper insights into 

questions of appropriation, authenticity, and commodification than are frequently 

mentioned in the literature. 
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Sarkar and Low (2012) suggest that because popular culture “crosses political and 

cultural borders with such ease it lends itself particularly well to multilingual language 

mixing,” citing the “globalizing force of American culture” as the prime example (p. 

406).  They relate the multilingual nature of much of popular culture to the influence of 

both colonial languages and global economic, political, and cultural markets, and argue 

that this is the norm in most of the world rather than the exception (p. 407), citing 

examples of the popularity of hip hop.  The authors see the study of multilingual hip-hop 

practices not only as a subject for popular cultural studies but as a subfield of applied 

linguistics and note that it has already caused “such dynamic cross-fertilization and 

innovative theorizing potentially affecting countless disciplines relating to language and 

culture” (p. 404). They point out that the reason why hip hop lends itself to [linguistic] 

investigation is that “rap lyrics demand wordiness” (p. 408); and I would add that music 

videos also are conducive to a multimodal analysis and, like the TV ad in the previous 

chapter, can be examined from both the micro-level of language use and semiotics and 

the macro-level of discourses and myths.  The case of Chicano rap adds new perspectives 

to this body of work. 

Multilingual Studies of Hip Hop  

Key studies such as Pennycook (2003), Higgins (2014), Sarkar et al. (2005) 

examine how language becomes hybridized in response to the global phenomenon of hip 

hop reveal how texts become recontextualized as they circulate globally through 

translation and the internet (Blommaert & Rampton, 2012). These studies and others by 

Alim, Ibrahim, and Pennycook (2009), Mitchell (2001), and Higgins (2014), contributing 

to a theorization of hip hop from a global perspective which examine and problematize 
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hip hop in the context of global English and the global spread of popular culture.  Studies 

of the impact of globalization on language and identity by Heller (2003) and others also 

contribute to a theoretical framework for understanding the global spread of hip hop.  A 

growing proliferation of case studies of hip hop around the world has contributed insights 

on various aspects of hip hop through detailed analyses of lyrics from the perspectives of 

sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, critical discourse analysis and other areas, e.g., 

CS vs. crossing in the multilingual hip hop of Montreal (Sarkar & Winer, 2006; Sarkar & 

Low, 2012 on multilingualism and popular culture), language crossing vs. appropriation 

in Tanzanian hip hop (Higgins, 2009b, 2014), racialization of hip hop in Brazil (Roth-

Gordon, 2009) and Japan (Harrison, 2008; Morris, 2010), and economic 

conditions/impact on hip hop in Japan (Condry, 2001; 2006; Morris, 2010, 2013), and 

recontextualization and opposition in Chinese hip hop (Zebrowski & Diao, 2011).  

Studies which focus on the linguistic aspects of hip hop include:  symbolic use of CS 

(Omoniyi, 2013), identity negotiation (Ibrahim, 1999, 2003); cooptation of hip hop for 

nationalistic purposes (Zebrowski & Diao, 2011; Morris, 2010, 2013).   

This study builds on this body of work and adds a semiotic approach at both the 

micro and the macro level.   For example, language use in hip hop lyrics in immigrant 

communities where CS may be an everyday occurrence may reflect more conversational 

patterns typical of language crossing (Rampton, 2005), compared to other communities 

where CS may be more symbolic and function as a “glocal” hybrid identity marker.  

Sarkar and Low’s (2012) research on multilingualism and popular culture which 

examines hip hop in Montreal and worldwide is a much cited study which reflects the 

trend toward focusing on mixed language use in rap lyrics. In cities such as Montreal, hip 



180 

 

 

hop lyrics reveal a high degree of multilingualism reflecting the languages and cultures 

that come into contact with each other (Sarkar et al., 2005).   Whereas the case of the 

multilingual language use of Montreal hip hop is seen as a reflection of the way people in 

the community talk – with some artists claiming that the language blending comes 

naturally and is somehow instinctive, not requiring reflection -- others claim that hybrid 

language use is more a conscious political choice.  In other parts of the world such as 

Japan where English is a foreign language (rather than a second language as in Montreal) 

the lyrics may be more symbolic, used as a stylistic device to index larger discourses, 

rather than a reflection of the way people speak every day.  

Chicano Rap vs. Hip Hop: Origins and Spread 

The case of Chicano Rap, like that described in the studies above shows how hip 

hop reflects unique local characteristics in diverse ways.  While hip hop is widely 

acknowledged to have gotten its start in the Bronx, New York in the 1960s and 70s 

(Price, 2006), Chicano rap is associated with Mexican Americans on the West Coast.    

While many claim that hip hop’s origins were exclusively African American (with 

musical roots in African call-response, scat, disco rap), early contributors to hip hop 

music, breakdancing and graffiti art were Jamaican, Puerto Rican, and Cuban. The social 

conditions giving rise to both hip hop and Chicano rap included urban poverty, which 

was exacerbated by the dislocation of residents due to building of thoroughfares, 

slumlords, fires, and vandalism (see Price, 2006, p. 7).  Because of these shared 

conditions and concerns, and because hip hop emerged in the shadow of the civil rights 

movement, hip hop also became a kind of social movement.  Price states that the price of 
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entry into hip hop world include: Being from a working class background, getting a 

tattoo, and a background of having done graffiti.  Similar points are true for Chicano rap. 

 The association of hip hop and Chicano rap with urban poverty and gang life has 

been well-documented (Price, 2006; Hager, 2002, Kitwana, 2002; McFarland, 2008, 

2013).  Following a period of high levels of gang warfare in the l960s and early 1970s, 

efforts were made to find alternatives, and gang members began to use dance and dance 

competitions and other expressive forms such as tagging and graffiti “to rid themselves of 

their frustration” of life in the ghetto (Price, 2006, p. 10), and DJing and rap at house 

parties.
48

  By the mid-1970s, hip hop had become a creative outlet for the 

“disenfranchised, ostracized, marginalized, and oppressed young people, who were seen 

by outsiders as social, political, and economic misfits” (p. 10).  While DJs, graffiti artists, 

and b-boys/b-girls became less visible over time as hip hop became most associated with 

rapping (in which the MC came to prominence) and were often given a subordinate role 

to rapping in the mainstream media (p. 13), these graffiti and elements of DJing continue 

to be featured in the videos of many hip hop and rap artists around the world, as is 

apparent in Mona’s videos.    

The widespread influence of hip hop is evident in fashion, language, street 

knowledge, entrepreneurialism, and hip hop aesthetic. “Hip Hop has not only spawned 

specific works of art in many genres but also influenced fictional novels, Broadway 

                                                   

48
 There are widely acknowledged to be four foundational elements of Hip Hop: DJing, graffiti, b-

boying/b-girling (breakdancing), and MCing.  Price (2006) describes how each of these elements 

constitutes a means for self-expression and individual creativity that has roots in the urban experience 

arising from “the socially dim, economically dire, and politically hopeless inner cities.” Price discusses 

how each intersects with gang life going back to the 1960s and the rise in popularity of hip hop starting in 

the 1980s which gave rise to additional elements: “beat boxing/vocal percussion fashion, language, and 

numerous others, including the acceptance of a Hip Hop aesthetic” (Price, 2006, pp. 38-39).   
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choreography, paintings, and motion pictures not dedicated specifically to Hip Hop”
49

 

(Price, 2006, p. 40 see Summary on pp. 41-42).  

Key Features in Chicano Rap Music and Videos 

In his 2008 book on Chicano Rap, McFarland analyzed 470 songs and monitored 

Chicana/o rap Internet sites and participated in discussions and debates about Chicano 

rap.  He “coded the songs for themes of women, drug use, police-community relations, 

identity, violence, and social conditions in the communities” (p. 6).    In a later book 

Chicano Hip Hop Nation (2013), McFarland points out the contradiction between the 

social justice and religious themes contrasting with violence, crime, sex, and drugs, 

reflecting controversies present in hip hop as mentioned earlier.  Police abuse as an 

overlapping theme in hip hop and Chicano rap, with music videos typically including a 

scene in which police are portrayed as being abusive, contributing to the mythologies 

surrounding the underdog.  Other intertextual references present in videos include scenes 

of murals that depict Pancho Villa, La Virgen de Guadalupe, Aztec warriors, and other 

iconic figures in Mexican history and Chicano culture, contributing to discourses about 

machismo (Pancho Villa), and feminism (Frida Kahlo, Sandra Cisneros).  McFarland 

describes a music video for the song “COINTELPRO” of Psycho Realm and how it 

represents in their style, performance, music, and lyrics and message of resistance (but 

the description is actually more about the actual scenes, how the symbols iconic of 

resistance, Che Guevara and Bob Marley, are used to oppose not only the FBI but also 

the music industry itself (p. 128). 

                                                   

49
 While I refer to “hip hop” in the lower case, when quoting others who capitalize and/or 

hyphenate the term, I retain the original. 
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Characteristics and Types of Chicano rap   

McFarland classifies Chicano rap into various styles and types according to 

thematic (gangster, violence, smooth players living the good life), cultural orientations 

(lowrider, indigenous) and music styles (oldies, funk), and points out that there is much 

overlap among these categories (2008).   Much of the music reflects themes and attitudes 

of masculine domination over other men or over women and misogynistic attitudes 

toward women, similar to African American hip hop.  Tatum (2011) states “Rap music in 

general is highly sexist and misogynist, and the Chicana/o rap music popular with 

lowriders since the 1990s is not an exception.  The Chicano movement’s male activists 

framed the concept of familia (family) in patriarchal terms that relegated women to 

subservient and passive roles” (p. 150).  In his discussion of Chicano rap, he points out 

that Chicana rappers like JV (Jennifer Velarde) (who is a major inspiration in Mona’s 

music as discussed below) are fighting back against these representations of women (pp. 

128-133).  McFarland (2008) also points out some positive directions in the genre to 

address this problem, and also cites Chicano rappers, e.g., Cypress Hill, who blame the 

violence and misogyny on globalization and economic conditions, yet paradoxically 

continue to ignore women’s voices in their music. 

Common themes in Chicano rap.  Songs and videos highlight the roots of 

Chicano culture in Zoot Suit and Pachuco era and earlier to ancient Mexican history with 

Aztecs, which connects Chicano rap to Chicanismo and its mythologizing of Aztlán 

much like “blackness” of African American hip hop which connect hip hop to black 

history going back to Egypt (pride in one’s past), tribalism, style of music (call and 

response), civil rights history with its references.  The mythologizing of Aztlan and social 
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justice leaders and issues combined with the idealization and glamorization of gang life.  

Anti-heroes such as Pancho Villa and Che Guevara, featured commonly in Chicano rap 

videos become merged with the images of gangsters leading them to be seen as figures to 

look up to as evident in Kid Frost’s video of “La Raza” (McFarland, 2013).  These 

connections are achieved both through the visual images of murals and pictures or 

photographs as well as through their naming in the lyrics of the song and through names 

of artists which refer both to past and to rap or hip hop culture (MC, DJ before name),  

titles of songs, and through shout outs to other rappers.   

Another way that alignment with the discourse of the genre is achieved is through 

the clothing, caló language, use of Spanish, hairstyles, finger nails, tattoos, murals of 

iconic images of Chicano and Mexican culture.  Other visual and auditory features of 

Chicano rap in music videos besides murals, news clips, and lowrider cars and the use of 

Spanglish include typical scenes of sexy women, guns, and sound effects such as police 

sirens. Common themes across subgenres include police brutality, criticism of capitalist 

globalization, and violence in the barrio.  

Songs, such as “La Raza” by Kid Frost, mention key historical figures such as 

Pancho Villa who represents the outlaw/hero archetype, but also macho male. Richard T. 

Rodriguez in his book Next of Kin (2009, p. 114) points out the connection to the poem, 

“Yo Soy Joaquin” and the shared emphasis on masculine identity.   Che Guevara is also 

featured in his video and in other songs he and other Chicano rappers refer to Pancho 
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Villa, etc.
50

  The Chicano rap songs and videos include references to Emiliano Zapata 

(Kinto Sol) and  Cesar Chavez in their lyrics and/or images.  Chicano rap also reflects 

many influences from African-American-influenced hip hop or or music.  For example, a 

line from Kid Frost’s song “La Raza” “I’m brown and I’m proud” mimics a line from 

James Brown’s song “I’m black and I’m proud.”
51

   

Three key elements of Chicano rap that are relevant to this study include: 

1. Cover art and videos that draw on visual iconography symbolizing Chicano 

indigenous history, religious iconography, revolutionary heroes, gang and gender 

violence, resistance to establishment (whether government or music industry).  Groups 

challenge monolingual and monocultural logic of dominant ideal “America” (see 

McFarland, 2013, p. 82-83). 

2.  Use of Spanish, Spanglish, caló, and ebonics/AAVE (groups that are made up 

of mostly 1.5 generation sing in Spanish while groups that have been in U.S. use more 

English).  Studies that discuss the role of language in Chicano rap include McFarland 

(2008, 2013) and Perez-Torres (2006), but no one has looked at what happens to 

language when Chicano rap spreads to non-English or non-Spanish speaking countries; 

other studies of hip hop in Japan look at the mixing of English, AAVE, and Japanese.  

                                                   

50
 Chicano rappers’ references to Latin American and Chicano political figures are similar to 

African American hip hop artists’ use of sampling. For example, Public Enemy, a rap group whose songs 

explore “contemporary problems of urban strife, poverty, and discrimination” embeds images from the 

Civil Rights Movement and the history of black struggle going back to the abolition movement in scenes of 

a contemporary street protest in the video for “Fight the Power.”  In the video, “marchers carry cardboard 

placards with pictures of Harriet Tubman, Frederick Douglass, Paul Robeson, Marcus Garvey, Adam 

Clayton Powell, Jr., A. Philip Randolph, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and Jesse Jackson. Public 

Enemy's purpose is to visually connect Hip Hop to the larger B[lack]F[reedom]S[truggle] and to show 

Public Enemy as the progeny of previous black leaders.” (Aldridge, 2005, p. 229).  
51

 See hyperlinked lyrics to “La Raza” at http://genius.com/212104  

http://genius.com/212104
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3.  Use of humor.  McFarland (2013) gives as an example of Chicano rappers who 

are known for their sense of humor the Houston emcee, Chingo Bling who makes fun of 

society and its racism both through his wordplay and exaggerated visual performance.   

“An important verbal technique in hip-hop includes clever wordplay exemplified by 

African American verbal gamesmanship”  . . .Chingo Bling has “made a name for 

himself as one of the most humorous trickster characters in independent hip-hop. . .  

As a means of fighting against racism and stereotypes, Chingo developed a 

persona that makes fun of our society and its racism.  His character wears expensive 

boots (snakeskin and ostrich), large cowboy hats, gold teeth, gold jewelry, large belt 

buckles, designer sunglasses, fur coats, and T-shirts.  He surrounds himself with the 

accoutrements of ghetto fabulousness, including expensive alcohol, custom cars, and 

scantily clad women.  His Texas-Mexican hip-hop language mixes Mexican Spanish, 

caló, Ebonics, and English with Chingo-isms or Chinglish (unique words and phrases 

created by Chingo Bling).  In the course of parodying everything about U.S. society and 

culture, including hip-hop and Mexican American culture, Chingo has created a brand for 

himself that at one and the same time is grossly commercial and enjoyably subversive. 

(pp. 111-112). 

3.  Groups express their Mexicanidad in different ways: through indigenous 

names, iconography; immigration themes; use of Spanish (which range from songs 

completely in Spanish to mostly English to made up words, such as “Chinglish.”)  

Chicano Rap Styles  

In the section below I draw from McFarland’s (2013) description of how visual 

iconography (e.g., on CD cover art and music videos) of different styles of Chicano rap 
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emphasizes meaning of lyrics and the ideological and identity politics of the group.  Then 

I discuss how these features overlap Mona’s use of video; Mona’s case shows how the 

use of lyrics and imagery and language choice changes.  According to McFarland,  

Chicanos have been rapping for more than two decades. Over those twenty-odd 

years, Chicanos have sampled a wide range of music; rapped about everything 

from gangbanging to peace and love in the barrio; developed numerous lyrical 

and musical styles; rapped in English, Spanish, variations of CS, slang, and caló 

(working-class Chicana/o street slang); and used various methods of distributing 

their music. (p. 35) 

 

In his guide to artists and genres of Chicano rap, McFarland provides an overview 

of the various styles and themes and key artists, including female artists, in the history of 

Chicano rap, and describes how Chicano rap traveled from LA to the Midwest “all the 

while paying attention to the various cultural, regional, and other influences, especially 

intercultural exchange with African Americans” (p. 35).    

 Lowrider rap.  Lowrider rap has the longest history of all Chicano rap styles; 

first successful artists include: Kid Frost, Lil’ Rob, and A Lighter Shade of Brown.  Many 

Chicano and hip hop artists, regardless of their genre, feature lowrider cars, such as 

Funky Aztecs. Those who perform lowrider rap include many references and images to 

lowriders in both lyrics and videos.   

References to and images of lowriders and cruising are abundant in  [lowrider 

rap] style.  Rappers in this category often dress in cholo garb – e.g., jeans, 

Dickies, bandanas, T-shirts or Pendletons, and tennis shoes, work boots, or 

walking shoes, classic cholo attire entails sunglasses and attitude. Many including 

Lil’ Rob have toured with Lowrider Magazine car shows.  The art and symbolism 

accompanying the advertisements and shows resembles that found inlowrider 

culture: religious images (La Virgen, crucifixes, saints), idealized and stylized 

indigenous figures . . ., and colorful landscapes.  (McFarland, 2008, p. 54)  

 

In his description of other visual images associated with lowrider culture found in 

music videos, lowrider murals (painted on the outside of the cars), calendars, and in 
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Lowrider magazine, Tatum (2011) points out that women are frequently portrayed in 

risqué poses, e.g., “scantily dressed, sultry Aztec maidens” on calendars or, “a sexy and 

seductively dressed revolucionaria (a female revolutionary) holding a Mexican flag” in a 

mural on a lowrider hood panel on a hood panel (pp. 100-101).  

Lowrider rap appears to be the dominant form of Chicano rap that has developed 

in Japan but the music of Mona and other Japanese artists
52

 of this genre also share much 

in common with gangsta, oldies, old school hip hop and funk.  Several studies refer to 

Kid Frost (now Frost) as the godfather of Chicano rap (McFarland, 2008; Perez-Torres, 

2006).   Kid Frost’s song  “La Raza”
53

 (1990)  was the first Chicano rap hit and has 

become an anthem and model for other artists in terms of both its message and its music 

video, both of which share much in common with the epic Chicano poem “Yo Soy 

Joaquin” and the documentary it is based on.  Like the film, the music video of “La 

Raza” features close-ups of  murals similar to Yo Soy Joaquin, Aztec calendar, and visual 

references to Chicano movement and the use of montage to depict scenes in the barrio; 

despite its widespread recognition as an anthem of Chicano rap, the song and video have 

been criticized for being male-centered and violent and glamorizing or even promoting a 

gang lifestyle; the lyrics refer to gang warfare, carrying guns, threatening words, and the 

video includes several images of bikini clad women dancing.  

Language use.  McFarland describes the language use of lowrider rap artists as 

follows: “Much of the language you hear from such artists is caló, Spanglish (a mixture 

of Spanish, English, anglicized Spanish words, and Hispanicized English words), hip-hop 

                                                   

52
 Short film about Japanese lowriders by Avenue http://vimeo.com/57663105  (found at this 

website: http://www.hellabreezys.com/2013/01/avenue-vol-1-in-land-of-rising-sun.html)   
53

 See interactive lyrics with hypertext of images of “La Raza”:  http://genius.com/212104 

http://vimeo.com/57663105
http://www.hellabreezys.com/2013/01/avenue-vol-1-in-land-of-rising-sun.html
http://genius.com/212104
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slang, and new words to fit the environment and moods of urban working-class 

Chicanos” (2008, p. 54).  Mona uses CS and caló expressions such as “[la] vida loca” and 

“laugh now cry later” to mark linguistically her identity as a Chicana rapper and also her 

knowledge of the urban/gang life that gave rise to Chicano rap. This is similar to how 

Perez-Torres (2006) describes Kid Frost’s use of caló to establish an imagined 

community between her and her audience who while being mostly Japanese can also be 

seen as a globalized lowrider culture. 

Indigenous rap. Songs by indigenous and/or Mexica (as Aztecs called 

themselves) rappers often address political and spiritual themes.  “Their identities, 

language, style, clothes, music, poetry, rap, and art reflect an indigenist political 

philosophy” (McFarland, 2008, p. 56).  For example, (2008, p. 57; 2013, p. 64) “The 

lyrics and symbolism of [the group] El Vuh reflect their Mexica outlook.  . . [T]he cover 

art for their album Jaguar Prophecies is a unique blend of Aztec symbolism and hip-hop 

culture.  The front cover depicts three [Mexica hip hoppers]; one raps into a mic, the 

second is writing rhymes, and the third is working turntables . . surrounded by a border of 

Aztec symbols and writing” (2008, p. 57)    The video for one of the songs from this 

album, “Ciudad Celestial” is all in Spanish and is filled with lyrical and visual imagery 

associated with Aztec and Mayan cultures and lists cultural achievements of these ancient 

civilizations both visually and lyrically, much like the 1969 documentary of the epic 

Chicano poem, “Yo Soy Joaquin.” The video connects the indigenous themes with hip 

hop at the end as the singers walk away with their backs to the camera toward a classic 

lowrider car to symbolize the connection between Toltec, Olmec, Aztec, and Mayan 

symbolism and hip hop culture, reflecting the cover art of the CD. (the video includes 
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scenes filmed in Mexico at the actual Aztec pyramids, with indigenous musician playing 

on a flute) and scenes of the pyramids in Mexico alternate with scenes of LA cityscape.   

Another indigenist rap group, Chilam Balam “express their indigeneity through 

artwork of the compact disc that evokes the ancient Mexican ritual celebration of Día de 

los Muertos [Day of the Dead], honoring their ancestors and affirming their 

understanding of the cycle of death and life.  The liner notes to the CD explain that Dia 

de los Muertos is ‘a traditional Mexica holiday to celebrate, honor, and remember those 

who have gone before us.” The inside back cover of the CD depicts three calacas 

(skeltons) playing music” 2013, p. 64).  McFarland goes on to describe  how the 

skeletons hold microphones, rapping, singing, playing guitar, playing congas dressed in a 

Mexica-style headdress and points out that the image is reminiscent of the famous 

lithographs of José Guadalupe Posada (associated with the Day of the Dead).   

McFarland describes the compact disc art and merchandize of the Midwestern 

group Kinto Sol that combines imagery of indigenous and Mexican history and portrays 

an identity emphasizing Mexicanidad with the focuses on iconic Mexican symbols such 

as the “quetzalcoatl symbol indicating that a product is made in Mexico, Calaveras, 

stylized Aztec calendars, sombreros, guerrilleros, the Mexican flag, Olmec heads, Mayan 

carvings, and images of [Pancho] Villa and [Emiliano] Zapata on clothing, posters, 

bandanas, notebooks, and other merchandise.  In their CD, La Sangre Nunca Muere, they 

emphasize another aspect of Mexicanidad which is “la familia” (and how blood is passed 

down patrilineally (2013, p. 97-98).  “The liner notes to the compact disc include three 

photos of Kinto Sol surrounded by family members” with “three generations of the 

García family looking proudly into the camera, asserting their familial solidarity.  The 
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captions under the photos state in Spanish that blood teaches. . ., blood protects. .. ., and 

blood continues.  Song titles and album artwork further emphasize the family theme.  

“The inside back cover the disc includes a photo of a tombstone in the shape of a cross, 

with a rose growing in front of it, partially obscuring the names engraved on the stone.  

The camera angle and lighting add a solemn tone to the photo” (pp. 97-98). 

Conscious rap. McFarland (2013) describes one music video by the conscious 

rap group, Psycho Realm in his study which is from the song, “COINTELPRO.”  “The 

video for “COINTELPRO” (the acronym for FBI Counterintelligence Programs) 

provides additional information regarding the street-hop critique of state power” (p. 128).  

McFarland video reflects the group’s anti-establishment stance and use of irony.  He 

describes the video multimodally emphasizing the use of color (black hooded sweatshirts 

(hoodies), gas masks, olive-green army jackets and the use of intertextual references to 

other musicians (Bob Marley and Jim Morrison) and revolutionaries (Che Guevara) who 

are well known for social resistance and whose deaths are believed to have been covered 

up.  “Their style, performance, music, and lyrics emphasize their message of resistance to 

the authorities of the FBI (a vehicle for state oppression) and the corporate music industry 

(a vehicle for economic oppression)” (p. 128).  According to McFarland, the video shows 

the “the important ideological role that music can play in resistance to state power.” (p. 

128).  He adds, “Sick Symphonies members see themselves as akin to Marley, Morrison, 

and Guevara” (p. 129). 

In a case of use of audio mode to recontextualize media reports with multiple 

layers of sound, the group Funky Aztec’s use of news stories embedded in songs to 

protest the use of the media as propaganda.  In their song “Prop 187” (from the 1995 
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album Día de los Muertos) about the border, they play short news clips about “supposed 

problems posed by large-scale immigration from Mexico and Latin American juxtaposed 

with citizen comments illustrating their racism and ignorance concerning immigrants and 

immigration” (McFarland, 2008, p. 117) over a haunting beat and the musicians’ 

repetition of the phrase “Secure the border.”  This is similar to hip hop artist 

Chamillionaire’s video which embeds a parody of a news report (2008, p. 117) to connect 

police violence and with portrayals of blacks in the media. 

Gangsta rap. McFarland gives as an example of this subgenre the group 

Brownside described as “gangstas-turned-rappers” whose lyrics and visual imagery focus 

on violence for violence sake (2008, pp. 101-102).  McFarland cites this group as one of 

the gangsta rap groups that “speak about and often glorify, often critique gangsta 

lifestyle” (p. 54).  “[G]un violence and violent gender relations figure prominently in 

Chicano gangsta rap iconography.  Darkroom Familia is particularly ‘in your face’ with 

gory, violent imagery—album covers feature slit throats, shotgun barrels, bandana-

masked gang members, and other sadistic fantasy scenes.  Brownside presents a 

hypermasculine, intimidating posture toward the world with menacing looks and guns 

displayed prominently in its photos and artwork as well as the frequent use of violent 

imagery in its lyrics” (p. 55).  “The front and back CD covers of [the CD] Payback depict 

a blurry pistol in the center, held by a hooded homeboy.  Similarly, the back cover of the 

2001 Low Profile Records compilation Califa Thugs has an image of four Chicanos 

spread-eagle against a wall waiting to be searched by police.  Even the title of this CD 

sells the criminal image of Chicanos.  Most of the CDs from Darkroom Familia have 

front and back covers depicting guns, knives, blood, and the masked faces of gangbangin’ 
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Chicanos” [emphasis added] (p. 102).  McFarland highlights the role that the 

entertainment industry plays in selling violence and that these rappers are part of that 

industry and says more here about the “increasing trend in U.S. society toward ever more 

detailed and gruesome violence.  These rappers are socialized in our violent culture” (p. 

102).  McFarland points out that Brownside and other gangsta rappers which focus on 

violence for the sake of violence are “following the Hollywood model of depicting hyper-

real violence” (2008, p. 101).   

McFarland’s descriptions of the iconography of CD album art and merchandize 

and music videos of Chicano rap underscore the deep significance of cultural symbolism 

both visually and in the lyrical imagery of the genre.  Mona’s music videos incorporate 

many features seen in Chicano rap songs and videos described above by McFarland.  A 

comparison of the visual aspects with the compact disc art, video by Psycho Realm, and 

Kid Frost’s video of the first Chicano rap song “La Raza” shows many similarities, but it 

also shows some key differences which relate to her feminist stance on Chicano rap and 

as Condry points out, the fact that Japanese hip hop does not include violence and certain 

other features. As discussed below, Mona frequently makes use of Mona’s use of 

indigenous symbols and lowriders in her videos.   

Global Spread of Hip Hop and Chicano Rap 

A study of the global spread of Chicano rap with its frequent use of Spanish and 

iconic images related to Chicano and Mexican culture reveals that English is not the only 

linguistic vehicle for or reflecting globalization.  Also, as the songs and videos show, 

Chicano rap shares much in common with hip hop (and is considered by some as a 

subgenre of hip hop); however, it has its own history and origin, musical style, themes, 
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and culture (McFarland, 2008; Perkins, 1996).  While in-depth studies of Chicano hip 

hop/rap in the U.S. have been conducted by McFarland (2006, 2008, 2013), few 

academic studies have examined the growing popularity of Chicano rap outside of the 

U.S., with the exception of Tatum (2011) whose work briefly discusses the role of the 

global spread of lowrider clubs in promoting Chicano rap. What is also unique is the 

influence of discourses related to Chicano nationalism (in which the theme of resistance 

to assimilation and ethnic pride took the shape of a strong connection to Mexican and 

Chicano history, as is evident in lyrics, use of Spanish, and visual iconography in music 

videos). Other similarities between hip hop and Chicano rap include that both are seen as 

social movements whose values as well as musical styles and symbols have been spread 

through film. (For in-depth history of hip hop, see Price, 2006; Hess, 2010; of Chicano 

rap, see McFarland, 2008, 2013) What is different is the role of lowrider culture in 

spreading Chicano rap to Japan and other countries.  The controversies are also similar – 

that despite the redeeming qualities, efforts to expose the oppressive conditions of urban 

minorities, concerns about violence, misogyny, cultural appropriation contained in the 

music. 

Hip Hop spread in the U.S. at first primarily through radio play, and later through 

the rise of BET and MTV, and also through the popularity of the films, Wild Style (1982), 

Style Wars (1983), Flashdance (1983), and Beat Street (1984), along with concert tours 

which also led to the spread of hip hop worldwide (Price, 2006, pp. 86-88; Condry, 

2001).  Different musical styles emerged on the East Coast and West Coast and the 

interethnic collaboration with West Coast funk and gangsta rap influenced the early 

Chicano rappers like Kid Frost, whose song “La Raza” became an anthem for Chicanos 
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and Chicano rappers in 1990 (discussed later when I talk about lowrider rap).  Many 

scholars of hip hop also credit the influence of these hip hop films with spreading hip hop 

worldwide (Price, 2006, pp. 86-88; Condry, 2001; Mitchell, 2001), along with concert 

tours.
54

  In particular, most accounts of how hip hop spread globally include at least a 

passing reference to the impact of the 1982 film, Wild Style (dir. Charlie Ahearn), “a low-

budget film featuring the first generation of American rappers, dejays, and break-

dancers” (Condry, 2006, p. 62). The film contains all of the elements of hip hop culture, 

rap, deejaying, breakdancing and graffiti art. Price (2006) and Mitchell (2001, see p. 11) 

also points out the important role played by the leading U.S. hip-hop magazine, The 

Source: The Magazine of Hip-Hop Music Culture and Politics55 in defining and 

spreading hip hop culture (which is very similar to the role that the Lowrider magazine 

played in spreading Chicano rap as will be seen later).   

Research studies cited above show that hip hop varies from country to country 

based on language use and themes.  From a linguistic perspective, Mitchell (2001) 

describes in his analysis of the global spread of hip hop how “appropriations of rap and 

hip-hop outside the USA often mimicked U.S. models, but in most countries where rap 

                                                   

54
 Wild Style shows the lifestyle of hip Hop practitioners in their everyday life, while Style Wars is 

a documentary which “focused on the graffiti movement within Hip Hop Culture. . . [and is credited with] 

instigating a new generation of young taggers who dared to emulate the dangerous and honorable lifestyle” 

(Price, 2006, p. 15).  Flashdance on the other hand focused on the dance side of Hip Hop, highlighting the 

dance moves – “fancy foot and floor work” – of Rock Steady Crew members and the film portrayed a 

young woman from poverty who used her dance skills to propel her to a better life.  The dancers from the 

Rock Steady crew appeared in all three of the above-mentioned films and toured Europe, China, and Russia 

introducing what had become known as breakdancing to the world (Price, 2006). 

 
55

 The Source (founded by Harvard students) started to acknowledge rap music outside of the U.S. 

in their 100
th

 issue of January 1998 which featured an overview of hip-hop scenes in London, Jamaica, 

Vancouver, Paris, Senegal, Italy, Japan, Holland, Spain, Hawai’i, and Cuba.  In their March 1998 issue they 

followed this “new global awareness . . . with features on Latino hip-hop . . . “. (Mitchell, 2001, p. 11)  
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has taken root, hip-hop scenes have rapidly developed from an adoption to an adaptation 

of U.S. musical forms and idioms” (p. 11).  Mitchell describes this process as an 

“increasing syncretism and incorporation of local linguistic and musical features” (p. 11).   

As in the U.S., hip hop abroad reflects several different themes depending to some 

extent on the subgenre, e.g., gangsta rap, conscious rap, message rap, and divisions 

within hip hop and rap.   Hip hop abroad is characterized in several countries by mixing 

of languages and of indigenous folk characteristics with mainstream hip hop, in terms of 

both themes and musical styles.  For example, hip hop artists in Indonesia use traditional 

puppetry, Javanese poetry, mixing traditional gamelan sounds with hip hop beats.
56

  

Regional hip hop may vary, but certain commonalities can be observed, in particular the 

fact that most hip hop abroad is not as misogynistic or violent as much of American hip 

hop and Chicano rap.   

Lowrider Culture in Japan and the Global Spread of Chicano Rap  

The case of Chicano Rap in Japan follows a similar yet different story than the 

spread of hip hop in Japan.  According to Tatum (2011), lowrider cars and car clubs are 

the spark that led to the spread of Chicano rap and culture in Japan.  Denise Sandoval, 

describes lowriding as about driving cars that go “as low as you [can] go to the ground 

and it’s about going slow. Getting people to look at your car because when they’re 

looking at your car, they’re looking at you. . .”  She adds,  

Lowrider culture is part of the post-car culture boom that happened after World 

War Two. There was a turnover of second-hand cars. The car became an 

affordable option for working class people. In particular, what it meant for black 
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 http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=bR66rXGnegU  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=bR66rXGnegU


197 

 

 

and brown communities in Los Angeles is the car represents middle class status. . 

. . The car is sort of a symbol of the American dream. (Werman, 2014)  

  

Tatum (2011) points out that media coverage of lowriders, which in the beginning 

reinforced the association of lowriders as “members of gangs who invited violent 

confrontation with law enforcement authorities” and [with] “cruising [was] seen as a 

threat to public safety” (p. 64).  But in the last twenty years, “newspaper coverage has 

become increasingly more positive” emphasizing the “artistic, cultural, and family 

aspects” of lowriding (p. 64).  Despite the media’s depiction of lowriders with violent 

gang activity, Tatum points out, citing Sandoval (“who has written extensively and 

authoritatively on lowriding for many years”) that lowriding is “an expression of 

neighborhood and family pride that cuts across ethnic communities” (p. 67) This is 

evident in Mona’s videos which features lowrider cars prominently in the context of 

neighborhood and family.   

Car clubs formed in part in response to municipal laws and police prohibiting the 

cruising of lowriders on the streets of LA (Tatum, 2011) and they came to play an 

important social role in Chicano communities (see Ch. 7 in Tatum, 2011). Lowriding as a 

pastime spread outwards from Hispanic neighborhoods in the southwestern United States 

in the 1970s, and later caught on with enthusiasts as far away as Brazil, Spain, the UK, 

and Mexico; however, Japan has one of the largest lowrider communities.  Sandoval 

points out that lowriding has led to the international spread of not only Chicano culture 

but also an expansion of L.A. urban culture, which is increasingly defined by Chicano 

and multi-ethnic culture:   
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What does it mean to wear a brown pride t-shirt in Japan or wearing the Virgen de 

Guadalupe, the Mexican Virgin Mary, or the Aztec calendar? Car culture, it really 

is a dynamic space to understand . . . not just race and ethnicity, class, the 

commodification of culture and now . . .the international spread of L.A. urban 

culture. (quoted in Werman, 2014) 

  

According to Chuck Tatem (2011), “Japan is the country that has most 

enthusiastically embraced lowriding” (pp. 25-26; see also Rivera, 2014, Sandoval, 2003b, 

and interview with Sandoval in Werman, 2014, on the popularity of lowriding in Japan).   

He points out that lowrider culture got its start in Japan when Mexican-American soldiers 

in the U.S. military stationed in Europe and Japan began to increase, making their 

cultural presence and influence felt, including the urban subculture of lowriding.  

Magazine and films not only featured cars but also the music of Chicano rap and oldies. 

Lowrider magazine (founded in 1977) has played a major role in promoting the 

popularity of lowrider shows abroad (Tatum, 2011, pp. 20, 172-183) and films such as 

Boulevard Nights (1979) and Lowrider Weekend (2004) which even features a Japanese 

plot line.  Lowrider magazine sponsored its first Super show in Osaka in 1993 and 

Chicano rap concerts have been a key part of the car shows in Japan as in the U.S. 

(Tatum, 2011, p. 26), and as pointed out later, Mona’s first performances were at 

lowrider car shows in Japan.  

Whereas hip hop spread through clubs and underground house parties with DJs, 

Chicano rap especially overseas has spread more through lowrider shows which typically 

feature concerts in which singers dress in Cholo clothing and fashion symbolic of the 

origins of lowrider culture in the Pachuco era (1940s).  At the shows, car owners show 

off lowrider art and mural art, which is part of Chicano culture.  “Rap music, which has 

been an important aspect of lowrider culture since the early 1990s, is just one 
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manifestation of a larger cultural phenomenon widely known as hip-hop. . . Many rappers 

have performed at lowrider shows and other lowrider events across the Southwest since 

the 1990s” (Tatum, 2011, p. 128). Among the most popular performers who have been 

featured is Kid Frost, who is considered the godfather of Chicano rap.  Tatum states that 

lowrider style of Chicano rap has the longest history of all the different Chicano rap 

styles and is most associated with Kid Frost, A Lighter Shade of Brown and Lil’ Rob.  

Kid Frost is considered the Godfather of Chicano Rap and was the first Chicano rapper to 

use Spanish.  His song “La Raza” from his debut album Hispanic Causing Panic 

instantly became the rap anthem and it was also among the first rap songs to use 

Spanglish. (See discussion of other well-known Chicano and Chicana rappers in 

McFarland, 2008, p. 53-54, 79-93).   

The growing popularity of Chicano rap, lowrider culture, and iconography abroad 

overlaps with aspects of the spread of hip hop, such as the urban themes, the frequent 

reference to violence, sexual objectification of women, and similar musical styles, but 

there are distinct differences.  However, what makes Chicano rap unique is the 

connection to lowrider culture, the widespread use of Spanish or CS in lyrics along with 

Chicano iconography and Cholo/a fashion.   

A Regional Perspective of Hip Hop: The Case of East Asia   

In Japan, as in other East Asian countries, hip hop has been used to critique 

government, authority, education and the music industry itself, reflecting the oppositional 

stance that has been a staple of American hip hop. Citing socially conscious rappers like 

Public Enemy as an example, Zebrowski and Diao (2011) point out in their study of hip 

hop in China  that “Hip-Hoppers the world over seem to use rap music as a vehicle to 
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critique what they see as social problems facing their own localities” (p. 69).  However, 

hip hop has also been co-opted by nationalistic and rightwing groups in China, and Japan. 

Right-wing hip hop groups in Japan (Morris, 2013) can be compared to ethnic 

nationalism in some Chicano and African American rap and hip hop, a phenomenon 

which is informed by the work of Stuart Hall on the effects of globalization.  Hall 

interprets nationalistic tendencies as one reaction to globalization with a more post-

modern response as another typical reaction.  

Studies by Lee (2006), Condry (2001) and Morelli (2001) about hip hop in Japan 

and Korea point to common themes related to education pressure and seniority system.  

As in Japan, hip hop in Korea “has been used to protest the educational pressures placed 

on young people to succeed by attending cram schools and bettering themselves by 

attending university” (Mitchell, 2001, p. 24).  In the case of the Japanese artist Mona 

AKA Sad Girl, featured in this study, her autobiographic song “MAP” reveals how she 

dropped out of school due to the alienation she experienced in response to similar 

pressures.   

The spread of Hip hop to Japan occurred mostly as a result of film, magazines, 

concerts.  Condry (2006) cites the influence of the films Wild Style (1982) and 

Flashdance (1982) and traveling performers on developing first an interest in 

breakdancing (b-boying/b-girling) which according to Condry led to a curiosity and 

desire to participate, rather than a complete understanding of the genre, since most 

Japanese audiences could not understand the lyrics and meaning of rap and deejaying (p. 

62-63).  In addition, in the beginning Japanese rappers needed to address “perceived 

deficiencies in the Japanese language, namely, a grammar that makes it difficult to 
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produce interesting rhymes and the difficulty of giving Japanese, an unaccented 

language, the punctuated rhythm of rap” (Condry, 2001, p. 23) and in 1994 debate that 

broke out among Japanese rappers about what constituted “real” Japanese rap.  Was it the 

more commercially successful ‘party rap’ or ‘rap lite’ or underground hip hop that 

appealed to teenage boys and took a more oppositional stance toward mainstream 

society?  The underground rappers’ struggles to “keep it real” have involved using hip-

hop culture to interpret their own experiences.  For them, “an oppressive system lurks 

behind the glossy image of Japan’s success” (Mitchell, 2001, p. 23).  However, of most 

relevance to this study is a discussion of why this music of opposition and resistance 

resonates with Japanese youth.  Condry explains below the economic conditions which 

led to the popularity of “underground rap” or rap that addresses issues of marginalization 

and social and economic oppression:  

Rap and hip-hop have been appropriated in Japan within the context of a 

widespread dichotomy between pop-music heaven (referred to as ‘party rap’ or 

‘light rap’) and school-and-exam hell experienced by young Japanese people.  

The current generation of Japanese youth grew up after the postwar economic 

miracle, yet face a shrinking job market after the bursting of the bubble economy 

of the 1980s.  Japanese rap shows how they are using the idioms of hip-hop to 

envision a new Japan and their own identity within it. (Condry, 2001, p. 23) 

 

Condry (2001) also states: “Japanese hip-hop is best characterized as youth music 

that focuses on the importance of young people’s ‘speaking out,’ in a society that stresses 

seniority and of questioning in various ways, the hyperconsumerism of Japanese culture”  

(p. 240). These critiques suggest a kind of disconnection from the more human aspect of 

society.  Chicano culture with its emphasis on family and historical connections and the 

way it confronts problematic aspects of culture appears to be appealing to the 
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disenfranchised youth which Mona identifies with (as especially evident in her 

autobiographical song and in her blog). 

Multilingual Use in Japanese and East Asian Hip Hop 

In Lee’s (2006) study of Japanese and Korean pop music, she makes the 

distinction between crossing and “styling the other,” citing Loveday (1996) on how hip 

hop is a genre that resonates with Japanese as a way to speak out in a society that stresses 

seniority, given the emphasis on hierarchy in Confucianism, and on use of the symbolic 

rather than discourse (conversational) function of language in hip hop songs (pp. 237-

242).   In the case of J-pop (Japanese popular culture) songs the use of English is meant 

to create a sophisticated or “cool” image (Loveday, 1996). What is more unexpected 

perhaps is the case of Japanese rapper Mona AKA Sad Girl who uses Spanish in addition 

to English and Japanese in her songs.  In such cases, the use of CS in hip hop can be said 

to “enact a model of multicultural community that is both local and international” (Sarker 

& Low, 2012, p. 411).  As these studies show, a comparative study of multilingual lyrics 

in hip hop as reflected in communities of practice worldwide reveals important insights 

into language mixing, borrowing, and crossing.  However, given the importance of visual 

and auditory aspects of hip hop, seen from a social semiotic multimodal perspective, in 

which language is only one of several available designs this is only one part of the 

picture. 

In her study of language use in East Asian pop music, Lee (2006) draws on 

studies of Japanese pop music by Loveday (1996) and Stanlaw (2000) to examine the role 

of English in pop songs by Japanese rap artists.  While Loveday claims that English has 

no other discourse function than creating a sophisticated image (Lee, 2006, p. 242), 
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Stanlaw argues that the use of English allows Japanese artists, especially females, to 

express their personal emotions in a liberating way:  

English or English loanwords offer a way to circumvent some of the 

sociolinguistic limitations of Japanese. They provide Japanese women not only 

with another voice, an additional and different symbolic vocabulary with which to 

express their thoughts and feelings, but also with a rhetorical power that was 

unknown to them previously, and that is suited for the growing power and stature 

that women are gaining in Japanese society. (2000, p. 99) 

 

This discussion has much relevance in the case of the rap artist Mona AKA Sad 

Girl.  Her use of all three languages to express highly personal feelings of longing for 

love, feeling hurt by love, and infidelity appears to confirm Stanlaw’s point that singing 

in foreign languages liberates the singer in certain ways.  However, while her use of both 

English and Spanish may contribute to a sophisticated image, I would argue that Mona’s 

use of Spanish and English/caló is designed to index genre-related discourses associated 

with Chicano nationalism (social/political ideology) and Chicano rap.   

From an identity perspective, the use of English and Spanish conveys Mona’s 

authentic identity as a hip hop artists, and from an ideological point of view, specific 

words or phrases convey and often resemantize meanings of social significance that may 

change when recontextualized and translocalized to a different setting.  This can be seen 

in the case of the expression “livin’ la vida loca” which was made famous by Ricky 

Martin in his 1999 global hit by the same name.  He took a gang-related expression and 

resemantized it with a different meaning, more sexualized than its original gang-related 

connotation (Cepeda, 2000).  In her song Mona takes the same expression (but without 

the article, “la”) and recontextualizes it through the use of visual symbols associated with 

its original meaning. 
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Chicano Rap in Japan: Glocal Cultural Flows in Mona’s Music   

Based on Omoniyi’s (2006) description of translocality and global cultural flows, 

the case of Mona  AKA Sad Girl demonstrates characteristics of her creation of a 

“glocal” self rather than Pennycook’s (2003) description of Japanese hip hoppers as 

performing the “Other.”  She re-interprets iconic expressions in Spanish and English 

(“living vida loca”
57

 and “laugh now cry later”) to reflect her personal and local reality, 

and she uses familiar Japanese expressions which are similar (e.g., ichi ka bachi ka” 

which means roughly “(when you roll the dice) it’s all or nothing”), and she adopt a name 

that contributes to her construction of a Chicana rap identity.  In addition, she exhibits 

collaboration with Chicano rappers in the U.S. which is another characteristic Omoniyi 

lists for adoption of a glocal self.  Evidence of this collaboration is seen in photos in the 

music videos, the titles of songs in which Mona has featured singers who are Chicano rap 

artists from the U.S., and the use of CS which reflects shared patterns is likely a result of 

this collaboration.  In Mona’s earlier work, she collaborated with Chicana rappers from 

LA, Doll-e Girl and Lady Synful.  Also, Mona uses cross-references other hip hop 

singers from Japan and the U.S. in her songs, such as a major mainstream hip hop singer, 

Eve, in her song, MAP, (“I want to shine like Eve” which is an intertextual reference to 

Eve’s song “Who’s that girl?” with the line “I was born to shine” -- Eve is considered as 

a “female empowering hip hop artist.” According to Omoniyi (2006), the use of different 

                                                   

57
 Mona’s use of the phrase “Livin’ vida loca” (faulty Spanish, missing the article “la”) may be a 

conscious borrowing from Ricky Martin’s hit song “Livin’ la vida loca” – however, the meaning takes on 

more of the original gang meaning in the context of Mona’s song as evident in her use of the expression 

“La vida loca” in her cover albums and given all the other references to gang culture in her music videos.  

It may also a reference to Kid Frost’s song “Mi Vida Loca” (1992).  The fact that she takes her name from 

the 1994 film, Mi Vida Loca, about girl gang in East LA is evidence that she is aware of the gang 

significance of this expression. 



205 

 

 

languages may also “affirm the diversity and difference that characterizes the hip hop 

community of practice” (p. 201).  However, it appears more likely in the case of Mona 

and Japanese Chicano rap that the use of Spanish and English mixed with Japanese is 

designed more to reflect the translocality of Chicano hip hop as a genre.  In addition, 

Mona’s performances at lowrider shows in Japan and the filming on location in LA for 

her music videos indicate the multi-directionality of the cultural flows of her influence on 

Chicano rap in Japan.   According to these criteria, which will be discussed in more detail 

below, Mona is not performing the other but is instead reflecting a hybrid “glocal” 

identity. 

While several studies have examined the spread of hip hop to Japan, most 

notably, Pennycook (2003), Condry (2002, 2006), Morris (2010, 2013), Loveday (1996), 

Cornyetz (1994), few studies have examined the growing popularity of Chicano rap in 

Japan.  In this study I chose to focus on Mona AKA Sad Girl and through my analysis of 

her work, I add to discussions of the global spread of hip hop. This is an area that is 

rarely mentioned in studies of global hip hop though its roots in Japan go back to the 

1980s and 1990s.   Chicano rap in Japan is unique because its rise in popularity has 

accompanied the growing popularity of lowrider car clubs in Japan and elsewhere.   In 

addition, while most studies of multilingualism in hip hop have focused primarily on 

global and local interactions of hip hop in which English mixes with local languages, few 

studies of hip hop in Japan mention the influence of Spanish in the translocalization of 

Chicano rap.  Studies of lowrider clubs in Japan by Tatum and Sandoval have highlighted 

how Chicano rap has followed the spread of lowrider car clubs.  The films Boulevard 

Nights (1979) (Rivera, 2014) and later Mi Vida Loca (1993) led to a growing interest in 
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lowrider culture and a deep interest in Chicano culture and music in Japan.  (See 

discussion below.)  

 While many Chicano rappers from the U.S. now regularly perform in Japan at car 

shows, Japan is producing its own rappers like Mona.  Given that Chicano rap spread to 

Japan primarily through lowrider culture, it is not surprising that Mona AKA Sad Girl 

began performing at lowrider car shows and that her earlier videos feature lowrider cars 

prominently.  As her videos–and those of other Chicano rappers—demonstrate, lowrider 

culture itself is connected in complex ways to many aspects of Chicano culture that 

differentiate both Chicano rap and Chicano culture from African American hip hop, 

notwithstanding the overlap musically and culturally.  Mona’s songs and videos represent 

both a continuation and a rupture with Chicano rap as it is known in the U.S. While few 

studies have examined Chicano rap in Japan, in particular from a sociolinguistic 

perspective, it is unlikely that her use of Spanish in her songs reflects the use of Spanish 

on a daily basis in a community of practice in Japan.  Further investigation is needed to 

look into this connection, similar to studies that examine the use of English in global hip 

hop. 

The phenomenon of music videos by Mona, as a Japanese rapper/singer living in 

Japan, whose songs are multilingual (Japanese, English, Spanish) sung in Chicano rap 

style has captured the attention of many around the world, in particular Latinos in the 

U.S.  In online articles about the global spread of both lowrider culture and Chicano rap 

she is frequently mentioned as a key example of this “global cultural flow” (Omoniyi, 

2006). Mona’s music video ‘Azucena’ in which she sings in English, Spanish, and 

Japanese is featured in several web articles that talk about Japanese lowriding and about 
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the global spread of lowriders and Chicano rap.  She is referred to as a pioneer of Chola 

culture in Japan, and her music represents a continuation of the lowrider music going 

back to the 1970s band War who wrote the anthem “Low Rider.”  

Mona AKA Sad Girl takes her name from the protagonist in the movie La Vida 

Loca (1993), about Mexican American girl gangs.  The title is a common expression 

meaning literally “the crazy life,” however, the connotative meaning of “La Vida Loca” 

is complex—this expression is common in song titles, etc. According to an anti-gang 

website (Morales, 2007), for Chicano gang members, the phrase "Smile Now, Cry Later" 

(equivalent to “Laugh Now Cry Later,” the title of Mona’s song) also represents Mi Vida 

Loca (translated as "My Crazy Life"). Both these expressions are found in the lyrics and 

song titles of Mona AKA Sad Girl. The term Smile Now is symbolic of the gangster 

lifestyle of running the streets and partying with friends and "Homies." But, the lifestyle 

leads ultimately to getting busted, going to jail or prison, and being away from loved 

ones, thus "Cry Later." However, this phrase is not a reference to any specific gang, but is 

more of a commentary on gang life in general. More recently, Kid Frost made a 1995 rap-

release of the song Smile Now, Die Later and young people across the U.S. have adopted 

the phrase to fit the "live fast, die young" mentality of the street.”
58

).  In the song, 

                                                   

58
 According to the information gathered by Gabe Morales, “a 1960's song by Sonny (Ozuna) and 

the Sunliners called Smile Now (for My Friends) and Cry Later, appeared as a reproduction on the East 

Side Story lowrider records (now in reprint) that were popular in the seventies. For Chicano gang members, 

the phrase "Smile Now, Cry Later" also represents Mi Vida Loca (translated as "My Crazy Life"). The term 

Smile Now is symbolic of the gangster lifestyle of running the streets and partying with friends and 

"Homies." But, the lifestyle leads ultimately to getting busted, going to jail or prison, and being away from 

loved ones, thus "Cry Later." Los Solidos, a gang in the northeastern U.S., also uses this phrase as a symbol 

of their gang, and it is also commonly used by non-Chicano gang members around the U.S. However, this 

phrase is not a reference to any specific gang, but is more of a commentary on gang life in general. Kid 
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Azucena, she uses the expression “sexy mamacita living vida loca” and it is also featured 

uses in some of her songs, both in the lyrics and in murals and t-shirts featured in her 

music videos.
59

  Cepeda (2000) writes in her article about Ricky Martin’s 

“resemanticization” of the expression in his 1999 song “Livin’ la Vida Loca.”  

The 1999 release of Martin's ‘Livin' la vida loca’ has resulted in the 

resematicization of the phrase ‘la vida loca’; no longer primarily associated with 

Chicana/o gang life, it has now come to signify U.S. Latina/o life in general. As 

articles like ‘Puerto Rican Singer Damages Perfectly Good Chicano Phrase’ 

attest, this shift in meaning has not gone unnoticed by the Chicana/o and Latina/o 

communities. (p. 68) 

 

My analysis of Mona AKA Sad Girl’s music videos is informed by McFarland’s 

(2008) study of the themes, description of language use, CD cover art, and music videos, 

and the symbolism associated with Chicano rap.  [It can be seen that] Mona is following 

in the footsteps of these Chicana rappers like JV, whose influence she acknowledges in 

the bio on her webpage, in the challenge her music represents to the machismo and 

violence of much of Chicano rap.  The four music videos by this artist were selected 

because of the multilingual and highly semiotic nature of the videos. This Japanese singer 

has adopted not only the musical style of Chicano rappers but also the language, dress, 

make-up, and hairstyles typical of “Cholas”, a subgroup of Chicanas often associated 

with Latina girl gangs, as well as Chicano cultural icons visible in the landscape. Mona 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

Frost made a 1995 rap-release of the song Smile Now, Die Later and young people across the U.S. have 

adopted the phrase to fit the ‘live fast, die young" mentality of the street’ (Morales, 2007). 

59
 According to Tatum (2011), among Chicanos the expression la vida loca  has a particular 

meaning in the Chicano hip hop/gang culture: “the crazy, reckless, sometimes violent life of the barrio” 

often portrayed in murals “to convey an overall defiant message that contemporary gangsterism is now 

located in the barrio where money, sex, drugs, and violence predominate.  La vida loca is not so much 

glorified as given legitimacy (Bright, 1994, 107)” (p. 104).  
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AKA Sad Girl’s videos are a prime example of the spread of hip hop as a global 

phenomenon of recontextualization of cultural symbols and expressions at the local level 

described by Blommaert (2012).  The music videos of this Japanese artist represent not 

only the phenomenon of language crossing, a term Rampton (2005) prefers to CS to 

distinguish out-group CS from in-group CS, but also cultural crossing.  By taking a local 

variety, Cholo-style Chicano rap which combines English and Spanish or caló (see 

McFarland, 2008, for introduction to Chicano rap) and recontextualizing it by adding 

Japanese resulting in a trilingual mixing and bringing it into global circulation and re-

localizing it, these “reglobalized” YouTube videos become “densely multimodal 

messages [which] defy our common understanding of communication as dominated by 

language” (Blommaert, 2012, p. 5; see also Blommaert, 2010).   

Analysis of Music Videos of Mona AKA Sad Girl 

In the analysis below of four music videos I adopt a multilingual/MCDA 

approach to highlight the different themes and use of visual imagery juxtaposed with 

lyrics. All four of the videos employ iconic images related to Mexican and Chicano 

culture which are intended to portray authenticity and legitimacy related to gang culture 

and urban barrio life associated with Chicano rap.   In my analysis of the song “Azucena” 

I discuss how the lyrics contain an empowering message for Japanese women which is 

accentuated through her use of gestures. In her video “Laugh Now Cry Later” she 

portrays herself as Frida Kahlo which makes a feminist statement.  Scenes from a 

wedding and a procession from the Day of the Dead in this video shows the use of 

Mexican cultural celebration to emphasize the theme of “la familia.” Her 

autobiographical song, “Map” situates her squarely in the Chicano rap/hip hop genre with 
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its story of alienation, social disaffection, and personal struggle. I also discuss her latest 

video “I Hate You” and the influence of two Chicano rappers which is evident in Mona’s 

music videos and songs.  These include Kid Frost (since 1995 called Frost) whose adopts 

film techniques and “shout out” in his videos reminiscent of early Chicano 

documentaries, and JV whose influence is discussed in more detail below.  

Music Video of  “Azucena”: Female Empowerment 

In the video of Mona AKA Sad Girl’s song, “Azucena” (from the album Never 

Say Never, released May 23, 2012)
60

  the video begins with close image of a large blue 

1930s style car and a person, apparently the singer, shaking hands with a Chicano man 

dressed Chola style carrying a 12 pack of Bud beer who says to her “nice to meet you” 

with her signature ballad music playing in background.  Then you see a very brief close 

up of singer wearing a baseball cap that says “For those who come from nothing.”   She 

is not just championing the poor and underclass, she is connecting the powerlessness felt 

by poor people feel with that felt by many Japanese women and adolescents (Yasumasa 

Shigenaga, personal communication, 2013). 

Then you see urban scenes of vacant buildings with graffiti on the walls and a 

panoramic view of the city.  She sings” I just wanna fly high like a flower” [ in Japanese] 

with multiple images of her wearing a flower in her hair and then several computer 

screens piled on top of each other with colorful abstract, swerling, painted images 

displayed on each screen, like a new form of graffiti. With symbols of a cross, a sun, the 

                                                   

60
 On the same album Mona has a song called “Futuro” which also uses Spanish and English: “I 

remember, La gente, la gente, para un mayor futuro, mi corazon nihongo. Oiga.” (trans. I remember, the 

people, the people, for a better future, my Japanese heart.  Listen.”) 



211 

 

 

planet earth, and people of color facing forward.  She sings “Sexy mamasita, living vida 

loca.”  

In the video there are portraits of groups of people from the 1940s and one of a 

group of Aztec dancers.  In one artistic image there is a close up of a white flower and her 

made-up eye.  There are multiple views of her with this flower in her hair, dressed in 

traditional peasant style white blouse, long straight dark hair, shown on multiple 

computer screens, in another in front of a brightly colored gravesite or memorial with a 

cross and flowers.
61

 Otherwise she is dressed in a cap and plaid shirt  and camisole 

showing the tattoo on her breast and pants, with large hoop earrings and long necklace 

with a cross (typical of Chicanas) and she sings “this is for the la-a-a-idies. Azucena, 

Azucena”
62

.  Then you hear and see her walking in high heels camera spanning her body 

from feet to head and she is dressed in tight Capri jeans, the same peasant blouse, large 

white flower in her hair and she kicks some glass which breaks.  What breaks is one of 

the computer screens seen earlier, and there is a close up of her hands forming a gang 

symbol and the image becomes distorted as if through a broken computer image.  She 

sings with two other female singers at her side (she is in the performance mode) “Can 

you feel me, can you touch me.  I wanna be just like you, just like me, beautiful.” And 

then she and the dancers dance with moves like Beyonce, twirling around.  “This is for 

                                                   

61
 This appears to be related to emphasis on gang-related deaths which is featured in film, Mi Vida 

Loca.  But her videos do not glamorize the gang lifestyle like many hip hop videos (such as Pitbull and 

other Chicano rappers) nor does it display women in a sexist manner. However, in contrast to many of 

these videos, Mona does not glamorize gang lifestyle or reduce it to gestures like hand signals and tattoos 

and that sexualize women. 
62

 Azucena is the Spanish name for a garden lily. The Azucena is a flower that represents 

kindness, innocence, purity, grace, and nobility. However, because azucenas have a very short life, they are 

also known to represent death, which makes it bitter-sweet to have this name. 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Azucena 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Azucena
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the la- a-a-i-dies, Azucena, Azucena” (with her hand reaching out toward the camera) 

then she seems to sing the same thing in Japanese to the same tune with images of her 

alternating between her performing/singing outside in the plaid shirt (later under a bridge) 

and inside a studio in her white peasant blouse with flower in her hair (with her hand 

reaching from the camera back toward herself) with the other singers next to her.  In the 

next scene she is driving down a highway in the desert past a semi-truck with an 

expansive horizon stretching out at dusk.  The final scenes are of her and the two female 

singers/dancers finishing the song with their heads down and finally a still picture of her 

posing somewhat defiantly with her hands crossed looking sideways at the camera, 

dressed in the flower and peasant blouse.  

In this video, Mona uses a gang-related gesture and also a gesture showing her 

grabbing the screen while saying “Ladies got a power” and again when she says “This is 

for the ladies” her hand reaches out toward the camera.  These gestures serve to punctuate 

the lyrics which emphasize female empowerment and connect with her audience. Similar 

to when Kid Frost said in his song “La Raza” – “This is for la raza” she is singling out 

women as her audience.   The gang-related hand signal, like her name and the Chola 

clothing she wears, and the expression, “living vida loca” [sic] is intended to identify her 

with Chicano rap genre and gang-related identity.  In this video she alternates images of 

toughness associated with gangs with feminine images of the flower in her hair and white 

peasant blouse which together are reflected in the Japanese lyrics that mean “the white of 

innocence blooms bravely.”  Her use of Spanish and English is another sign of this 

identification with specific phrases such as “sexy mamacita,” and “la gente,” indexing 

themes in Chicano rap. 
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Music Video of “Laugh Now Cry Later”: Feminism and Familia 

At first glance the use of iconic images in this video of Mexican culture like Frida 

Kahlo, Mexican families attending a wedding, riding in lowrider parade, and people 

walking in a procession for the Day of the Dead with their faces painted as skeletons 

might seem to reflect both a fascination with the exotic and cross-cultural connection to 

common human longings with.  However, after investigating Chicano rap videos and 

reviewing research on Chicano rap, lowrider culture, etc. it seems clear that her use of 

these icons is intended to align her with not only Chicano rap as a genre but with feminist 

Chicana rappers such as JV.  This video, like “Azucena,” reflects a female empowerment 

perspective particularly in her embodiment of Frida Kahlo—with her characteristic 

indigenous hairstyle and dress and pose—which has become semiotic metaphor for not 

only Mexican feminism but a symbol of global feminisim. The video also contains 

symbols of indigenous themes of nature and respect for the dead appears to connect to 

themes of nature, global indigenous culture, and a shared respect for the dead which are 

found in various subgenres of Chicano rap, but especially indigenous rap.  

Mona’s use of the Day of the Dead imagery (the parade, people wearing face 

make-up of calacas or skeletons, and also her own mask as Frida Kahlo) reflects the 

significance this cultural event has in other Chicano rap songs such a Funky Aztecs 

album, Day of the Dead, 1995, and her portrayal of families attending what appears to be 

a wedding also emphasizes another major theme of Mexicanidad and familia that is 

featured in albums such as Kinto Sol (McFarland, 2013).  The presence of Aztec symbols 

in all three of her music videos in murals reflects the importance of indigenous 

iconography in most Chicano rap styles, but in particular among indigenous rap groups 
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such as El Vuh and other groups which feature both indigenous imagery in their CD 

artwork, music videos (See McFarland, 2013, p. 68 on the philosophy of these groups and 

their close connection to nature which Mona seems to be alluding to in the scenes of 

nature. e.g., the group Los Nativos). 

In this song, Mona sings in Japanese and English with no Spanish.  However, the 

visual images are the most iconically Mexican when compared with her other videos.  In 

the chorus she switches between Japanese and English:  

Life is a beautiful thing つかめない深い心の奥に 

(Life is a beautiful thing. Into my heart too deep to reach,)   

The song describes her sadness and incessant crying but her determination to 

overcome her emotions that she will be fine tomorrow:  

泣き疲れた「もういい」目に何映す 何もなかったように迎える明日 

(I’m tired from crying. “That’s enough.” What would I see in such eyes? [which 

are tired from crying] I’ll be fine tomorrow just like nothing happened.)   

The juxtaposition of these lyrics with the images of the Mexican American 

families appear as a dream of a dream of a healthy, connected family with the implication 

that it is something she does not have. 

Music Video of “Map”: Mona’s Autobiography  

In this song, Mona’s use of autobiography reflects a tradition in rap music and 

helps to solidify her place in Chicano rap and hip hop music.  It is also an example of 

boasting, another common feature of both hip hop and Chicano rap.  Condry (2001) 

points out other aspects of Japanese hip hop are similar to American and global hip hop.  

“Japanese MCs engage in much of the same kind of boasting one might find elsewhere –
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‘I’m number one rapper’—but the language is Japanese, as are the images of schools, 

television, and daily life that pepper the songs” (p. 223).   

The same can be said of Chicano rap as represented by Mona’s music.  For 

example, in MAP, she boasts: [after she dropped out of school] “I have easily overcome 

dead ends where everybody gets stuck.” She goes on to describe how she got started in 

music – “I wanted to shine like Eve” (as described above, Eve is a well-known hip hop 

star who is associated with female empowerment hip hop).  (Her discography shows that 

she self-produced her own music at the age of 18 or 19.) She talks about how she kept 

trying, didn’t give up.  “The world I saw started to change.  I believed there must be the 

answer ahead.  [here she boasts in a typical hip hop fashion:] Now I can say it looking at 

your eyes: I’m better than you on so many fucking levels!”  She seems to be talking here 

to those who rejected her at school or other rappers.  It’s unclear.  She points to how she 

struggled to find her way in the dark and even though she is determined that: “I should be 

able to stand up even if I trip,” she continues to ask: “But where should I go?  Where 

should I go?”   

By singing these lyrics with the mural of “Jobs Not Jails” in the background 

featuring Cesar Chavez prominently with close-ups (and alternating with scenes of 

herself riding a city bus in LA), she equates her personal struggle with that of the struggle 

of farmworkers led by Chavez and with hip hop as a social movement within an urban 

context.  In this video, for the first time, she also includes symbols of Japanese culture – 

an anime style female character with a lily/flower in her hair together with a Japanese 

style image of a Mexican woman (with Chola make-up) in a sombrero – embedded in a 

mural that could be in Japan or LA (but it’s unclear where the mural is from, adding to 
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the notion of Chicano rap as an imaginary community with global characteristics that 

bridge local contexts).  These images appear intentionally designed to localize the 

discourses of Chicano rap and Chicano nationalism.   

The visual symbols in MAP include the mural with Chicano iconography 

(indigenous art, Cesar Chavez next to farmworkers, tagging, skateboards, hoodie, dark 

glasses, long baggie shorts, knit cap that Mona wears in different scenes.  Her tattoo of a 

butterfly symbolizing transformation, also seen in the Jobs Not Jails mural emphasizes 

the theme of the song.  The video alternates between black and white and color with the 

black and white scenes taking place on the bus with Mona looking out the window as it 

rains outside, or walking down the street passing black people, Latinos.  The brightly 

colored murals contrast dramatically with these scenes and draw attention to the hopeful 

message on the mural (“Jobs Not Jail”) and also in her lyrics.  While the verses are 

mostly in Japanese with a few phrases in English (e.g., “day by day”, sixteen, Eve, got no 

memory, beat, “I’m better than you on so many fucking levels!”, navigate, The chorus is 

in both English and Japanese stating: “What are you talking about? / This must be the 

place you’re looking for. / [translated from the Japanese]: Whoever you ask, you will get 

no answer. / This must be the place you’re looking for / [trans. From Japanese]: I will 

find it before I get killed / If you can try me, just kill me softly].  Where are we on this 

MAP?” 

Mona’s use of Japanese to sing about her autobiographical story and English to 

repeat the chorus reflects a pattern observed by Ominiyi (2006) in which Nigerian hip 

hop artists sing the verses in Yoruba and the chorus in English.  Davies and Bentahila 

(2006) suggest that “switching is creatively used to add a rhetorical and aesthetic effect to 
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the song’s lyrics because the switch pattern may interplay with elements in the lyrics, 

such as rhyme, line division, and stanza, reinforcing links and divisions and improving 

various types of patterning. (cited in Likhitphongsathorn & Sappapan, 2013, p. 495).  In 

this song, Mona’s use of the English in the chorus “Where are we on this map?” and 

“What are you talking about?” accentuates the emotions she expresses in her personal 

history about feeling lost. 

This video along with the one for the song “I Hate You” show how Mona may be 

influenced by Japanese hip hop, not only Chicano rap.  Japanese hip hop artists such as 

Zeebra and K Dub Shine, who believe that hip hop should be about issues of social 

opposition, use hip-hop to address such as social issues as “the inability of college 

graduates to find employment and the media overload of advertising sex and violence.” 

They also "challenged youth not only to recognize the difficulties faced by Japanese 

society but also to speak up about them” (Condry, 2006).  This video like the her most 

recent song “I Hate You” contain her strongest messages about social issues and reflect a 

position of social opposition to a school system that gives up on its students and a society 

that fosters alienation.    

Music video of “I Hate You”: A Parody of Hip Hop Violence 

In the song, “I Hate You,” Mona appears to draw from the film, Mi Vida Loca, 

not only her name and her Chola style, but also a similar narrative about a cheating 

boyfriend.
63

   The visual narrative of the song “I Hate You” where three women have 

                                                   

63
 The film also reflects the primary role that lowriders have in her videos as well as in the film, 

and the use of the gang related term “la vida loca” (crazy life) which is not only the title of the film, but 

also is found in the lyrics to one of her songs and appears on the cover of her CD.  These similarities reveal 
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been cheated on by their boyfriends also shares similarities with a Latino film, Chasing 

Papi, where the three women take revenge on the cheating boyfriend.  This video can be 

seen as out of the norm for both Japanese hip hop/rap and also for Mona, in the sense that 

it hints at violence and mistreatment of women.  As Condry points out, Japanese Chicano 

rap avoids lyrics – and presumably images as well -- about guns, misogyny, and violence, 

and drugs:
64

  

But at the same time, Japanese hip-hop has some intriguing local features.  In its 

lyrics there are no guns, no misogyny, and little violence [emphasis added]. Beer 

is the most common drug mentioned, and when other drugs are present the 

sentiment tends to be "marijuana good, amphetamines bad." Not a single Japanese 

rap lyric mentions crack cocaine. (Condry, 2001, p. 223)  

 

Mona’s use of parody and stylized weapons in this video shows how she uses the 

suggestion of violence to make a point in a humorous way.  Unlike many Chicano rap 

videos (including “La Raza”) and hip hop videos which include scenes with police, there 

are no scenes with the police in Mona’s videos, nor is there explicit violence.  However, 

in this video, Mona uses humor to introduce a feminist critique of machismo that is often 

portrayed in Chicano rap and hip hop videos.   

Discussion  

While the lyrics of Mona’s songs tend to reflect themes about love, introspection, 

female empowerment, the visual symbols reflect many of the themes of Chicano 

nationalism, Mexicanidad, familia, and a sense of belonging, defiance of authority and 

                                                                                                                                                       

 

the key role that the film has had on the spread of hip hop globally, along with films such as Boulevard 

Nights (1979) and Lowrider Weekend (2004).   
64

 This may have changed since 2001 when the book came out but it is beyond the scope of this 

study to do an in-depth review of Japanese hip hop to investigate this point; it is a point that needs to be 

pursued in future studies. 
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boldness associated with gang membership. In place of the hyper-sexualized images of 

women that Chicana rappers such as Ms. Sancha convey, Mona portrays an image of 

womanhood that is at once sexy, in control, and connected to family.   Much like JV, she 

uses her skills as an artist to project a positive identity and in the style of most Chicano 

rap and hip hop she claims her superiority.   

McFarland (2008) constrasts JV with other Chicana rap artists such as Ms. Sancha 

who presents herself as a sexual object and “Chicano macho’s ‘slut fantasy’” who allows 

easy access to her body.  “[Ms. Sancha] offers no resistance to patriarchal dominance and 

is valued almost exclusively for her voracious sexuality” (p. 86-87).  JV is mentioned by 

McFarland (2008) and Tatum (2011) as a lone feminist voice in presenting an alternative 

to the sexist portrayal of women in Chicano rap.   McFarland points out that “few female 

voices exist in Chicano hip-hop culture to challenge the male-centered perspective” 

(McFarland, 2008, p. 133).  Among modern Chicana rappers, he names only JV as a 

Chicana rapper who offers a feminist or proto-feminist analysis.   

However, we have yet to see a significant challenge to the patriarchal worldview 

in Chicano rap, though some rappers have attempted to develop narratives of 

women that convey more complexity and respect.  Few Chicanas have emerged in 

the rap world.  With the exception of some of JV’s work, no feminist or proto-

feminist analysis has developed in Chicana rap. (p. 29)   

 

Despite the relative lack of feminist analysis in Chicana rap, McFarland points out 

that “Xicanistas” (Chicanas) have a history of responding to patriarchal dominance in 

film (Sylvia Morales’s historical narrative, Chicanas, 1979; Esperanza Vásquez’s film 

Agueda Martinez about the life of a Chicana elder in rural New Mexico, 1977).  For 

example, McFarland discusses how Xicanista artists have remade the image of La Virgen 

de Guadalupe from a “sacrificing, passive, virgin mother of Christ” into the powerful, 
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brave, strong image of the Virgin as “athlete clutching a serpent” or “contemporary 

marital arts expert defending Chicanas/os” (p. 136).  

Mona’s identity as a Chicana rapper who aligns herself with feminist ideology in 

which femininity is not sacrificed for empowerment is evident in her use of cultural 

iconography, ironic use of symbols of weapons associated with gangs (a bat, switchblade, 

and gun though it turns out to be a squirt gun) and the various intertextual references 

associated with the 1993 film, Mi Vida Loca, about girl gangs in East LA., from which 

she takes her name, Mona AKA Sad Girl, one of the main characters of the film. 

Code-switching analysis of Mona’s songs. Sarkar and Winer (2005) talk about 

how songs are different than communication; however, the influence of deejaying in hip 

hop and Chicano rap gives this musical genre a more communicative aspect with deejay’s 

giving a “shout out” to those – unknown and unseen though they may be in recorded 

music – in the audience as if they were at a house party or on the radio.  Such shout outs 

are likely to be in a different language in order to attract attention and to broaden the 

audience. In the case of hip hop there are specific reasons and ways that CS and mixing 

may take place given the greater emphasis on rhyming. The use of English and Spanish in 

Mona’s songs follows a pattern that was noted in Loveday in his 1996 analysis of 

codeswitching and borrowing in Japanese pop songs. Likewise, Omoniyi (2006) notes in 

examples of Nigeria hip hop that the chorus is Yoruba while the body is in CS between 

Standard English, pidgin English, and Yoruba.  Drawing on Davies and Bentahila’s 

studies (2002, 2006, 2008), it can be seen that CS and CM of English and Spanish with 

Japanese in Mona’s songs seems to have a dual function – that of localizing Chicano rap 

to Japanese context and reaching out to broader audiences.  However, I would argue from 
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a MCDA perspective that in addition to her use of intertextual references to Chicano rap 

genre and culture Mona’s use of both Spanish and English makes use of these languages 

as available semiotic codes in order to add further legitimacy to her as a singer of 

Chicana rap.  As McFarland (2008) points out, the use of some form of Spanish, i.e., CS, 

caló, Spanglish or mostly Spanish (e.g., Kinto Sol) is de rigour for a Chicano rap artist, a 

characteristic of the genre going back to the earliest days of Chicano rap with Kid Frost’s 

song “La Raza” (1990) and Mellow Man Ace “Mentirosa” (1989). 

Regarding the accessibility of Mona’s use of three languages there are likely to be 

few individuals who understand all of the lyrics and cultural references.  Yet the Japanese 

and Chicano audience (mostly those who are part of the lowrider culture on both sides of 

the Pacific as well as beyond) will likely see the use of Spanish as a sign of authenticity 

which gives the artist legitimacy as a Chicano artist.  Her use of language, themes and 

visual images that resonate with Chicana feminists further gives her legitimacy among 

the small but growing group of Chicana rappers (McFarland, 2008, 2013) and lowriders.  

Thus, Mona’s use of both English and Spanish in addition to her native Japanese 

challenges the notion that English is the only international language of hip hop. 

Visual images.  There are four archetypal or iconic images of Mexican culture (in 

the U.S.) evident in the music videos.  These include the images are La Virgen de 

Guadalupe, lowrider cars, plaid shirt and clothes of a Chola with respect to Pachuco 

history (which started in El Chuco, TX), murals and tattoos depicting images related to 

Chicano gangs or culture.  In the case of murals, leaders of the Chicano movement are 

often featured, e.g., Cesar Chavez and Che Guevara, Aztecs, velas para La Virgen 

(candles for The Virgin of Guadelupe), cross or crucifix (widespread in hip hop and as 
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fashion trend in Japan without religious meaning but in case of Chicano rap has more 

specific meaning.  The scenes inside church in “Laugh Now Cry Later” and in front of 

religious statues and velas in “Azucena” suggest that Mona intends to connect this 

symbology with its real context even if she herself doesn’t mean to say she has become 

Catholic.   The images that index Chola, Mexicana identity include the flower in hair, 

white peasant blouse, make-up, eyebrows, eyeliner, lipstick, black roses painted on nails; 

close-ups of each feature enumerate and teach those uninformed about how to read these 

symbols by providing context and serve to emphasize the cultural connection. 

Mona’s change over time.  In my analysis of four of Mona’s music videos in 

terms of genre, themes, language use, and semiotics and discourse, several observations 

can be made about how her identity and ideological stance has changed in some respects 

and stayed the same in others over time.  Since she recorded her first album in 2005 and 

her first full album in 2009, she appears to have undergone changes in her social 

consciousness and her identity as a feminist rapper, but she consistently portrays herself 

in a range of Chicana and Chola style hair and clothing styles. She began code-switching 

into Spanish and English early on and continues to use a combination of all three 

languages in her songs.  Nearly all of the titles of her songs are in English.    She appears 

to have more tattoos, but only one appears definitely real.  In one album cover she has a 

tattoo that covers her entire back that says “Mi Vida Loca” along with an image of 

Mexican woman in a sombrero.  In her latest music video (“I Hate You”) tattoos on the 

back of both legs are visible. An examination of the themes and iconography of her 

videos shows that her songs reveal an increasingly political/social consciousness.  She 

admits above in her blog that first she saw chola/Chicana style just as a fashion statement 



223 

 

 

and in her early songs she sang mostly about love, cruising in her lowrider, and in one 

case she recorded a gangsta rap song with characteristic violent language, but in later 

songs she shows an increasing awareness of the urban conditions, meanings behind the 

symbols and strategic use of English and Spanish phrases to index Chicano gang-related 

and barrio culture (e.g., la vida loca, laugh now cry later) and she makes it her own.  Her 

narrative in Japanese combined with the mural depicting the message “Jobs Not Jail” in 

her recent song, “MAP,” reflects hip hop and rap’s main purpose of being a voice for the 

disenfranchised (with themes of alienation from school and unemployment).  In Laugh 

Now Cry she emphasizes themes of family and jobs which are emphasized through visual 

symbols; and feminist themes emphasized by symbols of Frida Kahlo and themes as 

played out in cinematic fiction narratives.   

Mona’s latest video “I Hate You” also shows how she has also become 

increasingly aware of the negative effects of more violent and highly sexualized lyrics 

and images of gangsta rap.  Her use of humor in this video to portray weapons used 

against cheating boyfriends contrasts to her earlier gangsta rap song that she recorded in 

2010 called “Gangsta Bitchez” with the American gangsta rappers Doll-E and Lady 

Synful who she calls her “homegirls” (from the album, Where’s My Key?, 2010). The 

hard driving beat of this song combined with the more typical violent and vulgar 

language contrasts strongly with the rest of her repertoire.  Previous to recording the song 

“I Hate You” she had generally avoided taking a confrontational stance against themes of 

sexism and misogyny or violence.  Here she takes on both gang violence and misogyny 

using humor.  While there is one scene of a lowrider car’s headlights (as if to signify her 

use shining the light on the problem) this song contrasts with her previous videos which 
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typically have many scenes with lowrider cars.  This suggests that she may be moving 

away from a mostly lowrider style and gradually coming to identify more with feminist 

and conscious Chicana rap subgenres.  In all of her videos she conveys elements of 

Mexicanidad, Chicano gang-related and barrio culture and in all three of the videos just 

mentioned except the last one there are elements of indigenous culture (depictions of 

Aztec warriors on murals, pyramids, and picture of actual Aztec dancers).  

JV, Frida Kahlo, and feminist rap. On her official Facebook page,
65

 Mona 

acknowledges her biggest debt as an artist to the female Chicana rapper JV (while only 

mentioning her collaboration with gangsta rappers Ms. Sancha, Doll-E and Lady Synful).  

Feminist Chicana rappers, such as Laura Segura and Alexandra Quiroz, from A Lighter 

Shade of Brown, have been challenging the machismo of Chicano rappers going back to 

the 1990s according to Muñoz (1991): “Latina rappers quickly dispel the sexual prowess 

their male counterparts advocate. Laura Segura took the lead with her rap debut, a 

response to Mellow Man Ace's ‘Mentirosa,’ ("Liar") about Latina infidelity” (p. 16).  

These earlier Chicana rappers together with more recent rappers such as JV represent an 

alternative to the male-dominant, sexism of Chicano and Latino rap. 

In all of the videos described in this study, it can be seen that Mona aligns herself 

ideologically with JV who McFarland (2008) describes as “challeng[ing] simplistic 

notions of female subjectivity presented in the dominant male culture in the United 

States.  Her visions of herself, her sexuality, and her relations with men and others are 

democratic and loving“ (pp. 92-93).  Tatum cites JV as one of the few Chicana rappers to 
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 https://www.facebook.com/mona.aka.sadgirl/info?tab=page_info  

https://www.facebook.com/mona.aka.sadgirl/info?tab=page_info
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have success as a rapper.  She represents a trend toward opposing the dominant 

machismo discourse in Chicano hip hop.  

Mona’s embodying of Frida Kahlo in the music video, “Laugh Now Cry Later” is 

an example of an intertextual reference that suggests she identifies with the feminist 

Chicana tradition artistic and sexual independence with which Kahlo is associated 

(Herrera, 1983).  Mona’s portrayal of Frida Kahlo thus appears to be an intentional and 

conscious decision to invoke her as a symbol of mixed identity, feminism, introspection, 

and counter-cultural image, given the lyrics of the song.  In this song she uses this visual 

icon to align herself with the feminist stance of Chicana rap represented by singer JV 

(McFarland, 2008; Tatum, 2011). Her lyrics in this song and others seem to convey an 

internal struggle with identity and a desire to break free of a system of seniority that 

constrains freedom of social roles, which connects with the introspective art and attitude 

associated with Kahlo. Both her videos “Azucena” and “I Hate You” demonstrate a clear 

feminist stance that is also associated with Kahlo and reflects the feminist Chicana 

discourse and critique of patriarchal worldview found in Chicana responses to film, other 

musical genres, and literature.  (In the next chapter, I discuss another instance of Frida 

Kahlo used as an intertextual reference in the film, From Prada to Nada.)   

McFarland points out that Chicano rap owes much to previous Mexican and 

Mexican American music and other expressive cultural forms, such as literature  and 

film.  He points out these cultural expressions reflect a patriarchal worldview and themes 

of “male violence, defiance against Anglo and other domination, cultural nationalism, 

and sexism which are the mainstays of the Chicano/Mexican oral tradition” (p. 29).  He 

argues that attitudes toward women are influenced by both Hip Hop and Mexican culture 
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and musical forms.  A feminist critique of this patriarchal worldview found in these 

Chicano cultural expressions is evident in Chicano rap as well as film and literature.  

Furthermore, in her feminist critique of Chicano-produced films, Fregoso (1993) argues 

that the main images of women are virgins and whores, supportive wives and mothers, 

and Malinches (traitors) and depict Chicanas as objects of the male gaze (Fregoso, 1993).    

“Chicanas lack agency, subjectivity, and authority” (Fregoso, 1993a, p. 94, cited in 

McFarland, 2008, p. 29).  In corridos, women are often absent altogether.  A feminist 

response challenging these views of women is evident in literature, in song, and film. For 

example, McFarland (2008) points out that JV’s declaration of her sexual independence 

and control over her body and self reflects the work of Chicana writers, Ana Castillo, 

Sandra Cisneros, and Cherrie Moraga (p. 82).  He gives as a further example the song, 

“Mal Hombre” by Lydia Mendoza which “portrays a complex Mexican/Mexican 

American womanhood. How have Chicana rap artists responded to these confined roles 

for Mexican-American women?  Like Chicana literature and the social justice agenda of 

some Chicano rap, McFarland compares singers such as JV who resist the objectification 

of women and challenge the “patriarchal worldview” similar to “Mexican singers 

Chavela Vargas and Chelo Silva and Mexican American singers Linda Ronstadt and 

Selena [who] perform music that present Mexican women in diverse and complex ways” 

(McFarland, 2008, p. 29).   

Mona’s adoption of a Chicano rap style that draws on both symbols of cultural 

pride and figures in other genres such as artists and writers are designed to contribute to a 

more complex notion of what it means to be a Chicana or a woman. Her songs reflect a 

more positive influence of hip hop and rap in contrast to misogynistic, sexual domination 
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represented in much of hip hop/rap with both men and women perpetrating such 

discourses of what it means to be a [powerful] which have been highly criticized both in 

the U.S. and abroad.   Another example of a feminist response to the negative images of 

women in hip hop is the case of the Japanese female singer, Hime.  

One of the few female hip hop performers in Japan to gain visibility and success 

is Hime who “is a very influential female emcee in Japan” (Condry, 2006, p. 179).   In 

her music, she employs a strong message to empower women in Japanese culture. Many 

of her songs combat the common stereotype of women in Japanese culture. She calls 

herself “the voice of the Japanese doll,” in attempts to challenge and reinvent stereotypes 

that label women as quiet and obedient. Another common stereotype used to degrade 

women in Japan is the term “yellow cab,” which is used to describe a woman who is 

sexually provocative or whorish. In her song, “Yellow Cab,” Hime cleverly deconstructs 

the derogatory connotations of this term. By contextualizing yellow cab as defining a 

woman who is in the driver’s seat, Hime re-semanticizes the term and transforms its 

meaning in attempts to empower Japanese women. Hime has revolutionized the rhyming 

patterns in rap songs by embracing traditional Japanese poetic forms such as tanka in her 

song “If the Peony Stands” in which calls herself a “female samurai.”  In her use of this 

intricate form, she embraces and fuses Japanese culture with traditional American hip 

hop styling.  “In attempting to carve out a space for her voice in the male-dominated 

world of Japanese rap, she is playing with traditional clichés” (Condry, 2006, p. 179). 
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Hime’s reclamation
66

 of the derogatory term yellow cab and use of language plays 

with stereotypes of female identity in similar ways that Mona exhibits.  In her use of the 

the term “sexy mamacita” in the song “Azucena,” it could be argued that Mona is also re-

claiming this term and giving it new meaning through her lyrics and empowering 

symbols and gestures and her use of clothing which moves away from the sexy style 

associated with rap and lowrider culture toward a traditional version of Mexican women 

(with white peasant blouse and flower in her hair) alternated with the more masculine 

look adopted by Cholas reminiscent of the 1930s-1940s Pachuca look with plaid 

Pendleton shirt and khaki pants.  The term sexy mamacita
67

 (sexy little mother) can be 

seen as a merging of the dichotomy between the classic Madonna-Whore complex which 

reduces role models for women to two options similar to Japanese discourses on 

femininity and womanhood as evident in the term “yellow cab.”  

In sum, Mona situates herself within a feminist critique of Chicano rap and hip 

hop.  In publicly allying herself with JV (on her webpage), Mona is rejecting the Ms. 

Sancha and Miss Lady Pink portrayal of women both visually and in her lyrics.  Her 

desire to be a positive role model to other women is evident in the video Azucena (but in 

others she seems to be establishing herself as a tough Chola – song “Gangsta Bitchez,” as 

a Chicana rapper).  The themes in her videos and the lyrics to Map connect her to the 
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 Language reclamation occurs when a term that has previously been used in a derogatory way (queer, n-

word) is reclaimed by those who it is directed toward to become a term of empowerment or affection (as in 

the case of tranny for transvestite in urban dictionary).  The idea of language reclamation started with 

gender queers, can be seen as appropriation when it is only one group applying it. 
67

 Expressions – Sexy Mamacita http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-KOBlN3LNUM 

Urban dictionary meaning of mamacita 

http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=mamacita 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-KOBlN3LNUM
http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=mamacita
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gang/barrio life and opposition to authority and dominant American culture which is the 

main identifying feature of both hip hop and Chicano rap.  The use of Spanish further 

legitimizes her as a Chicano rapper.  In my analysis of Mona’s music videos, it can be 

seen that Mona uses multiple languages and multimodal features to convey a multi-

layered message (designed to reach different audiences) which has various functions – to 

display her knowledge of Chicano culture, to ally herself with the Chicano rap genre 

which draws especially from lowrider rap style as well as other Chicano rap styles, while 

taking on a clear feminist stance, very similar to the that of Chicana rap artist, JV, who 

she claims to see her main influence/role model. 

Mona’s detailed and intimate representation of Chicano culture of LA in her 

videos is a reflection of how the “growing appropriation and assimilation of hip hop” has 

resulted from the “cross-cultural contact which has intensified under globalization” 

(Dennis, 2012).  Among the consequences of this contact is the spread of the language 

and iconography of Chicano rap to countries such as Japan.  Comments on Mona’s music 

on YouTube and other sites which have embedded her videos indicate an acceptance and 

admiration for her style and music on the part of many Mexican/Chicano fans.  However, 

there are some criticisms of her music as well as seen below.   

Reception: Comments and Reactions to Mona’s Music   

Issue of authenticity and cultural appropriation.  Some have questioned the 

appropriation of iconic symbols and Chicano ways of dressing by non-Chicano artists, 

and in Mona’s case some of her fans have also questioned her use of English, to which 

Mona has responded in her blog.  The question of authenticity and cultural appropriation 

reflects controversies that have become particularly heated in popular culture discussions 
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today but are not new (e.g., Gwen Stefani, Miley Cyrus, Madonna).  However, as 

Morrison (2008) points out in his discussion of authenticity, what matters most in a true 

counter-discursive message and use of symbols lies not in simply reproducing language 

or realities (urban) but challenges, explains, looks at historical roots, and seeks to 

transform that reality.    

The controversy over what constitutes feminist hip hop or Chicano rap is evident 

in interviews with hip hop feminist, Joan Morgan (Carpenter & Morgan, 2006).   In the 

interview Morgan talks about how women are complicit in their own subjugation by 

participating in music videos and what it means for female hip hop artist to be 

empowered and empowering. In internet comments it is common to see complaints about 

the misogyny of hip hop but also many that make the excuse that art is a reflection of 

culture and that most music has elements of sexism.  Some feel this misses the point that 

hip hop portrays itself as a genre that seeks to address social injustices.    There is 

evidence that many artists within hip hop seek to challenge the dominant culture of hip 

hop, not only the dominant culture itself (McFarland, 2013, description of music video 

COINTELPRO).  Rather than “writing off an entire genre” which some call for, others 

seek to change racist and stereotypical views of hip hop as exclusively black and male.  

The same can be said for Chicano rap which is a genre also dominated by men and a very 

macho culture with violent and sexist lyrics. 

In San Roman’s (2011) article he reports on what online comments say about the 

phenomenon of “Japanese performers emulating Chicano rap/Lowrider culture”:  

A cursory sampling of the comments left on YouTube videos show different 

opinions on Japanese performers emulating Chicano Rap/Lowrider culture. Some 

Chicanos express supposed ‘poser’ dismay, but a greater majority are seemingly 
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imbued with a certain sense of pride that their cultural expression has been 

adopted from far away. (para. 4) 

   

An article about Batanero’s (2013) article in the UCLA online magazine, La 

Gente, provides evidence – along with comments posted on YouTube videos of her songs 

– that there is qualified acceptance and praise for the artistic expression as well as the 

Chicana rap style.  Batanero, like many others, suggests that  

The globalization of Chola subculture is best illustrated through the music videos 

of Japanese rapper MoNa aka Sad Girl. Embracing Chola subculture to the fullest, 

she rocks overalls, hoop earrings dangling from her ears, thin eyebrows and dark 

liner adorning her lips while rapping in a mixture of Spanglish and Japanese with 

old school bomb cars as the back drop. Considered to be a rap trendsetter, MoNa 

raps, “I’m a sexy mamacita living vida loca,” further demonstrating that the 

fascination with Chola subculture is gaining momentum outside LA barrios. But, 

outside communities fail to realize Chola-ness is a successful empowerment 

identity because the mujeres who claim la vida de Chola understand that the 

identity surpasses physical appearance and stereotypical notions. Cholas feel as 

though cultura is sacred and therefore shouldn’t be exploited. The firme Chola 

identity is more than rocking La Virgen tats on your arm or having your apellido 

in old English on your back. [emphasis added] (Batanero, 2013) 

  

A Chola is quoted in the article: “We’re an empowering movement, we empower 

our communities.” Because of this, Bustamante understands the desire communities have 

to embody La Chola. However, Bustamante is concerned with the mainstream adoption 

and insists, “It’s a cultural identity, not a trend” (2013).  

Other comments about Mona as a Japanese artist performing Chicano rap 

reflecting varying views.  Below are representative examples taken from YouTube 

videos.  The following posts -- in English, Spanish and CS -- on three different songs 

from posters who are apparently are Chicano/Latino exhibit positive reaction to Mona’s 

sound, aesthetic, and style.  Many comments appear to be from Chicanos living in LA 

who listen to her music; others are posted by Japanese speakers.   
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Comments on song, “Azucena”:  

 love this song and the multicultural awesomeness surrounding it :)   

 Brilliant Saludos de El Chuco...O.G. home of the cholo culture...keep tearing it 

up, you're the future 

 jajaa!! siempre supe que los cholos de la cuadra tenían estilo, sss puro japon esee, 

vato loco forever [trans. Hahaha I always knew that the cholos from the block had 
style, pure Japanese homeboy, crazy (Mexican) gangster] 

Comments on “Laugh Now Cry Later” 

 I love how she really loves and respect hispanic culture. She's not mocking it 

respect mona 

Reply to previous post:  

 true true, she knows more of chicano rap than me. plus she's hooked tight 
with some rappers here 

 I have no clue what she is saying, but I do like that supporting the stillo y culture 

Comment on “MAP”:  

 <<<< straight up boyle heights, olympic and soto... estrada courts...and you got 

xicanismo in you mona.. toda madre mija, keep it brown esa !  [this poster refers 

to the East LA neighborhood, Boyle Heights, where the mural in the video is 
located] 

Negative comments on the “MAP” video from Chicanos include those that see 

Chicano rap as the exclusive property of Chicanos, reflecting similar discourses found in 

hip hop regarding blackness. 

 Trying TOO DAMN HARD. If you ain't from our culture you ain't doing it right . 

Stick with the anime 

The response to this poster makes a counter-argument that reflects a more 

inclusive point of view: 

 I get what you're saying. But she can appreciate other people's culture. If we all 

appreciated day others culture there would be peace on this planet. So of homegirl 
do what she wants. 

The original poster responds that Mona ought to focus on her own culture, 

insisting again that because she is not Chicana.   
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 Still. . she isn't Chicana & well the world isn't a peaceful place, she should show 

more appreciation to her own culture then trying to bite off ours ... 

Chicanos/Chicanas do it better & always will this Mulan bitch needs stick to her 

own culture (another poster pointed out in response to this comment about the 

character Mulan, the legendary Chinese woman which was the subject of a 
Disney animation film, that Mona is Japanese not Chinese). 

Another negative comment from a Chicano/Latino uses all caps and coded script 

with swear words to express a strong opinion about Mona. 

 SH3 FUCK3N WACK 1DK WTF SH3 TH1NKS SH3 PART CH1CANA OR 

WHAT SH3 SHOULD LOOK 1N TH3 M1RROR TW1C3 HAHA (translation: 

She fuckin’ wack. I don’t know what the fuck she thinks she [is], part Chicana or 

what.  She should look in the mirror. That what I see.  Haha.) 

The comments from Japanese posters reflects the same ambivalence found among 

Chicano/Latino posters. Whereas one poster on the “MAP” video states:   

 女としての誇り 

 I’m proud of her as a woman. 

Another Japanese poster of the “Azucena” is critical: 

 憧れと利用は違う。 メキローライダーカルチャーイメージを利用し過

ぎ。 スペ語０。英語も???日本人で日本文化1個もねー。 アメリカ、メキ

シコ住んだことないカッコだけ日本人が購買層か。 que passa fake ass b?  

 [trans. There is a difference between respecting something and using it. She is 

taking advantage of Mexican low-rider culture too much. There is zero Spanish in 

the song. Her English is weird. I can’t find any Japanese culture in the video even 

though she’s Japanese. The song may be made for some Japanese people who like 

superficial things and have never lived in the US or Mexico.
 68

  que passa fake ass 

b?] 

Mona’s own response to her Japanese fans and others on her blog perhaps offers 

the most insight into her own motivations for performing Chicano rap.   In the excerpt 

below she defends her sincere interest in Chicano culture and music and her claim to 

authenticity and admonishes her those who see being Chicana as a fashion statement:    

                                                   

68
 I wish to acknowledge Yasumasa Shigenaga and Yoshi Murakami for their translation help on 

these comments, Mona’s blog below, and the lyrics to her songs. 
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I don’t like people just copying my style without understanding the meaning.  If 

you don’t understand it, you’ll pay the price.  My favorite culture and fashion 

have a meaning including the tattoo.  I have a respect for them.  I know that a 

person will grow up eventually, so I feel tolerant of those people.  I used to be 

stupid like that, too. Now I can think about stuff like that.  But now I feel a kind 

of responsibility because I’m working in front of the public.  Is it just a fashion? 

No it isn’t!  There exists the reality where you’d get killed because of the color of 

your bandana or the meaning of your hand signal. . . I just heard people saying 

like, “I used be a Chicana,” or “I put on a Chicana-style makeup for the first time 

in a while.”  I felt slightly annoyed at those comments. I wonder how many 

Mona’s fans have thought about the meaning of my outfit.  I wonder how many of 

them thought about the meaning of the lyrics of my songs.  Have they ever 

wondered why the certain part of my songs are in English?  How many of them 

said, “Hey, she knows stuff,” by seeing my outfit or the design of CD jacket?  

Whatever it is, ask a question by yourself and enjoy looking for the answer.  All of 

my works have meaning. You should try it if you want to know about “Mona.” 

[emphasis added] (Mona AKA Sadgirl, n.d.) (translated from the original 

Japanese) 

 

In this blog post, Mona admits that she was one of those who just tried on 

Chicano culture like a fashion style without thinking about or understanding what it was 

really about.  But Mona’s own desire to learn about Chicano culture and pass it on to her 

fans appears to have had an impact if one post is any indication.  One fan posted that she 

had researched The Lady of Guadalupe, and posted a message about the story of how la 

virgin appeared to a campesino and how she is the most important figure in Mexico.  

 These comments discussed above provide insights into reactions to the global 

cultural flow of Chicano rap from both a Japanese and Chicano perspective.  They show 

how Chicano rap becomes re-contextualized and re-interpreted at the local level and 

again re-circulates at the global level, as is evident in the comments about Mona’s videos 

posted from the U.S.  The responses to Mona’s re-appropriation of Chicano culture 

contribute to debates about the cultural appropriation of popular music which highlights 
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questions of authenticity and commodification.  Mona’s defense of herself in her blog 

reveals how this debate gets played out through social networking and online comments.    

Global Cultural Flows and Mona’s Glocal Hybrid Identity  

Mona uses multiple languages and multimodal features to convey a multi-layered 

message (designed to reach different audiences) which has various functions – to display 

her knowledge of Chicano culture, to ally herself with the Chicano rap genre which 

draws especially from lowrider rap style as well as other Chicano rap styles, while taking 

on a clear feminist stance, very similar to the that of Chicana rap artist, JV, who she 

claims to see her main influence/role model. 

In conclusion, this analysis shows how Mona’s videos and lyrics relate to the two 

main critiques/controversies of hip hop and rap: gang violence and symbols and 

misogyny.  Through her language and images, gestures, and other symbols she allies 

herself with Chicano rap in general, but more specifically with feminist Chicana rap.  She 

uses language and visual imagery to claim authenticity, and by using Spanish and English 

more symbolically rather than to convey the main narrative message of her songs, she 

performs both a global and local identity.  Her music videos make her music accessible 

and intelligible at various levels, allowing her to reach multiple audiences, in particular, 

Japanese and Chicano and global lowrider audiences.  Mona’s use of three languages 

(and how the images in her video help tell the story).    Mona’s music represents a more 

complex representation of women and Chicano culture which moves beyond 

binary/dichotomous images (e.g., Madonna-Whore) and essentialist views of culture that 

reinforce negative stereotypes. Far from being an example of commodification and 

appropriation, I thus argue that Mona’s re-contextualization of Chicano cultural symbols 
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in Japanese cultural production creates a new message for a global audience regarding 

cultural and gender identities.  

 

References  

Aldridge, Derrick P. (2005). From civil rights to hip hop: Toward a nexus of ideas. 
Journal of African American History, 90: 222-252.   

Alim, H. Samy, Ibrahim, Awad and Pennycook, Alastair (Eds.). (2009).Global linguistic 

flows: Hip hop cultures, youth identities, and the politics of language. New York, 

NY: Routledge.  

Batanero, Katharine.  (2013). Guerreras del barrio: Identity, La Chola and globalization.  
La Gente, 44(1): 11. 

Blommaert, Jan. (2010). The sociolinguistics of globalization. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Blommaert, Jan. (2012).  Complexity, accent and conviviality: Concluding comments.  

Paper 26, Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies. 

Blommaert, Jan & Rampton, Ben.  (2012). Language and super-diversity. MMG Working 
Paper 12-05.  

Carpenter, Faedra Chatard & Morgan, Joan. (2006). An interview with Joan Morgan. 
Callaloo (Hip-Hop Music and Culture), 29(3): 764-772. 

Cepeda, Maria Elena. (2000). Mucho loco for Ricky Martin; or the politics of 

chronology, crossover, and language within the Latin(o) Music “Boom.” Popular 
Music and Society, 24(3): 55-71. 

Chun, Elaine W. (2013). Ironic blackness as masculine cool: Asian American language 
and authenticity onYouTube.  Applied Linguistics, 34(5): 592–612. 

Condry, Ian. (2001). A history of Japanese hip-hop: Street dance, club scene, pop market.  

In Tony Mitchell (Ed.), Global Noise: Rap and Hip Hop Outside of the U.S. (pp. 
222-247).  Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press.    

Condry, Ian.  (2006). Hip-Hop Japan: Rap and the paths of cultural globalization.  
Durham, NC: Duke University Press. 

Cornyetz, Nina. (1994). Fetishized blackness: Hip hop and racial desire in contemporary 

Japan.  Social Text, 41:113-139. 

Cutler, Cecilia. (1999). Yorkville crossing: white teens, hip hop and African American 
English. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 3(4): 428–42. 

Cutler, Cecilia A. (2014). White Hip Hoppers, Language and Identity in Post-Modern 
America. New York, NY: Routledge. 



237 

 

 

Davies, E & Bentahila, A. (2006). Code switching and globalization of popular music: 
The case of North African Rai and Rap. Multilingua, 25: 367-392. 

Dennis, Christopher.  (2012). Afro-Colombian hip-hop: Globalization, transcultural 

music, and ethnic identities.  Lanham, MD: Lexington Books. 

Donnelly, Mike.  (2010). Hip hop and gender stereotypes: A semiotic analysis of 

masculinity in hip hop. Prezi presentation http://prezi.com/gdgef4rrjfir/hip-hop-
and-gender-stereotypes/ 

Fischer, Dawn-Elissa. (2014, February 4). Blackness & race politics in Japanese hip hop.  

Talk presented at University of Arizona, Poetry Center. Retrieved from 

http://culturalcenters.arizona.edu/center-event/blackness-race-politics-japanese-
hip-hop-talk-dr-dawn-elissa-fischer-assistant  

Fregoso, Rosa Linda. (1993). The bronze screen: Chicana and Chicano film culture. 

Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota. 

Hall, Stuart. (1997). The local and the global: Globalization and ethnicity. In Anthony 

King (ed.), Culture and globalization and the world system. New York, NY: 
MacMillan. 

Harrison, Anthony Kwame. (2008). Racial authenticity in rap music and hip hop. 

Sociology Compass, 2(6): 1783–1800, 10.1111/j.1751-9020.2008.00171.x 

Heath, R. Scott. (2006). Hip-hop now: An introduction.  Callaloo, 29(3), Special issue: 
Hip hop music and culture: 714-716. 

Heller, Monica.  (2003). Globalization, the new economy, and the commodification of 
language and identity.  Journal of Sociolinguistics, 7(4): 473-492. 

Hernandez, Jonathan C. (2012).  Machismo: The role of Chicano rap in the construction 

of the Latino identity.  Presented at WSCA (Monterey, CA, 2011). 

Herrera, Hayden. (1983). Frida: A Biography of Frida Kahlo. New York, NY: Harper & 
Row. 

Hess, Mickey (Ed.). (2010). Hip hop in America: A regional guide. Volume I: East Coast 
and West Coast.  Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood Press. 

Higgins, Christina. (2009b). From ‘da bomb’ to bomba: Global hip hop nation language 

in Tanzania. In H. Samy Alim, Awad Ibrahim, and Alastair Pennycook (Eds.), 

Global linguistic flows: Hip hop cultures, youth identities, and the politics of 
language (pp. 95-112). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Higgins, Christina. (2014). When scapes collide: Reterritorializing English in East Africa.  

In Rani Rubdy & Lubna Alsagoff (Eds.), The global-local interface and 

hybridity: Exploring language and identity (pp. 17-42).  Briston, UK: 
Multilingual Matters. 

Kitwana, Bakari. (2002). The hip hop generation: Young blacks and the crisis in African-

American culture. New York, NY: Basic Civitas Books. 

http://prezi.com/gdgef4rrjfir/hip-hop-and-gender-stereotypes/
http://prezi.com/gdgef4rrjfir/hip-hop-and-gender-stereotypes/
http://culturalcenters.arizona.edu/center-event/blackness-race-politics-japanese-hip-hop-talk-dr-dawn-elissa-fischer-assistant
http://culturalcenters.arizona.edu/center-event/blackness-race-politics-japanese-hip-hop-talk-dr-dawn-elissa-fischer-assistant


238 

 

 

Kitwana, Bakari. (2005). Why white kids love hip-hop: Wankstas, wiggers, wannabes, 
and the new reality of race in America. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books. 

Lee, Jamie Shinhee. (2006). Crossing and crossers in East Asian pop music: Korea and 

Japan. World Englishes, 25(2): 235–250. 

Likhitphongsathorn, Teeratorn and Sappapan, Pattama. (2013). Study of English code-

mixing and code-switching in Thai pop songs.  In FLLT Conference Proceedings 

by LITU (Language Institute Thammasat University) Issue 2, No. 1.  Third 

International Conference on Foreign Language Learning and Teaching, Bangkok, 
Thailand. 

López-González, Crescencio. (2013a).  La urbanización de la violencia en la obra Locas 
de Ixta Maya Murray. Letras Hispanas, 9.2: 65-73. 

Loveday, Leo (1996) Language Contact in Japan: A Socio-Linguistic History. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press.   

Machin, David. (2010). Analyzing popular music: Image, sound, text. London, England: 
Sage. 

Machin, David & Mayr, Andrea. (2012). How to do critical discourse analysis: A 
multimodal introduction.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

McFarland, Pancho. (2006). Chicano rap roots: Black-brown cultural exchange and the 

making of a genre. Callaloo, 29(3, Hip hop music and culture): 939-955. 

McFarland, Pancho. (2008). Chicano rap: gender and violence in the postindustrial 
barrio.  Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 

McFarland, Pancho. (2013). The Chicano Hip Hop Nation: Politics of a new millennial 
mestizaje.  East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press. 

Mendoza-Denton, Norma. (2008). Homegirls: Language and cultural practice among 

Latina youth gangs. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell. 

Mitchell, John L. (1996). Lowriders cruising to Japanese market.  Los Angeles Times. 

Mitchell, John L. (2001). Another root: Hip hop outside the U.S. In John L. Mitchell 

(Ed.), Global noise: Rap and hip hop outside of the U.S. (pp. 1-38).  Middletown, 
CT: Wesleyan University Press.    

Mona AKA Sad Girl. (n.d.). [Web log comment reposted on blog, “Endless Story.”] 

Retrieved from http://www.dclog.jp/en/245448/456345561  

Morales, Gabe. (2007). Chicano music: An influence on gang violence and culture.  Gang 
Prevention Services website. http://gangpreventionservices.org/latinorap1.asp  

Morelli, Sarah. (2001). Who’s a dancing hero? Rap, hip hop and dance in Korean popular 

culture.  In John L. Mitchell (Ed.), Global noise: Rap and hip hop outside of the 

U.S. (pp. 248-258).  Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press.    

Morris, David Z. (2010).  Minzoku madness: Hip hop and Japanese national subjectivity. 
(Doctoral dissertation).  Retrieved from: http://ir.uiowa.edu/etd/558/  

http://www.dclog.jp/en/245448/456345561
http://gangpreventionservices.org/latinorap1.asp
http://ir.uiowa.edu/etd/558/


239 

 

 

Morris, David Z. (2013).  The sakura of madness: Japan’s nationalist hip hop and the 

parallax of globalized identity politics.  Communication, Culture & Critique, 6: 

459–480.   

Morris, David Z. (2013). The sakura of madness: Japan’s nationalist hip hop and the 

parallax of globalized identity politics. Communication, Culture & Critique, 6: 
459–480. 

Morrison, Amanda Maria. (2008). Musical trafficking: Urban youth and the 

narcocorrido-hardcore rap Nexus. Western Folklore, 67(4): 379-396.  

Muñoz, Laura. (1991). Latin rap. University of Texas. Retrieved from 
http://www.utwatch.org/archives/tejas/march1991_latinrap.html   

O'Halloran, Kay L., Tan, Sabine, Smith, Bradley A. & Podlasov,  Alexey.  (2011).  

Multimodal analysis within an interactive software environment: Critical 

discourse perspectives, Critical Discourse Studies, 8(2): 109-125.  

Omoniyi, Tope. (2005). Toward a re-theorization of code switching. TESOL Quarterly, 
39(4):729-734. 

Omoniyi, Tope. (2006). Hip-hop through the world Englishes lens: a response to 
globalization.  World Englishes, 25(2):195–208. 

Pennycook, Alastair. (2003). Global Englishes, Rip Slyme, and performativity. Journal of 

Sociolinguistics, 7(4): 513-533.  

Pennycook, Alastair. (2009). Linguistic landscapes and the transgressive semiotics of 

graffiti. In Elena Shohamy and Dirk Gorter (Eds.), Linguistic landscape: 
Expanding the scenery (pp. 302-313). London, England: Routledge. 

Perez-Torres, Rafael. (2006).  Popular music and post-modern mestizaje.  In Mestizaje: 

Critical uses of race in Chicano culture. Minneapolis, MN: University of 
Minnesota Press. 

Perkins, William Eric (1996). Droppin' science : critical essays on rap music and hip hop 
culture. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University Press. 

Price, Emmitt G. (2006).  Hip Hop Culture. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO. 

Rampton, Ben. (2005). Crossing: Language and ethnicity among adolescents (2
nd

 ed.). 

Manchester, UK: St. Jerome.   

Reese, R. (2000). From the fringe: The hip hop culture and ethnic relations. Popular 
Culture Review, XI (2). 

Rivera, Santino J. (Ed.) (2014). Lowriting: Shots, rides and stories from the Chicano 
soul. Augustine, FL: Broken Sword Publications. 

Roth-Gordon, Jennifer. (2008). Conversational sampling, race trafficking, and the 

invocation of the gueto in Brazilian hip hop.  In H. Samy Alim, Awad Ibrahim, 

and Alastair Pennycook (Eds.), Global linguistic flows: Hip hop cultures, youth 
identities, and the politics of language (pp. 63-77). New York, NY: Routledge.  

http://www.utwatch.org/archives/tejas/march1991_latinrap.html


240 

 

 

San Roman, Gabriel. (2011, July 7). When East Los meets Tokyo: Chicano Rap and 

lowrider culture in Japan. OC Weekly Culture Blog.  Retrieved from 

http://blogs.ocweekly.com/heardmentality/2011/07/when_east_los_meets_tokyo_
chic.php 

Sandoval, Denise.  (2003a). Bajito y Suavecito/Low and slow: Cruising through lowrider 

culture. (Doctoral dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses database.  (UMI No. 3086760) 

Sandoval, Denise (2003b). Bajito y sauvecito: The lowriding tradition. Latino Virtual 

Gallery. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Latino Center. Retrieved from 
http://latino.si.edu/virtualgallery/lowrider/lr_sandovalessay.htm 

Sarkar, Mela & Low, Bronwen.  (2012). Multilingualism and popular culture.  In M. 

Martin-Jones, A. Blackledge, & A. Creese, The Routledge Handbook of 
Multilingualism (pp. 403-418).  New York, NY: Routledge. 

Sarkar, Mela & Winer, Lise. (2006).Multilingual codeswitching in Quebec rap: Poetry, 

pragmatics and performativity. International Journal of Multilingualism, 3(3): 

173-192. 

Sarkar, Mela, Winer, Lise, and Sarkar, Kobir. (2005). Multilingual code-switching in 

Montreal Hip-Hop: Mayhem meets method, or, "Tout moune qui talk trash kiss 

mon black ass du nord."  In J. Cohen K. T. McAlister, K. Rolstad and J. MacSwan 

(Eds.) ISB4: Proceedings of the 4th International Symposium on Bilingualism, 
Somerville, MA: Cascadilla Press. 

Stanlaw, James. (2000). Open your file, open your mind: women, English, and changing 

roles and voices in Japanese pop music. In Timothy Craig (Ed.), Japan Pop! 

Inside the World of Japanese Popular Culture (pp. 75–100). Armonk, NY: M. E. 
Sharpe. 

Tatum, Charles. (2011).  Lowriders in Chicano culture: From low to slow to show. Santa 
Barbara, CA: Greenwood. 

Thayer, Allen.  (2014).  Lowrider oldies: The unofficial soundtrack to the Chicano 

experience.  In  Santino J. Rivera (Ed.), Lowriting: Shots, rides and stories from 
the Chicano soul (pp. 41-56). Augustine, FL: Broken Sword Publications. 

Tripp, Jonathan Tetsuya.  (2014). Japanese Chicano rappers.  Blog retrieved from 
https://www.trippapparel.com/2014/24342    

Werman, Marco. [Anchor] (2014). Low and slow around the globe: Mexican-American 

subculture of lowriding around the world (interview with Denise Sandoval).  

[Radio Broadcast] InThe World.  Minneapolis, MN: Public Radio International 

Retrieved from http://www.pri.org/stories/2013-04-10/low-and-slow-around-

globe-mexican-american-subculture-lowriding-around-world (transcript: 
http://www.pri.org/node/41693/popout)   

Xie, Philip Feifan, Osumare, Halifu, & Ibrahim, Awad. (2007). Gazing the hood: Hip-
Hop as tourism attraction. Tourism Management, 28: 452–460. 

http://blogs.ocweekly.com/heardmentality/2011/07/when_east_los_meets_tokyo_chic.php
http://blogs.ocweekly.com/heardmentality/2011/07/when_east_los_meets_tokyo_chic.php
http://latino.si.edu/virtualgallery/lowrider/lr_sandovalessay.htm
https://www.trippapparel.com/2014/24342
http://www.pri.org/stories/2013-04-10/low-and-slow-around-globe-mexican-american-subculture-lowriding-around-world
http://www.pri.org/stories/2013-04-10/low-and-slow-around-globe-mexican-american-subculture-lowriding-around-world
http://www.pri.org/node/41693/popout


241 

 

 

Zebrowski, Matthew G. & Diao, Wenhao. (2011). Chinese hip-hop and 

recontextualization.  In Antonio Medina-Rivera & Lee Wilberschied (Eds.), In, 

out and beyond: Studies on border confrontations, resolutions and encounters 
(pp. 68-80). Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars. 

 

List of Music Videos 

Mona AKA Sad Girl. “Azucena” Uploaded on Dec. 9, 2011 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KsGq01uqCvM 

380,362 views as of July 26, 2015 

 

Mona AKA Sad Girl.  “Laugh Now Cry Later” Published on Feb 13, 2013.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6-PdJPQEXag  

188,886 views as of July 26, 2015 

 

Mona AKA Sad Girl.  “MAP” Published on Dec 26, 2012 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ooYxrVerTJQ  

316,718 views as of July 26, 2015 

 

Mona AKA  Sad Girl 【Summer Groove】 feat. MK THE CiGAR  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=je74Vx8tYt4 

Uploaded on Jul 13, 2009 

614,879 views as of July 28, 2015 

 

Kid Frost “La Raza” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bZ8AS300WH4  

 

El Vuh  “Ciudad Celestial” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MsFh2mlGJlg  

 

Mona AKA Sad Girl’s Official Facebook Page: 

https://www.facebook.com/mona.aka.sadgirl/info?tab=page_info 
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CHAPTER IV  

TATTOOS, ‘BAD’ SPANISH AND MYTH: INTERTEXTUALITY IN TACO BELL’S 

SUPERBOWL AD, “VIVA YOUNG”   

Advertising permeates daily life, providing an important subject for social 

semiotic analysis.  Of special interest to social semioticians are the ways in which TV ads 

not only reflect but also “conceal specific interests, power relations, and communicative 

strategies” (Social Semiotics journal, mission statement).  There are two key 

characteristics of modern TV ads that make them particularly rich sources of study.  First 

of all, they draw freely from other genres.  As the boundaries between television ads and 

other genres become increasingly blurred, ads rely on intertextual references to convey 

multi-layered messages that attract the attention of the viewer (Cook, 2001, p. 208). 

Secondly, TV ads are frequently uploaded onto internet sites and embedded in them, 

leading to multiple interpretations. Thus, today’s TV ads are not only broadcast on 

television but are frequently (re)circulated and (re)contextualized as mediatized texts on 

the internet (Kelly-Homes, 2012). 

Of particular interest are non-product ads such as Superbowl ads which are 

designed to build brand image often through provocative ads that create multi-layered 

messages that draw on universal myths and archetypes as well as intertextual references 

to other popular culture genres.  Another feature in many recent high-profile ads in the 

U.S. featured on national sports events such as the Superbowl is the use of Spanish and 

non-standard English dialects which reflects a global trend in the use of dialect and 

foreign languages as a strategy in advertising.   
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In the present chapter I analyze a bilingual television commercial using a critical 

multilingual, multimodal approach to interpret and evaluate the message of the ad. The 

ad, which was broadcast during the 2013 Superbowl, attracted much attention due to its 

use of Spanish and its humorous portrayal of old people acting young. This study applies 

and extends O’Halloran et al’s (2011) multimodal critical discourse analysis (MCDA) to 

analyze the ad and also draws on sociolinguistic research that examines the symbolic use 

of multilingualism in advertising (e.g., Kelly-Holmes, 2005). The findings contribute to 

an emerging body of studies that integrates a multilingual and multimodal approach and 

draws on (re-)mediatized texts to examine the viewers’ role in actively constructing 

meaning in advertising (Kuppens, 2009).  Furthermore, this study illustrates the 

affordances of analyzing television ads, particularly non-product ads broadcast during 

major international sports events, from an interdisciplinary, critical sociolinguistic and 

multimodal perspective.  It suggests that an analytical approach which takes into account 

intertextual references and re-mediatized texts provides tools with which to critically 

evaluate the content/meaning of popular culture texts such as television advertising, in 

particular identity and ideology (stereotypes). And it confirms findings from other work 

about the value of adopting a combined multilingual, multimodal approach which 

incorporates a critical discourse and genre analysis.   

Television Advertising: The Blurring of Genre Boundaries  

O’Halloran et al. (2011) point out the complexity of corporate advertising, noting 

that as a genre it draws on “a variety of different film forms, types and genres, and may 

even combine a number of these within a single text” (p. 112).  The recent trend toward 

blurring of genre boundaries in film and music videos is increasingly evident in television 
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advertising.  The intertextual references and recontextualization of other texts occurs at 

many levels and in the use of various modes (Machin, 2010; van Leeuwen, 1999).  In his 

seminal study on the discourse of advertising, Guy Cook (2001) describes different types 

of television advertising, classifying them according to medium (print, TV, radio, 

newspapers, magazines), product (or service), technique (hard sell vs. soft sell) and 

consumer (lifestyle, socio-economic class, etc.).  Describing advertisements as parasitic 

upon their situation and other discourses, Cook gives examples of ads that occur together 

with, or embedded in, other discourses, such as ads that pose as newscasts to attract 

viewer attention in a novel way.  (See Cook, 2001; Kuppens, 2009.)  Ads that focus more 

directly on the product itself often feature endorsements by experts or celebrities and 

employ documentary, categorical or rhetorical forms to persuade the consumer (e.g., ads 

for Colgate toothpaste, discussed in Feng & Wignell, 2011), while non-product ads may 

use a filmic narrative form, with a main protagonist and cause-effect relationships to 

encourage identification with brand image (e.g., HSBC Bank ad, discussed in O’Halloran 

et al, 2011).  In such ads cultural and universal myths figure strongly (O’Halloran et al., 

p. 112-113, citing Bordwell and Thompson, 2004) and add another layer of meaning to 

the surface meaning of the ad.     

Taco Bell Ad: “Viva Young”  

The 60-second bilingual Taco Bell ad, ‘Viva Young’ is an example of a non-

product television ad that is designed to encourage the viewer to identify with the brand 
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image of the company and its products.
69

  It is typical of ads that are broadcast on 

national and international sports events. This ad was chosen for analysis because in 

addition to using Spanish in a novel way (the use of google translation), the ad combines 

several techniques and a range of intertextual and interdiscursive references which reflect 

a multiplicity of voices and cultural myths (through the use of narrative film form).  The 

ad was broadcast during Superbowl XLVII in 2013 and received a lot of buzz
70

 in the 

media and represents a trend in advertising in the U.S. to use multiple languages (Luna & 

Perocchio, 2005).  The ad was uploaded onto YouTube, reposted, retweeted and 

embedded in numerous websites, generating numerous articles and comments online.   In 

several reviews of Superbowl ads, the Taco Bell commercial came out among the top ads 

in terms of its entertainment value.  However, the ad elicited critical comments about the 

portrayal of elderly (as disrespectful, etc.), the use of Spanish, and accusations of 

plagiarism.     

The Taco Bell ad “Viva Young” is part of the “Live Más” campaign that is 

designed to move the brand away from the Jester archetype of previous ad campaigns 

(ARF, 2013) and ads (e.g., the “Yo Quiero Taco Bell” ad featuring a talking Chihuahua 

dog was heavily criticized in the media and by Latino advocacy groups).    The use of 

archetypes as a strategy to contribute to brand image has been a growing trend in 

                                                   

69
 According to O’Halloran et al. (2011), “nonproduct advertising, which is used predominantly 

‘to communicate a name, presence or even the philosophy of a company’ (Arens, 2002, p. 357). According 

to Budd, Craig and Steinman (1999), corporate advertisers seldom tell us directly that we should buy their 

products or services. Instead, they try to associate their products or services with ‘intensely held values and 

emotions’ by ‘appealing to the more vulnerable realm[s] of feeling and association’” (p. 112). 
70

 One indicator of the popularity of the Taco Bell ad is that there were nearly 3 million views on 

YouTube video as of July 2013. (The ad was subsequently removed by Taco Bell from YouTube and at the 

time of writing was available elsewhere, e.g., the Wall Street Journal website.) 
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advertising (Mark & Pearson, 2001).  Based on Jungian psychology,
71

 and closely related 

to discourse and myth, the use of archetypes has been applied to advertising with 

different archetypes used to create particular brand identities and designed to help 

consumers connect emotionally with the brand.  Jung identified 12 archetypes among 

which the following companies have been associated: Hero (Nike), the Jester (Snickers), 

the Rebel or Outcast (Apple), the Innocent (Coke), and the Mentor (New York Times).  

While Taco Bell ad execs changed the less successful Jester archetype and image to the 

Explorer archetype, based on the analysis of the present study it can be argued that in the 

recent campaign they have combined the Explorer archetype with the Outlaw archetype 

and added features of a third archetype, the Hero.  

Question of originality in TV ads.  The Taco Bell ad also is an example of 

“bricolage,” first employed by Levi-Strauss (1962)
72

 and applied by those in the field of 

advertising (Cook, 1992; Gibbons, 2011) to describe the borrowing and inter-weaving of 

other discourse types in the making of ads, comparing them to a collage painting.  Some 

claim that the use of bricolage is often a case of plagiarism; however, Cook (1992) 

disputes the notion that advertising lacks originality or is somehow inferior, but rather 

claims it is a discourse that “can tolerate many voices and influences at once” (p. 34).  He 

describes it as “parasitic discourse”, because of the way ads “exist through other 

discourses and culturally significant artefacts, either by attaching themselves to them, by 

                                                   

71
 Jung used the term “archetypes” to “refer to universal ideas or characters he found appearing 

consistently in dreams and stories from cultures around the globe. He felt that the archetypes were what 

made up the content of our ‘collective unconscious.’ These characters shared fundamental similarities 

across time and across geographies” (Gruntzner, 2013, p. 18) 
72

 The term “bricolage” was originally used by Levi-Strauss (1962) in The Savage Mind – see 

http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~jenglish/Courses/mileaf.html). See also Gibbons, 2011, Art and Advertising.  

http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~jenglish/Courses/mileaf.html
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co-occurring with them, or by imitation” (p. 32) and suggests that, like classic literary 

works such as Hamlet, Crime and Punishment, and Ulysses, the stature of great ads 

“comes not from originality, in the narrow and impossible sense, but from a deeper 

originality of selection, combination and tolerance of contradiction” (p. 34).  With 

modern advertising relying increasingly on intertextual references to add multiple layers 

of meaning in order to attract viewer’s attention, one issue that arises is whether viewers 

will have the background knowledge or familiarity with the references necessary to 

understand the ad.   

In addition to questions of originality and accusations of plagiarism, TV ads have 

also been criticized for their stereotypical portrayals of different groups, which have led 

to accusations of racism, sexism, and ageism.  Trends toward using bilingual or 

multilingual ads have also led to strong reactions both in favor of and against such ads, 

resulting in accusations of companies being anti-American and threats of boycotting the 

company, the product and the cable companies that broadcast the ads.  The close 

association of product image and marketing strategies with cultural connotations and 

ideological content of ads makes advertising particularly prone to controversy. 

Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions:  

 How do intertextual references and recontextualization and mediatization 

influence the interpretation of the ad? 

 In what ways do semiotic codes in the ad (language choice, visual, and 

soundtrack) contribute to brand image?   
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 How are ethnic groups, the Spanish language, women and the elderly portrayed in 

the ad (in relation to racist, ageist, and sexist stereotypes)?   

 What underlying ideologies and identities are revealed through an analysis of the 

Spanish use in the ad from the perspective of language ideology?  

Previous Studies 

In order to answer these questions I draw on three main bodies of research in 

advertising, multimodal and critical discourse analysis [of television ads], and studies of 

mediatization. The main theoretical framework this study draws on is Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s social semiotics which is described in more detail in Chapter I.   

Multilingualism in Advertising  

Several studies have noted a growing trend in the use of multilingual ads 

reflecting demographic changes and changing attitudes toward diversity.  Colombi (2012) 

and others note that in the U.S. the use of Spanish-English code-switching (and also 

dialect use) in TV ads appears to be increasing.  Trends toward more multilingual and 

multicultural advertising reflect changing societal attitudes toward language and cultural 

diversity as evident in television programs (more non-white characters), cuisine (an 

increase in ethnic foods, according to the Advertising Research Foundation (2013) and an 

increase in non-standard language use (dialect use, slang, language borrowing, code-

switching) in film and literature (Colombi, 2012; ARF, 2013). The trend toward Spanish 

and bilingual advertising, called “cross over marketing, is increasing in response to the 
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fast-growing Latino and Hispanic market,”
73

 which numbers at 53 million in 2012 and is 

expected to double to 128 million by 2060 (United States Census Bureau, 2012).
74

  Given 

the significance of this market, several sources note the importance of ads being authentic 

both linguistically and culturally in order to be effective in reaching their target audience.   

One indication of this trend is the bilingual ads that have been broadcast during 

major national events such as the Superbowl which can be seen as a kind of gauge of 

attitudes toward bilingualism in the media. With over 108 million viewers, the 2013 

Superbowl was the third most-watched event in television history, and with the cost of a 

30-second ad at $3.8 million, the stakes were high.  In order to be memorable, ads must 

be “clever, funny, or engaging”.
75

  One of the first bilingual ads to be broadcast during 

the Superbowl was the bilingual Toyota ad aired during Superbowl 2006,
76

 which 

received much attention in the media.
77

  However, bilingual Spanish-English television 

ads in the U.S. go at least as far back as 1990, when Rita Moreno (famous for her role in 

                                                   

73
 See trends in bilingual advertising: http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-

commercials-are-everywhere/-/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html 
74

 One advertising and marketing analyst reports that Spanish-speaking viewers constitute a trillion 

dollar market with spending going up 30 percent in the last year among Hispanic consumers.
 
 Read more: 

http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-commercials-are-everywhere/-

/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html#ixzz2bJzAj6nE  (see also Noriega, 2006)  Ads targeting the 

Hispanic market are aired not only on the major American Spanish-medium networks Telemundo or 
Univision; they appear “on every major network in the country with major advertisers . . . now spending 

more than $4 billion annually on Spanish or, in some cases, bilingual ads.
74

   
75

 Quote from Hyundai Vice President of Marketing at http://adage.com/article/special-report-

super-bowl/game-time-decision-super-bowl-worth-4-million/245091  
76

 The Toyota ad actually has very little Spanish --“mira aquí” and “sí” -- and the boy asks his 

father why he learned English and he responds “for your future” – thus the purpose of this ad is clearly to 

support a monolingual ideology. 
77

 “In 2006, Toyota’s Super Bowl ad specifically targeted bilingual Hispanics (Toyota Super Bowl 

ad targets bilingual Hispanics.2006). The 30-second ad featured both English and Spanish, and showed a 

Hispanic father driving his son in their hybrid Toyota Camry. The father explains how the hybrid car 

switches between gas and electric power and the son compares it to the way his father switches between 

English and Spanish. The father goes on to say that he learned English and bought a hybrid because he is 

always thinking of his son’s future (Toyota Super Bowl ad targets bilingual Hispanics.2006).” (Creighton, 

2010, Toyota and the Hispanic market) 

http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-commercials-are-everywhere/-/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html
http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-commercials-are-everywhere/-/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html
http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-commercials-are-everywhere/-/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html#ixzz2bJzAj6nE
http://www.wcvb.com/news/local/metro/now-playing-bilingual-commercials-are-everywhere/-/11971628/20453962/-/9f05u6z/-/index.html#ixzz2bJzAj6nE
http://adage.com/article/special-report-super-bowl/game-time-decision-super-bowl-worth-4-million/245091
http://adage.com/article/special-report-super-bowl/game-time-decision-super-bowl-worth-4-million/245091
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the film version of West Side Story) was featured in a bilingual “salsa-inspired” ad for 

Target as part of a bilingual ad campaign (Lee, 1990). More recently, in 2013, Target 

launched a bilingual ad for baby products that features a well-known children’s song, “If 

You’re Happy and You Know It,” in the background that is sung alternately in English 

and Spanish.    

Other examples of bilingual ads include a clothes detergent ad in which a 

granddaughter translates for her grandmother who endorses the product directly (i.e., 

Tide’s 2013 cross-generational bilingual ad); an ad for a soda company features a pop 

singer who sings a song that employs code-switching (i.e., Dr. Pepper), and a series of 

three ads for a Mexican-influenced fast food restaurant use soundtracks of popular 

English songs that have been translated into Spanish (i.e., Taco Bell), one of which is the 

focus of analysis in this study.  Whether the use of Spanish in these ads is intended to 

having a real communicative purpose to a more symbolic function, bi-/multilingual ads 

have generated a great deal of controversy which is played out in comments online.  For 

example, in response to  2014 Coca Cola ad broadcast during the Superbowl, featuring 

“America the Beautiful” sung in seven languages and showing people of different 

ethnicities and religions and sexual orientations, caused an uproar online (see 

Poniewozik, 2014, for Time Magazine article on the ad)   The reactions were split 

between those applauding the company’s celebration of diversity with those who 

condemned the ad for being un-American, associating Coca Cola with a host of other 
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problems including illegal immigration
78

 and threats to boycott Coke products.  The 

negative reactions to the ad on the Coke website, show clear evidence of support for an 

assimilationist ideology tied to monolingualism.
79

  

Research on multilingualism in advertising by Kelly-Holmes (2005, 2012) and 

others lends insights into the issues involved in these controversies which are similar to 

ones found in comments that were made following the broadcast of the Taco Bell ad as 

discussed below. Kelly-Holmes, 2005 (pp. 25-26) points out the difference between 

symbolic functions of foreign languages in advertisements  (e.g., shock, humor, identity) 

(as in the case of the Toyota and Taco Bell ads) to those that have a more communicative 

purpose (as in the case of the Tide ad and maybe Dr. Pepper).  Another category of ads 

that use Spanish which are of less relevance to this study are those ads that are Spanish 

versions of English ads, aired on Spanish language television channels which are often 

changed to be more culturally relevant.  Colombi (2012) reports on internet ads on 

company websites (such as Dr. Pepper) in which the user can choose which language to 

view content.   

Much of the research on multilingualism in advertising focuses on English.  

Martin (2009)  situates the work of Piller and others such as Kelly-Holmes, 2005 among 

                                                   

78
 Comment on Coca Cola website:  “Isn’t that sweet! Shame on Coca Cola for using ‘America the 

Beautiful’ to approve illegal immigration. How many viewers know that! I’m banning all products made 

with Coca Cola.  The company’s agenda is to allow illegals to enter the United States illegally.  Wow! The 

theme song for these advertisements should be, “Hit the Road, Jack.” Until you follow the legal procedure 
for entering this great country.”  

79
 Comment related to assimilation: “Your company has gone too far.  Taking our national anthem 

[sic] and turning it into a multicultural advertisement to sell more of your product.  True americans respect 

the anthem in the language it was written regardless of their ethenticity [sic].  Our nation was founded on a 

common core of values and beliefs and people one of which was NOT multiculturalism but assimilation.  

BYE BYE coke. . .” http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/americaisbeautiful-coke-debuts-inspiring-

ad-during-big-game    

 

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/americaisbeautiful-coke-debuts-inspiring-ad-during-big-game
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/americaisbeautiful-coke-debuts-inspiring-ad-during-big-game
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the “. . . growing body of literature [which] examines language-mixing in advertising 

with a particular focus on the symbolic functions of English and the tremendous 

linguistic creativity encountered in advertising copy (e.g., Baumgardner, 2005; T. Bhatia, 

1987, 1992, 2001a; Cheshire and Moser, 1994; Hsu, 2002; Kelly-Holmes, 2005; Jung, 

2001; Martin, 1998, 2002b, 2006; Pavlou, 2002; Piller, 2003; Takashi, 1990)” (Martin, 

2009, p. 591).   

In Hornikx et al’s (2007) study of multilingualism (French, English, and Spanish) 

in Dutch advertising, the authors point out that “the two main reasons for the use of 

foreign languages in advertising are attracting attention (Petrof, 1990; Sella, 1993), and -

- especially -- creating a favourable image of the brand and the product [emphasis 

added] (e.g. Gerritsen et al., 2000; Piller, 2003)” (p. 205).  

Other scholarly studies however that look at multilingual ads from critical macro-

sociolinguistic (Omoniyi, 2005; Kuppens, 2009) suggest that the use of non-dominant 

languages in ads may have ideological and cultural connotations that are not positive or 

neutral. The ambiguity and complexity [symbolism of non-dominant language use] 

involved in the use of multilingualism in advertising has been discussed in studies such as 

Piller (2003), Martin (2007), and Kuppens (2009).  Many of these studies cite the work of 

Jane Hill (1999) on mock Spanish and Helen Kelly-Holmes (2005), Kelly-Holmes and 

Milani (2011) on language fetishism which reflect a critical macro-sociolinguistic 

approach/language ideology. (see Ch. 1)  Other studies by Steeby (2004) on the profit-

motivated code-switching in advertising and the commodification of Spanish in 

advertising and other media by Cepeda (2000), Colombi (2012), Fuller (2013) and others 

have also provide insights into the implications of language choice in advertising.   
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Kuppens (2009) summarizes studies that reveal various explanations for the use 

of English in advertising and categorizes them into three groups: as part of a larger 

marketing strategy which uses the same campaign or slogan worldwide, creative-

linguistic reasons which includes the use of bilingual puns or bilingual rhyming, and for 

the cultural connotations that English carries, “because of the values or stereotypes 

associated with it (e.g., internationalism, modernity, and Britishness) [which] are 

assumed to reflect positively on the product” (p. 116).  Citing Kelly-Holmes’s (2000) 

research, Kuppens notes that ads that fall in the latter category use foreign languages in 

ads not for their communicative value, but rather for their symbolic value, which is 

generally assumed to be positive.  However, the author points out that it would be wrong 

to assume that any use of foreign language in an advertisement means that the language 

use is meant to connote positive associations. Thus, one needs to be cautious about 

making assumptions about the use of the language (p. 132).  Kuppens’ analysis shows 

that “the adoption of English by advertisers does not equal admiringly and respectfully 

embracing the language. Rather, the ways English is used in the advertisements analyzed 

here express a quite complex and reflexive appreciation of the language” (p. 132).  This 

certainly applies to the case of Spanish used in the Taco Bell ad as demonstrated by this 

study.   

Call for expanded theoretical framework/approach. The studies described 

above which describe and problematize multilingual use in advertising, highlight the 

importance of viewing language choice as a key component of analysis.  However, as 

studies focusing on multilingualism in TV ads, film, and TV by Stamou (2014), Kuppens 

(2009), Piller (2000, 2001) and Martin (2002) show, a focus only on language can be 
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limiting and they call for systematic multimodal component to their analysis of 

multilingualism in advertising. As discussed elsewhere in this dissertation, several studies 

have noted the need for an expanded framework that incorporates multimodal analysis in 

studies of multilingualism in popular culture texts (Androutsopoulos, 2012; Stamou, 

2014).   In Stamou’s review of the literature on multilingualism in popular culture texts, 

out of 60 studies examining multilingual TV advertisements, TV series, and films, he 

found that of the small number of studies (18 out of 60) that had addressed some 

multimodal aspects of fictional discourse, most of which concerned TV commercials (13 

of the studies concerned TV commercials compared to one study on a TV series, and four 

studies on film).   Among those studies of TV advertisements that include some 

multimodal analysis, Stamou distinguishes between studies of TV ads that provide more 

anecdotal, unsystematic description of multimodal features at the micro-level (e.g., Piller, 

2001; Lee, 2006) or that quantify multimodal features (e.g., Piller, 2000; Martin, 2002) 

and those that provide a more in-depth, systematic multimodal analysis of individual ads 

such as Kuppens (2009), Dimova (2012), and Ustinova and Bhatia (2005), the latter of 

which focus on the use of English in advertising.  (No studies could be identified that 

focus on the use of Spanish in American advertising from either a critical multilingual or 

combined multimodal perspective.) 

The Piller and Martin studies’ use of quantitative methods to quantify or describe 

multimodal elements (at the macro-level repertoire level) including non-German settings 

and songs in German commercials (Piller, 2000) or categories of “semiotic elements” 

used to construct American images in French TV commercials (e.g., American 

landscapes, celebrities, animated and/or fictional characters from American TV shows 
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and movies and scenes from everyday American life) (Martin, 2002).  While these 

studies help to highlight the importance of considering non-linguistic features in TV ads, 

these large scale studies do not permit the kind of detailed micro-level description and 

analysis at the macro-level that a focus on single films or ads would allow.   

Of most relevance to this study is Kuppen’s (2009) study of four Belgian TV 

advertisements that combine a multilingual and multimodal approach to analyze the use 

of English from the perspective of “generic intertextuality.”   It includes visual and 

auditory devices and background sounds, camera angle, close ups, dialect, and the role of 

English.  The study focuses on how the use of British or American English in each ad 

depends on the “intergeneric intertextuality,” a knowledge without which the ad would 

not be understood.  In such ads that mimick other genres, viewers temporarily imagine 

they are not watching a TV ad but rather – in the case of the four ads, British wildlife 

documentary, American sportscaster talk at international sports event, a strategic life-

simulation video games, and Hollywood films or television drama prison scenes. This 

study provides a model for analyzing the Taco Bell ad from the combined perspective of 

genre, intertextuality, multilingualism, and multimodality.  As discussed below, the Taco 

Bell ad mimics film, television ads, and hip hop music videos.  

Useful for the present study is Kuppen’s distinction between ‘intended 

intertextuality’ displayed by the four ads and “inescapable intertextuality” (Fiske, 1987) 

or “the idea that as we create and decode texts, we inevitably rely on other texts we 

consumed.  

Advertisements which use English for the cultural connotations the language is 

believed to reflect on the product, build on the associations viewers hold between 

English and certain connotations, and these associations have been largely 
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constructed through (the advertisers’ and the viewers’) consumption of other 

media texts (Kelly-Holmes 2005). (Kuppens, 2014, p. 132) 

 

Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter I, the emerging multimodal approach to 

analyzing film and television advertisements is based on the work of Halliday (1978) and 

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996, 2001).  Key studies in the development of multimodal 

analysis and transcription models include studies by Baldry and Thibault (2006), Machin 

and Mayr (2012) and O’Halloran et al. (2011), which draw on film studies and media 

studies to account for image, sound, and language in the analysis of film, television ads, 

and music videos. Thus, one strength of these multimodal studies is the emphasis on 

detailed micro-level analysis which O’Halloran et al combine with a macro-level analysis 

drawing on critical discourse analysis (CDA), Barthes’s concept of myth, and Bakhtin’s 

notion of heteroglossia. O’Halloran et al.’s multimodal critical discourse analysis 

(MCDA) of a television commercial (HSBC bank ad) draws on the social semiotic 

tradition and extends Barthes’ analysis of the mythic sign in static visual image provides 

a template for analysis of dynamic audiovisual texts (p. 111).  O’Halloran et al’s MCDA 

model focuses on two levels of analysis which draws on Barthes denotational and 

connotational readings of texts specifically related to advertising.  Denotation is 

considered by van Leeuwen (2001) as the first layer of meaning of a text and can also be 

considered a “naturalized or widely held connotative interpretation” (O’Halloran et al, 

2011, p. 114).   Machin also points out that “we could argue that there is no neutral 

denotation, and that all images connote something for us.  . . . The more abstract the 

image, the more overt and foregrounded its connotative communicative purpose” (p. 36).   
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In contrast to denotative processes, which realize the literal message of ‘what, or 

who, is being depicted’ (van Leeuwen 2001, p. 94), connotational processes 

conceptualize much wider socio-cultural ideas and values, where the represented 

participants ‘stand for’ or ‘are signs of’ something else. (van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 96) 

The process of connotation is described as a “second layer of semiotic meaning 

construction” related to Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2001) notion of provenance which 

derives from Barthes’ concepts of myth, which function by importing ‘parasitical signs’ 

from other contexts (another era, social group, and/or culture into the system).  

“Provenance invokes the meaning potential of cultural myths and stereotypes, which on 

their own accord, can signify whole discourses together with the positive and negative 

values and ideas attached to them (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 73)” (O’Halloran, 

2011, p. 117).   Advertising, as mentioned, is especially rich in parasitic signs, often 

through intertextual references which contribute to multiple layers of meaning. 

Intertextual references.  The nature of advertising is to appeal to the emotions of 

the viewer, rarely telling us directly to buy their products (O’Halloran et al., p. 112, citing 

Budd et al., 1999).   One of the dominant ways that advertisers achieve this effect is 

through intertextual references.  As Cook (1992), Feng and Wignell (2011) and others 

have pointed out, television ads represent a genre that is particularly packed full with 

intertextual and interdiscursive references in order to make the ad more memorable and 

reach a wider audience.  Feng and Wignell extend the “voice” system to include the 

discursive voice to emphasize the heteroglossic nature of advertisements (pp. 565-566). 

According to Fairclough (1995) “intertextual analysis is a bridge between the 

‘text’ and ‘discourse practice’ dimensions in the critical discourse analysis framework” 
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(p. 75). The major use of intertextuality in TV ads can be explained by the fact that in 

order to have the desired impact in a short period of time there need to be many referents 

to create depth and memory. Feng and Wignell (2011) argue that “every discourse is the 

intertextual recontextualization of social practices and . . . that the process is ideologically 

motivated to manipulate readers’ attitude and behavior” (p. 566). For example, 

O’Halloran et al (2011) illustrate how intertextual references to the film and soundtrack 

of Easy Rider (featuring a motorcyclist traveling through Latin America) emphasize the 

theme of the global traveler while reinforcing discourses of colonialism and freedom 

(which have ideological connotations).  As their analysis shows, references may include a 

scene itself, a gesture, pose or gaze, symbols, camera angle or camera distance, or music 

(Machin & Mayr, 2012), which in an ad may contribute in various ways to the theme and 

the underlying discourses/myths/ archetypes (and stereotypes) all designed to reinforce 

brand image.   

Gesture.  One of the key multimodal features that contributes to connotative 

meaning is gesture, which includes pose and gaze.  As Machin and Mayr (2012) point out 

in their analysis of a Cosmopolitan magazine ad, “simple decisions about poses can be 

connotators of identities and broader ideas [which] according to Barthes (1973). . .  

signify broader values, ideas and identities” (p. 74).  Machin and Mayr (2012) and 

Machin (2010) cite as an example a photographer of musical groups who discusses the 

connotations of various poses, in terms of gaze and social distance in album cover design.  

They point out that poses can convey whether the subject is approachable, independent, 

moody, whether they can be thought of as a unit or as individuals.  They give as 

examples of how moving around and jumping conveys energy and fun; touching each 
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other conveys sensuality and affection; open posture conveys approachability; smiling 

conveys friendliness, romance; and snarling conveys a sense of non-conformity.  This 

analysis of pose, gaze, and social distance in album cover design and print ads can be 

applied to the same features in video texts as studies such as O’Halloran et al (2011) 

illustrates.  

Soundtrack.  The key role of soundtrack in television ads has been discussed in 

several studies (O’Halloran et al., 2011; Machin & Mayr 2012; Machin, 2010; Baldry & 

Thibault, 2006; Martin, 2007).  In his 1999 book, Speech, music, sound, van Leeuwen 

draws on semiotic theory to examine how music, sound, and language are used as 

semiotic resources in film, television, and opera.  In earlier years of television 

advertising, the use of jingles was common.  However, as the use of narrative forms and 

film techniques have become more common, there seems to be a trend away from the use 

of jingles and rhetorical forms toward more use of popular music in advertising, often 

classic songs.   

O’Halloran et al (2009) and Machin (2010) argue that music genres can be seen as 

discourses and as part of subcultures or to signify globalization.  Martin (2007) points out 

that soundtracks in advertising are used to create a certain mood or ambience (upbeat, 

festive) or as a cultural reference, e.g., French music in a French cafe conjures up or 

creates an feeling of authenticity, the feeling of being in France, or salsa music at a 

Mexican fast food restaurant, or  “muzak” at a department store).  According to Holman 

(2002), sound in film either has a direct storytelling role or “a subliminal role, working 

on its audience unconsciously” (p. xviii).  In television ads soundtracks lend not only 

authenticity but also contribute to a discourse about brand.   
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Re-mediatization and re-contextualization. As discussed in more detail in 

Chapter I, the mediatization of popular culture texts made possible through internet 

technology has led to increasingly sophisticated media consumers making it possible to 

move beyond surface level interpretation to grasp underlying messages in ads.  TV ads 

whose meaning depends on familiarity with intertextual references assume an active role 

on the part of the viewer (Kuppens, 2009).   

Kuppens  (2009) distinguishes between advertisements that demand an active role 

on the part of the audience and those that assume a more passive role.  She points out that 

"advertising-literate viewers” are “remarkably sophisticated in their consumption of 

intertextual advertisements” – however, “the use of intertextual references in advertising 

is a very risky business.” Studies show that the success of such ads depends on viewer’s 

cultural literacy, intertextual competence, genre literacy, popular culture capital, or media 

literacy (p. 119).  On the other hand, ads that assume “an essentially passive role for their 

readers . . . draw on readers’ more or less subconscious associations between English and 

certain cultural connotations or stereotypes” (p. 131). 

The active role of the viewer is played out in comments that are read and posted 

in online media sites such as YouTube, Facebook, and various online news sources or 

blogs.  As ads are uploaded onto internet sites and embedded in social media or online 

articles or blogs, viewers are able to share opinions, share knowledge about intertextual 

references related to ads and as a result the original text becomes recontextualized and 

meanings renegotiated, deconstructed and reconstructed, as intertextual resources are 

made more accessible to both the ad maker and the viewer. As a relatively new area of 

research, there are few studies that provide models for analyzing and reporting on 



261 

 

 

mediatized texts, e.g., comments posted online.  However, of relevance to the present 

study is work by Kelly-Holmes (2012), Bleichenbacher (2012), and Chun (2013) which 

take into account viewer reaction to and participation in TV ads, film, and YouTube 

videos respectively.  These studies confirm the value of taking into account viewer 

perspectives in addition to those of the ad creator and researcher. Chun, for example, 

explains her rationale for analyzing comments on the video as follows: “I suggest that an 

understanding of his performance must consider its uptake. Although viewers 

collaboratively interpret Wu in terms of widely circulating ideologies of race, gender, and 

authenticity, their responses also bring into conversation a disparate set of interpretations 

that, taken together, challenge unitary readings of racial embodiments” (p. 593). 

 One could argue that these perspectives are necessary when considering the 

dictum that not only does the media influence the viewer, but the viewer influences 

media (Storey, 2014).  The studies mentioned above used various methods to evaluate 

viewer comments from quantitative (e.g., tabulating positive, negative, neutral responses) 

to discourse analysis methods.  For example, in Chun’s study on performance of 

masculinity in YouTube videos, she examined how viewers collaboratively interpret a 

Chinese male embodying blackness; her qualitative analysis of their comments reveals 

that although the viewers “reproduce widely circulating ideologies of race, gender, and 

linguistic authenticity in the USA, their collaborative praise participates in the reshaping 

of widely circulating imagery of Asian masculinity in transnational space” (p. 592). 

Another focus of studies such as Kelly-Holmes is related to the use of language in 

online comments.  In contrast to the symbolic and carefully thought out use of language 

in popular culture texts, the less scripted language used to write comments can be seen as 
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clearly of a more communicative nature.  However, as Kelly-Holmes points out, the use 

of Irish in various posts appears to function less as a communicative strategy than 

symbolically to reinforce Irish identity.  The present study draws on these studies and 

will present examples of mediatized texts about the TV ad at the end of this chapter.    

Present Study  

Taco Bell “Live Más” Campaign   

The recent advertising campaign by Taco Bell with the bilingual slogan “Live 

Más” was launched in 2012 and recently has featured three television commercials with 

songs translated into Spanish in the background.  These ads include: “Viva Young” (We 

Are Young, Fun) ad for tacos, Grande Papi (“Big Poppa”, Notorious Big) Big Daddy
80

 ad 

for Cantina Steak burritos, and Hola (Hello, Lionel Richie) ad for Cool Ranch Doritos 

Loco Taco, all of which feature in the background a popular song that has been translated 

into Spanish. The first of these three ads, “Viva Young/We Are Young” (60 second) was 

first aired during the Superbowl 2013 and is an example of a non-product ad designed to 

build brand image. While this is not the first time Taco Bell has used Spanish in its 

slogan (previous slogan was “Yo Quiero Taco Bell”), it is the first time they have used 

Spanish throughout the ad.  This ad campaign can be seen as Taco Bell’s efforts to create 

ads that are culturally sensitive in response to earlier criticisms of ads that reinforce 

stereotypes of Mexican Americans, e.g., “Yo Quiero Taco Bell” ad with Chihuahua dog 

                                                   

80
 The post reads: “Another funny commercial from Taco Bell (a creation of agency Deutsch in Los 

Angeles) according to AdWeek, used Google Translate to mashup Spanish lyrics to the infamous Notorious B.I.G. song 

“Big Poppa”. Grande Papi is sure to at least make you smile. There’s something about combining parents and kids with 

gansta rap that is humorous and entertaining!” 

Read more at http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-commercial-
021313/#T3lFO1YSTZjwfdCv.99- See more at: http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-

commercial-021313/#sthash.59BwT4ok.dpuf  See Taco Bell’s press release about the two ads 

http://www.tacobell.com/Company/newsreleases/SUPER_BOWL_Sneak_Peek+   

http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-commercial-021313/#T3lFO1YSTZjwfdCv.99
http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-commercial-021313/#T3lFO1YSTZjwfdCv.99
http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-commercial-021313/#sthash.59BwT4ok.dpuf
http://adpressive.com/taco-bell-grande-papi-big-poppa-spanish-commercial-021313/#sthash.59BwT4ok.dpuf
http://www.tacobell.com/Company/newsreleases/SUPER_BOWL_Sneak_Peek
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(see Reyes, 1998, on boycott of Taco Bell because of the ad) and “Run for the Border” 

campaign which drew complaints from Mexican American groups that the ad 

“exacerbated anti-immigrant sentiment” (Martínez, 1998).  

Multilingual/multimodal CDA of Taco Bell Ad   

Following Barthes (1957/1972, 1977) and O’Halloran et al (2011), I examined the 

Taco Bell ad in terms of denotative reading and connotative reading, drawing on multiple 

possible intertextual references which when seen together suggest dominant myths and 

discourses contributing to brand image. At the connotative level of analysis, I considered 

macro-level discourses taking into account Barthes’ notion of myth and connotation and 

provenance as well as Carl Jung’s concept of archetypes
81

 as applied to advertising by 

Mark and Pearson (2001). Connotational processes conceptualize much wider socio-

cultural ideas and values than denotative processes which “realize the literal message of 

‘what, or who, is being depicted’” (van Leeuwen, 2001, p. 96, cited in O’Halloran et al., 

2011, p. 117).  According to O’Halloran et al, provenance, derived from Barthes’ 

concepts of myth and Kress and van Leeuwen (2001),  

invokes the meaning potential of cultural myths and stereotypes  which, on their 

own accord, can signify whole discourses together with the (positive and 

negative) values and ideas attached to them . . .Connotational signifiers are ‘never 

neutral’, they point out, but always ‘invested with affect’ and a ‘strong sense of 

positive or negative evaluation’ (Kress & van Leeuwen 2001, p. 73).” (p. 117)   

 

                                                   

81
 “The term "archetype," as used in advertising, is based on Carl Jung's theory that humans have 

an innate tendency to use symbolism to understand concepts and that the subconscious plays a role in 

deciding which advertising messages we retain. Archetypal images are characters that represent deeply 

fundamental human needs and desires, and have often been used by the advertising industry to subtly 

persuade consumers to purchase their products or services. Although the names vary, advertisers use 12 

archetypes to drive purchasing decisions. To be effective, advertisers must thoroughly research the 

motivators likely to be shared by its desired demographic.” http://smallbusiness.chron.com/use-archetypes-

advertising-38626.html  

http://smallbusiness.chron.com/use-archetypes-advertising-38626.html
http://smallbusiness.chron.com/use-archetypes-advertising-38626.html
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With the understanding that in a single image or sound or symbol (semiotic 

metaphor), both denotation and connotation may be present, I have attempted to separate 

a denotative reading from a connotative reading of the ad below.      

In my analysis language choice is seen as an integral part of multimodal analysis.  

The translation of the original English song into Spanish is a central focus of the analysis 

and presents an added challenge to a critical multimodal analysis of the ad, given the fact 

that the translation was done by Google Translate and has been the subject of much 

discussion on internet forums regarding its use to purposefully create a “bad translation.”  

My interpretation of the connotative meaning of the ad draws on intertextual references 

and archetypes found in the text.    The multimodal elements I examined include: visual 

(moving images, lighting, mise-en-scéne), linguistic (spoken and written language), 

gestural (pose, gaze), auditory (soundtrack and sound effects) in terms of their “iconic 

symbolism and symbolic suggestion processes” (terms used by O’Halloran et al, 2011).  

Following my transcription I examined how the use of Spanish in the ad interacted with 

multimodal features from a critical language ideology perspective drawing on concepts of 

Mock/junk Spanish (Hill, 1993, 1995b, 1999), linguistic fetishism (Kelly-Holmes, 2005, 

2014), gringoism (Schwartz, 2011) and generic intertextuality (Kuppens, 2009). In my 

analysis I considered mediatized texts (Kelly-Holmes, 2012) such as online reviews and 

comments about the ad, which led me to further intertextual references discussed below.   

Denotative Description of Taco Bell Ad 

Visual analysis. The ad is a narrative that takes place from around 9-10pm when 

Mr. G. goes to bed until dawn at around 4am when it is just beginning to become light 

out.  The image of Mr. G. in bed together with the voice of the nurse saying goodnight 
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signals that the story begins as nighttime approaches, while the semi-dark lighting at the 

end of the ad with the camera shot of the group walking away from the camera with their 

backs to the viewer makes it clear that the group has been out all night and that the story 

ends with them returning to the retirement home.    

In the first scene of the ad, Mr. Goldblatt (Mr. G.) is seen smiling in bed and after 

the nurse says goodnight and closes the door, Mr. G. gets out of bed and leaves the 

retirement home.  In the next scene Mr. G. gets into an older model green sedan car (a 

1973 Dodge Coronet according to a comment on YouTube video).  In Scene 3, the group 

is at a pool behind a private home; they take off their clothes down to their underwear 

and jump in the pool.  A middle-age man comes out the house pointing his finger and 

looking nearly straight into the camera and yelling.  Though the viewer can’t hear him we 

see his mouth open and he appears to be yelling with an angry expression on his face.  

These two images of the older people jumping in the pool and the man yelling tell us they 

have trespassed into a private pool. 

 In Scene 4, a firecracker is placed on a welcome mat, presumably the house with 

the pool.  An older black man has his fingers in his ears and runs away laughing.  Scene 5 

takes place on the dance floor of a discotheque.  The old people are dancing with colored 

lights surrounded by young people.  There is a close-up shot of a woman wearing only 

black underwear.  Everyone on the dance floor has their hands in the air with suds falling 

on their heads.  A close up of an old woman with her hands on her head smiling broadly 

with her mouth open is followed by a close-up of an old man and an old woman dancing 

in reverie.  A medium shot of an old woman dancing and pointing her fingers in the air 

next to the DJ follows.  Then there is a closeup of one of the old women looking down at 
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the camera, snarling like an animal with hands gesturing like animal claws.  The next 

scene, also apparently at the discotheque, is a bathroom scene in which a young woman 

on the left of the screen is looking in the mirror while a couple (old woman and young 

man with red lipstick on his cheek) come out of the bathroom stall; the man looks around 

as if to see if anyone is looking. 

In the next few scenes, the group has gotten back in the car (Scene 8) and the car 

faces the camera with bright headlights moving fast.  There is a side shot of the car from 

a low camera angle followed by a close-up shot of the group of old people from the side, 

with their heads jerking as the car jerks and does a fast U-turn.  In the next scene, one of 

the old men walks in front of the window of a restaurant where a middle age couple is 

dining and he pulls up his t-shirt to expose his nipple.  The woman’s face has the 

expression of mild disgust and disbelief while the old man laughs crazily with his mouth 

wide open with a crazed look in his eyes.  In Scene 10, Mr. G. is seen getting a tattoo of 

his own name on his back with several camera angles.  The purpose of this scene is to 

contribute to the theme of acting young and crazy – as it is commonly understood that he 

is acting like a young person who is out on the town, getting high (probably on pot, 

which is inferred by the earlier scene in the bathroom stall at the club with older woman 

and the young man).  In the next scene, the camera focuses on three of the old folks in the 

backseat of the car, laughing heartily.  In Scene 12, the longest scene (at 11 seconds) the 

group is seen surrounding their car, which is parked in front of a Taco Bell restaurant. 

Mr. G. is sitting on the right edge of the car with one suspender down, eating a taco.  

Others are also seen eating tacos and drinking soft drinks.  One of the old ladies looks up 

when hearing the siren of a police car and turns to look as the spotlight shines brightly in 
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her face.  The camera moves to the police car moving slowly past, with the policemen 

looking in the direction of the old people with the spotlight shining in their direction.  

In Scene 13 the old people’s car skids away and disappears around the corner.   In 

the final scene, it is dawn (semi-dark lighting), and the group is seen heading back to the 

retirement home with their backs to the camera.  Mr. G’s tattoo is clearly visible with no 

shirt on, only his suspenders crisscrossing his back.  One of the ladies is riding piggy 

back on one of the men.  The Taco Bell logo with the bell and the Live Más slogan (in 

italics) appears on the screen.  Underneath in small letters reads “facebook.com/tacobell” 

(with the bell and all letters in white).  

 In addition to the visible tattoo, Mr. G. is suddenly seen wearing thick gold chain 

at the end of the ad that he wasn’t wearing earlier.  The gold chain has multiple 

associations leading to an ambiguous meaning that is apparently intentional; it can refer 

to gang or hip hop members wearing gold chains as a display of conspicuous wealth 

and/or a play on Mr. Goldblatt’s name drawing attention to his Jewish identity.  In any 

case, the gold chain is another symbol of how the night has changed Mr. Goldblatt; he got 

a tattoo and he suddenly is wearing a flashy gold chain, something he is unlikely to be 

wearing inside the retirement home and was not wearing at the beginning of the night 

when he leaves the home.  I think it refers to how he has become a rebel/gang 

member/cool guy overnight, when combined with the tattoo. 

The scene at the end of the ad with the older folks eating tacos in front of the Taco 

Bell restaurant together with the slogan “Live Más” and logo of Taco Bell and Facebook 

address is denotative in function.   However, the Facebook page address leads the viewer 
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to links which explain the connotative meaning of the brand’s slogan.
82

  The rest of the 

ad, which contains scenes and a story line reflecting the “Live Más” philosophy 

(resembling carpe diem), can be read both denotatively and connotatively depending on 

the viewer’s familiarity with the symbols and discourses as discussed below.  

Auditory analysis: sound track and sound effects.  The sound track of the 

Spanish version of the popular song by Fun, “We Are Young,” is a dominant feature of 

this TV ad.  The song serves to connect all of the scenes and add to the narrative of the 

old folks out for a night of fun.  It contributes to the perception that the ad is more like a 

music video than an ad for a product, especially since there is very little dialogue and 

none of the voice-overs that are common in TV commercials.  The spoken dialogue 

[“Goodnight, Mr. Goldblatt”] and sound-effects (door shutting, screeching of the car, 

police siren and sound of police radio, and the crunching sounds of the taco) add 

authenticity to the ad.  When the song stops and the police siren goes off, the soundtrack 

helps to draw the viewers’ attention to the ad’s product.  As in the case of film, the 

soundtrack in the Taco Bell ad has both a direct storytelling role and “a subliminal role, 

working on its audience unconsciously” (Holman, 2002, p. xviii).  There are several 

points at which the lyrics of the song match the actions in the video.  The lyrics “Así que 

vamos a poner el mundo en fuego. .  .” (sung very quickly) translated directly to mean 

awkwardly “So we are going to put the world on fire,” (instead of the original English 

                                                   

82
 On the Taco Bell website there is a link to “Find out what it means to Live Más” that takes the 

viewer to a list of the Live Más philosophy: “Sometimes you just gotta go there./Kick up some dirt./Make 

some waves./Blaze some trails./Burn up the night./Be the first one to head out./And the last one to turn 

in./Try what you’ve never tried before./Make a play and let it ride./Because if you never do you’ll never 

know./Sometimes you gotta Live Más.” 
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lyrics: “they will burn brighter than the sun”) which is heard when the black senior lights 

a firecracker on the welcome mat of the home of the pool owner.  

 The song serves as a continuous soundtrack from the time that Mr. Goldblatt 

leaves the nursing home until Scene 12 (out of 14), when the music suddenly stops.  At 

that point the police car siren goes off for one second (a low-pitched, medium-volume 

squawky type of siren) followed by the sound of police radio in background (saying what 

appears to be the street location of the Taco Bell restaurant “. . . between Second and 

Third”) as the group is pictured eating Taco Bell tacos and drinking out of paper cups 

with the Taco Bell logo on them.  Then the song starts again:  “Llévame a casa esta 

noche.” [Literally, “take me home tonight”, but in the original the lyrics are “Carry me 

home tonight.”]  “Na-na-na-na” (overlapping with chorus).  This is the first time that the 

product of the commercial is seen, and it is made more prominent with a close up of Mr. 

G munching audibly on his hard shell taco.   

As in the case of the “Easy Rider” ad (O’Halloran et al, 2011, p. 120), the sound 

of the siren coming at the moment the song stops signifies authoritativeness and an 

awakening to the reality of the night coming to an end.  The lyrics “llévame a casa esta 

noche” match the action of arriving back at the retirement home and one of them literally 

carrying another on his back. 

Connotational Analysis of Taco Bell Ad 

Intertextual references in ad. The Taco Bell ad is filled with intertextual 

references that contribute to a connotative reading focusing on the main theme of youth 

and rebellion.  Nearly every scene in the ad contains intertextual references to scenes, 

gestures and symbols found in other popular culture texts and includes some features that 
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which are iconic of a particular cultural group or generation (e.g., a tattoo, a 

snarling/clawing gesture).  As explained below, most of the following sources of 

intertextual references were discovered in online articles and comments about the ad.  

The intertextual references that the Taco Bell ad either draws on or is similar to can be 

classified according to three different genres: other TV ads (e.g., a 2012 Nike ad 

featuring old men sneaking out to play soccer and a 2007 Coke ad about an old man who 

escapes from a nursing home after drinking a Coke), films (the 1985 film, Cocoon, and 

1997 film, Goodwill Hunting, to a more limited degree), and music videos (six different 

videos all featuring old people, contain similar scenes, themes, and symbols, as those in 

the Taco Bell ad, (drawing on similar theme of older people acting young and drawing to 

some extent on the myth of the Fountain of Youth). While such interpretations can never 

be completely certain, the number of available clues increases through a multimodal 

analysis examining language, image, and sound together and mediatized comments and 

cross-referencing of the ad with other texts.  It is not always possible to determine to 

what extent the similarities to other texts are intentional or unintentional; however, the 

close resemblance of certain scenes with the Hollywood film, Cocoon and the frequent 

mention of the film in discussions about the ad suggest that this film was the main 

inspiration of the narrative of the Taco Bell ad.    

Cocoon.  The 1985 film, Cocoon (Dir., Ron Howard), is arguably the dominant 

source of the intertextual and interdiscursive references that the ad uses to convey the 

discourse of youth and rebellion. The film, described as a “science fiction fantasy 

comedy-drama,” is about a group of trespassing seniors who become rejuvenated when 

they swim in a pool filled with alien cocoons that give the water magical powers that 
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restore youth and vitality.  The influence of the film Cocoon as the main source of 

intertextual references in the ad becomes apparent when scenes from both texts are 

closely compared, in particular the scene in the ad where the older people jump in the 

pool and the homeowner and alien yell at them to get out of the pool (discussed below). 

(See Figure 1 below for a comparison of screen shots of these scenes.)  Other intertextual 

references to the film, Cocoon, become evident when actions, scenes, gestures, and 

symbols are compared, e.g., the gesture of the finger pointing when they are caught, 

scenes of dancing, kissing and sexual suggestive behavior, and adventurous behavior 

associated with youth. In the ad, as in the film, the swimming pool becomes a symbol of 

the fountain of youth, a universal myth that expresses the desire to be forever young and 

never grow old that has become embedded in American popular culture (e.g., Peter Pan) 

and that provides the mythological provenance for the Taco Bell ad.  

In comparing the Taco Bell ad with Nike and Coke ads, Cocoon, and music 

videos, other similarities in the use of multimodal features can be observed.  The music 

videos all feature old people acting young and many scenes resemble the ones found in 

the Taco Bell ad and seem to draw on Cocoon; these references can be categorized 

according to scenes, actions, symbols, and gestures. The Taco Bell, Nike and Coke ads 

and several of the music videos start with a scene in which older people escape from 

either a nursing home or a retirement home, or they sneak out of their own home after 

dark for a night of fun. In addition to the swimming pool scene, other references that 

relate to the dominant discourses of youth and rebellion include the following: getting a 

tattoo (also featured in the 2007 Coke ad and a music video by Lady Danville), flashing a 

nipple in the window of restaurant (similar to Goodwill Hunting), lighting a firecracker 
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(found in both Sigur Ros and Modestep music videos), and dancing (in Cocoon, music 

videos by Lady Danville, Dada Life, and Rusko). Finally, in the Taco Bell ad, the Nike 

ad, and Lady Danville music video, the police appear at the end of the video, ending the 

fun. Below I describe four scenes from the Taco Bell ad together with selected shots that 

depict actions or gestures to illustrate how they contribute to the deeper myths and 

discourses related to youth.      

Reception/Background knowledge.  As O’Halloran et al. (2011) point out in the 

case of Easy Rider as an intertextual reference for the HSBC ad, not all viewers of the 

Taco Bell ad “get” the references in the ad. The authors point out that the accessibility 

and transparency of the connotative meaning of intertextual references, i.e., the extent to 

which the viewer can read meaning into the text, depends on their intertextual knowledge 

(pp. 116-117).  In the case of the Taco Bell ad, for those familiar with the film Cocoon, or 

the music videos which have similar themes of old people acting young, the ad may not 

produce the initial shock that it may have for someone who is unfamiliar with this theme.  

Thus, the analysis of the text can be understood in terms of a “cline of denotation-

connotation” (pp. 117-118), which varies depending on the familiarity of the viewer with 

various layers of intertextual references which will be described.   

Archetypes.  The Taco Bell ad also draws on a high number of intertextual 

references as well as two to three dominant discourses and myths (youth, rebellion, and 

law and order) which are related to the Jungian archetypes of the Rebel/Outcast and Hero 

(Mark & Pearson, 2001) as illustrated in the extracts below.  The ad connects recent 

images/sounds to sociocultural practices and older cultural discourses and themes evident 
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in the ad that together contribute to the archetype of the rebel and hero (the ancient 

conflict between good and evil).   

 In the ad, there are several scenes that contribute to the Outlaw archetype.  The 

scene of Mr. Goldblatt getting a tattoo is one of the more obvious symbols of the Outlaw 

archetype, a practice that has become increasingly commonplace among the Millennial 

Generation.  Mark and Pearson (2001) describe different levels of the Outlaw with lower 

levels associated with those who feel powerless, angry, mistreated, under siege and 

identify as an outsider, and higher levels associated with shocking and disruptive 

behavior, becoming a rebel or revolutionary and finally criminal or evil behavior (p. 129).  

According to their description the tattoo and flashing nipple scene can be considered as 

shocking and disruptive behavior and thus at the higher level of outlaw, rebellious, but 

not at the level of criminal or evil behavior and without political intent, not at the level of 

revolutionary.   

Mark and Pearson identify sources of popular culture that inform our image of the 

Outlaw as an outcaste and rebel, such as the film, Rebel without a Cause, Jack Keroac’s 

On the Road, and point out how these and films like Bonnie and Clyde, Butch Cassidy 

and the Sundance Kid, and the Godfather show the Outlaw in a glamorous light.  

Likewise, images of the Mafia and teenage gangs, which are associated with ethnic 

groups, particularly Latino and Chicano groups, in the case of West Side Story, Zoot Suit, 

and American Me, which portray gang life and to some extent glamorize it, have fed into 

dominant discourses about gangs, youth, and Chicanos, reflecting a tendency toward 

creating and reinforcing stereotypes.  
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To combat these stereotypes in advertising, Mark and Pearson advocate for the 

creation of advertisements which “tap into the deeper, more humanly compelling quality 

of archetypes” to create brand identity in order to overcome the common trap of relying 

on worn-out stereotypes in advertising (p. 40).  However, as seen in this analysis, the use 

of symbols and scenes designed to contribute to certain archetypes can lead to stereotypes 

in an indirect way. 

From the perspective of heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1986), the intertextual references 

reflect two main voices present in the video: those associated with the Rebel archetype 

(references which emphasize youth and rebellion and sex) and those associated with the 

Hero archetype (references that underscore the presence of authority, good vs. evil, law 

and order).   The simultaneous presence of these conflicting archetypes creates a 

provocative message which reflects multiple voices that in turn can be considered the 

identities of particular individual or collective agents (Feng & Wignell, 2011).  In the 

Taco Bell ad, the nurse at the retirement home, the homeowner, and the police all serve 

as counter agents to the group of old people, who represent the Hero archetype.  The use 

of gestures and the soundtrack (either its absence or its presence) highlight the change 

back and forth from one voice or point of view to the other.  The song in the soundtrack, 

which is discussed in more detail below, serves as the voice of the old folks (subjective 

view) which in the dance scene becomes diegetic and merges with that of the young 

people, reinforcing the message of being young at any age, and contributing to the 

company slogan, “Live Más.”  This “voice” contrasts with that of the nurse at the 

beginning of the ad (saying “Goodnight, Mr. Goldblatt”) which is the only time in the ad 

that a human voice is heard), the sound of the siren when the police arrive on the scene at 
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the Taco Bell restaurant, indicating a shift to the voice of authority highlighting the 

contrast with youth as anti-establishment, rebellious and reinforcing the conflict between 

the Hero and Rebel archetypes.  The soundtrack plays a role in highlighting this shift by 

its absence at critical moments.  The start of the musical soundtrack signals the beginning 

of the montage of a series of quick short clips (an average of four seconds each) which 

together tell a story of staying young.   

In terms of visual features such as lighting, camera angle, gesture and moving 

images connected to particular scenes, intertextual references highlight discourses of 

youth and rebellion creating multiple connotative readings, as is seen below.   

Gestures.  In the Taco Bell ad, several gestures (and symbols such as tattoos) are 

indicative of nonconformity.  In the dancing scene (Scene 5) the scene of the older 

women snarling and clawing directly at the camera (see Figure 2, Shot 3) is a pose and 

facial expression that conveys an attitude of nonconformity (Machin & Mayr, 2012, p. 

74), reminiscent of the 1950s and 1960s Beat generation, which is likely the generation of 

these older folks.  Therefore, this pose contributes directly to one of the dominant themes 

of the ad, which is youth as rebellious.  Likewise, the gesture of the man flashing his 

nipple in Scene 9 —which can be said to be the equivalent of “mooning”—is an iconic 

expression of rudeness, naughtiness, and anti-social behavior associated with youth.  

Other gestures on the dance floor such as the hands in the air during the dancing scene 

indicate other characteristics associated with young people out on the town – conveying 

the joyfulness, euphoria and liveliness of youth.  
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Taco Bell, shot 1 

 
Taco Bell, shot 2 

 
Taco Bell, shot 3 

 

 

 
Scene from Cocoon 

 

 
Scene from Cocoon 

 

 

 
Scene from Lady Danville music 

video, “Better Side” (1) 

 
Scene from Lady Danville video, 

“Better Side” (2) 

 

Figure 1.  Trespassing in swimming pool. 

 

Arguably the most iconic gesture in the ad is when the homeowner points his 

finger at the trespassers, yelling at them to leave (which I discuss in greater detail in 

description of Trespassing into Swimming Pool scene, Scene 3).  This gesture attracts the 

viewers’ attention not only because of the direct engagement the gesture provokes, but 

also because it conjures up several other similar scenes that are part of Western culture.  

As will be discussed, the association of this gesture with historic periods and cultural 

artefacts gives it added significance and connects it to deeper shared cultural discourses 

and myths from the perspective of intertextuality and when considered together with 
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other iconic images and gestures can be seen as indexical of discourses of the Rebel and 

Hero archetypes.   

Below I discuss four scenes that are highly connotative and contribute to these 

two main archetypes in the ad:  1) jumping in the pool and getting caught (Scene 3), 2) 

dancing at the discotheque (Scene 5), 3) getting a tattoo (Scene 10) and 4) the police 

scene at the end of the ad (Scene 12).  

Scene 3: Trespassing in the Swimming Pool  

In Scene 3 the older folks are seen trespassing and jumping into a swimming pool 

(see Figure 1 above) in a scene reminiscent of the film, Cocoon, in which the pool 

becomes a symbol of fountain of youth and source of immortality.  The image of the 

older people in both the film and the ad taking off their clothes, laughing, and jumping in 

the pool connotes the behavior of youth, actions rarely associated with the elderly. While 

this scene takes place, the lyrics of the song “Nosotros somos jovenes” (We are young) 

are heard.  Jumping in the pool is the catalyst that leads to the antics of the four senior 

citizens.  This scene and the line of the song introduce the rest of the scenes of juvenile 

antics and, together with the myth of eternal youth, tie the rest of the scenes together.  

The similarity of the scene with Cocoon suggests (to those who have seen the film) that 

the pool the seniors jump into has the same rejuvenating powers of the pool in the film, 

giving them the energy of youth to go dancing, stay out all night, play pranks, etc. 

 From the point of view of Barthes’ notion of myth, the swimming pool 

symbolizes the myth of the Fountain of Youth, which is related to the recurrent religious 

and cultural symbols associating water with eternal life or rebirth.  Water is an ancient 

symbol associated with regeneration dating back to the Old Testament in the Bible as a 
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source of cleansing and baptism, which leads to being saved and attaining immortality.  

The allegories and myths connected to water are based on the age-old and cross-cultural 

myth of the Fountain of Youth and the desire for immortality and eternal youth. In 

Western culture the Fountain of Youth as a symbol of immortality is associated with 

Greek mythology (e.g., Hebe, Goddess of Youth), 16
th

 Century explorer Ponce de Leon’s 

search for the Fountain of Youth in Florida, and is prevalent in literature (e.g., Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s Dr. Heidegger’s Experiment) and popular culture (e.g., the film, Pirates of 

the Carribean).   

Intertextual similarities.  A very similar swimming pool scene is also present in 

the music video of the song, “Better Side,” by Lady Danville, in which a group of older 

people trespass into a pool and are transformed into young people who embark on a night 

of fun and delinquency like in the Taco Bell ad.   The act of trespassing into the pool in 

all three texts elicits a stern rebuke from an authority figure, either the homeowner or in 

the case of Cocoon, the alien who is renting the house.  The rebuke is punctuated with 

fingerpointing and a stern gaze similar to that of Uncle Sam’s “I Want You” poster, 

discussed below.  The Trespassing in the Pool scene is thus a key scene that contributes 

to underlying discourse of youth, immortality and “living más” in support of the brand 

image.  The difference between the “Better Side” video and the Taco Bell ad is that in the 

music video the old people turn into young people in the pool, a direct reference to the 

film Cocoon where the pool has become the Fountain of Youth, but in Cocoon and Taco 

Bell, instead of returning to their youthful bodies, they are rejuvenated, energized, and, in 

the case of Cocoon, healed of cancer. In all three texts, someone tries to stop them from 
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trespassing, representing limits on fun, imposing law and order, rules, and the difference 

between good and evil. 

Finger pointing. The end of the trespassing scene contains one of the most 

powerful gestures which is also an intertextual reference found in both Cocoon and the 

Lady Danville music video:  the gesture of finger-pointing (combined with a stern gaze) 

by the homeowner/renter (alien) when the old folks are caught trespassing in the 

swimming pool (see Figure 2 below). Drawing on Machin and Mayr’s (2012) and 

Machin’s (2010) discussion of gesture and pose as discourse, the finger-pointing can be 

seen as a motif that references other texts with religious and patriotic themes related to 

discourses of good and evil.  From an art history perspective, it can be seen that finger 

pointing as a prominent motif in Renaissance painting has continued to today in modern 

media – serving to draw the viewer’s attention to the main message.  As discussed below, 

the gesture of fingerpointing can be interpreted as having an ambiguous meaning – both a 

rebuke and an invitation.  In Cocoon, the alien plays the science fiction equivalent of 

God; He not only demands that the people leave the pool, he offers immortality but on 

the condition that they join the aliens in their world and leave their world behind. 

The use of the finger pointing by the homeowner in the Taco Bell ad and the 

Cocoon film represents a familiar motif found in Western art going back to the 

Renaissance and up to the 20
th

 century with the Uncle Sam poster “I Want You [for the 

U.S. Army]” (James Montgomery Flagg, 1917) as one of the most iconic images of the 

20
th
 Century (Gomrad, 2007) that both accuses and beckons at the same time.  The finger 
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Taco Bell, “Viva Young” ad (2013) 

 
Film, Cocoon (directed by Ron Howard, 1985) 

 

 
Caravaggio’s “The Calling of St. Matthew” (1599-1600) 

 
Michelangelo’s “Creation of Adam” (ca. 1512) 

 

 
James Montgomery Flagg, 1917 

 

  

Figure 2.  Finger pointing representations. 

pointing (in poster art) conjures up multiple meanings from a multimodal perspective.  In 

the case of Uncle Sam (see Figure 2 above) it means “Your country needs YOU” to fight 

in the service of good against evil. From a religious point of view, the ultimate authority 

represented by finger pointing can be seen as the finger of God, as evident in paintings 

from the Renaissance.  For example, in the 16
th

 century Italian painter Caravaggio’s 

painting “The Calling of Matthew” (see Figure 2 above) – (mentioned by Pope Francis in 

a much quoted 2013 interview) Christ calls Matthew to follow him as a disciple and 
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forgives his sins (he is called away from his evil life as a tax collector toward the life of 

heavenly salvation).  In the interview the Pope compares being selected as Pope to his 

meditations on this painting as a younger priest in Rome. “That finger of Jesus, pointing 

at Matthew.  That’s me.  I feel like him.  Like Matthew . . . this is me, a sinner on whom 

the Lord has turned his gaze” (Spadaro, 2013).  This excerpt is clear evidence of the 

power of body language as a semiotic sign and shows how it “speaks” to the viewer in a 

similar way that language does and in this case in a powerful, authoritative way.   The 

Caravaggio painting has been compared to one of the most iconic images of Renaissance 

art, Michaelangelo’s painting, “God Creates Adam” (see Figure 2 above) on the ceiling 

of the Sistine Chapel in the Vatican. “The finger of Jesus, pointing at Matthew, seems 

deliberately to invoke the finger of God as rendered by Michelangelo on the Sistine 

Chapel ceiling. Thus Caravaggio, in depicting the summons of the tax collector, unites 

creation and redemption, God the Father and the incarnate Son, personal call and 

apostolic mission” (Weigel, 2013).  In both the Caravaggio and Michaelangelo paintings 

there is an ambiguous message -- through the image of the finger of God touching the 

finger of Adam, God embues Adam with divinity.  Thus, the finger pointing both accuses 

and beckons him to serve a higher calling. One of the broader discourses that the finger 

pointing represents when combined with characters of authority that appear in the Taco 

Bell ad (the nurse and policemen) is that of good and evil going back to the Biblical story 

of the Garden of Eden, which is where the finger of God created Adam (and Eve) as 

evident in Michaelangelo’s painting.  This theme or discourse of good and evil reappears 

in the scene with the police. 
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Power and authority. In the Taco Bell ad, the pointing finger is directed at the 

viewer face-to-face just as it does in the scene in Cocoon and the Uncle Sam poster; 

whereas in the Caravaggio and Michelangelo painting the pointing is indirect.  The direct 

pose reveals a more confrontational position and the gesture of finger pointing, especially 

when directed toward the viewer, has an imposing, “authoritative, take charge” attitude, 

as in the Cocoon scene and the Uncle Sam poster, which says to the viewer both “you 

have done something wrong” (similar to the wagging finger) and at the same time “you 

are among the chosen few” – a gesture closely related to a beckoning finger.   

The image of the pointing homeowner therefore immediately conjures up multiple 

conflicting messages that, due to the dominance of the image, becomes fragmented/ 

separated from the rest of the narrative and suddenly taps into the viewers’ previous 

schema of finger pointing. The impact on the viewer of the finger pointing directly at the 

viewer is heightened by the three dimensional angle, serving to punctuate the video and 

draw the viewer’s attention to the ad, in much the same way that the juvenile antics of the 

old people are meant to shock the viewer.  The gesture of finger pointing becomes a way 

of individualizing the message of the commercial, which isn’t evident until the end.  The 

various voices represented within the ad – the voice of the “liberated” seniors, of proper 

behavior represented by the homeowner, of the police, and of the nurse converge in the 

mind of the viewer, creating an internal dialogue, tapping into longer term memory (see 

Cook, 1992) and at the same time provoking a dialogue (or “buzz”) among viewers with 

others on social media and in conversations “at the water cooler” following the 

Superbowl.  
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Visual grammar.  Seen from the perspective of visual grammar (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 1996), the grammar of the Uncle Sam image is that of the second person 

“you.”  Wales, for example, maintains that Uncle Sam’s finger pointing can be seen as 

addressing both the plural you at the same time as singling the viewer out. She points out 

the advantages of the modern use of the English ‘you’ in advertising and propaganda 

since it makes no formal distinction between the singular and plural ‘you’ in contrast to 

European languages [the French tu (T) and vous (V)]:  

[T]his multivalence for you is an advantage in certain registers, for example 

advertising and propaganda, where a mass consumer readership or audience is 

simultaneously an individual singled out. ‘I want you for U.S. Army’ says Uncle 

Sam on an old recruiting poster, his index finger pointing outwards. . . Is he 

pointing at one person, or a whole group, or both? Is he being personal and 

friendly (T), or polite (V)? Or authoritative, even rude (T)? (ca. 2003, p. 2) 

 

Cook (1992) argues that in advertising, “ads are the most public of discourses yet 

they adopt the strategies of the most private.”  The finger pointing gesture directed 

toward the camera has a similar effect in the Taco Bell ad.  The finger pointing at the 

older people in the story (“they”) is suddenly pointing at the viewer (“you”).    

From a multimodal perspective, the finger pointing image becomes the salient 

point of a scene or image. According to Gomrad’s (2007, p. 71) multimodal analysis of 

the Uncle Sam poster, the authoritative, dictatorial gaze induces both patriotism and guilt 

for not signing up at the time (“for sitting on the fence”).  The presence of this dual 

meaning conjuring both positive and negative feelings is present in all of the texts 

described above, including the Taco Bell ad.  Such ambiguity is especially effective in 

art, which is intended to persuade and inform which all of these texts also have in 

common. Cook points out that a clue to the nature of voice in advertising can be found in 
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the frequent use of ‘you’ which in English allows for a conflation of both the 

intimate/individual/equal and the formal/plural/distant that connotes respect. Cook argues 

that in order to be effective the voice of the ad must simultaneously be one of friendship, 

authority and respect” (p. 180).  The Taco Bell ad accomplishes this through the multiple 

voices represented by different characters and through the gestures like finger pointing 

and gaze that command authority and demand respect. 

 

 
Shot 1 

 
Shot 2 

 
Shot 3 

Shot 4 
 

Shot 4 
 

 

Figure 3.  Dancing scene at discotheque (Scene 5), Taco Bell ad 

 

Scene 5: Dancing Scene at Discotheque 

In the discotheque scene (Scene 5) seen above in Figure 3, the old folks are 

dancing alongside young people at a club with lighting and camera work that blurs the 

images, which together with the slow motion used creates a dreamlike image. The lyrics 

that accompany this scene, (which were translated using Google Translate), sung very 

quickly, are:  “Podemos quemar más brillante que el so-o-ol.” (literal translation: We can 

burn more brilliant than the sun.) [Just before this scene the lyrics are: “Asi que vamos a 

poner al mundo en fuego” (So we are going to put the world on fire).] The wordiness 
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compared to the original English “So let’s set the world on fire. We can burn brighter 

than the sun.” is evident.   The actions and the lyrics in this scene on the dance floor, 

where everyone, young and old, is dancing with their hands in the air with an expression 

of euphoria convey the joy and energy of youth.  Similar dancing scenes are also found in 

nearly all of the sources of intertextual references.  This scene also includes one of 

several sexually suggestive scenes/shots: kissing (a young couple kissing on the right side 

of the screen and two of the seniors kissing on the left followed by one of the senior 

women coming out of a bathroom stall with a young man who has a lipstick on his cheek) 

and nudity, which connote the lack of inhibition and insatiable libido of youth (associated 

with Greek myths about the Goddess of Dawn, Eos).   A close-up shot of a young woman 

on the dance floor wearing only black underwear (i.e., bra and panties) shows how the ad 

equates dancing as a symbol of both youthful joy/enthusiasm and sexuality and how 

dancing is a symbol of youth’s strong libido (that older people have lost) (see 

O’Halloran).  Another close-up of the older woman on the dance floor snarling at the 

camera (see Figure 3, Shot 3 above) stands out here as a gesture and gaze of non-

conformity and sign of rebellion that is reminiscent of the pre-boomers period of youth 

during the Beat era in the 1950s-early 1960s.  Together with the other references to 

rebellion (e.g., the tattoo, flashing the nipple), it contributes to the Rebel archetype.   

Scene 10: Getting a Tattoo   

Another key scene in the ad that is related to the rebel archetype (discourse of 

youth as rebellious) is when Mr. G. gets a tattoo near the end of the night. The tattoo of 
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his name written in Old English Letters on his back signifying gang affiliation
83

 can be 

seen as a parasitic sign signifying the rebel archetype. It is evident in the predominance of 

tattoos in popular culture texts that tattoos have become a key symbol contributing to an 

image of a rebel or in the case of advertising, an Outlaw archetype.   A tattoo is not only 

featured in the “Viva Young” ad but is the central focus in another Taco Bell ad from 

2013 in which a young man named Justin (who looks like he could be Hispanic) is 

getting a tattoo on his arm of a Taco Bell burrito with the ad campaign’s slogan “Live 

Más” across it. The tattoo is similar in style to popular Chicano gang slogans commonly 

featured on tattoos like “Smile now, Cry later” which the expression “Live Más” is 

similar to, further contributing to a brand image related to the Outlaw archetype in the 

Taco Bell ad campaign.  The tattoo scene can be considered an example of inter-generic 

intertextuality, since it refers to the genre of gang films such as American Me and music 

videos that feature prominently images of tattoos and scenes of getting tattoos. 

Similarly, the Coca Cola ad from 2007 featuring an older man escaping from a 

retirement home also includes a scene of the man getting a tattoo that says “La Vida 

Loco” [sic] that is also written in Old English Letters signifying gang affiliation,
84

 and 

the Lady Danville music video also features a scene with a woman getting a tattoo. The 

significance of tattoos as a key symbol contributing to the Outlaw archetype is supported 

                                                   

83
 This determination is based in part on research about Chicana gang life by Norma Mendoza-

Denton (2008), described in her book Homegirls, in which she identifies certain types of tattoos (along with 

make-up and clothing) as language and bodily practices that signal gang affiliation.   
84

The 2007 Superbowl Coke ad “The Coke Side of Life” includes many of the same features as 

Taco Bell – but it is Coke that leads to the antics instead of jumping in the water.   This ad features an older 

man drinking a coke and engaging in one outrageous scene after another the series of vignettes in this ad 

from a tattoo scene with a tough looking Latino tattoo artist, diving off a high dive into a swimming pool, 

engaging in an illicit sex scene (ménage a tois), going to a nudist colony, riding motorcycle, and running 

with the bulls in Pamplona.   
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not only in ads and music videos but also by the growing presence of tattoos in popular 

culture texts such as film, music videos and television shows (as discussed in more detail 

in Chapters III and IV).  The presence of tattoos, particular those with gang symbols, is 

generally designed to lend social or ethnic authenticity but frequently contributes to or 

draws on stereotypes of gang members.  The presence of tattoo scenes in these ads and 

music videos reflects the prevalence of tattoos among the Millennial Generation and 

Generation X
85

 that has attracted the attention of the advertising industry which has 

appropriated it as a symbol of a youth culture that is rebelling against the mainstream by 

identifying with counter- or subcultures such as gangs.  

The improbability of an older person like Mr. Goldblatt getting a tattoo adds to 

the comedic effect of the ad but disguises the stereotypical, possibly racist, assumptions 

evident in the scene (derived from the style of writing and the tattoo artist’s physical 

characteristics), connecting tattoos to Chicano gang life and contributing to the growing 

tendencies in popular culture to glamorize gang life while concealing the causes and 

conditions of poverty and powerlessness which give rise to gang life style (see Vigil, 

2003; Rodriguez, 1993; Wortham, Mortimer, & Allard, 2011; Xie et al., 2007). 

Appropriation of Chicano and gang-related symbols.  In addition to tattoos, 

the car in the ad represents another iconic sign or image which symbolizes the means to 

escape, a source of fun, and by the end of the ad the car has become a symbol of 

                                                   

85
Pew research reveals the prevalence of both tattoos and body decoration among generation X 

and Y) (also known as the Millennial generation:  “About half (54%) have done one or more of the 

following: gotten a tattoo, dyed their hair an untraditional color, or had a body piercing in a place other 

than their ear lobe. . . The incidence of tattoos among Millennials as well as Gen X’ers is so widespread as 

to be almost mainstream.  Thirty-six percent of Millennials and 40% of Gen X have at least one tattoo and 

many have multiples.” http://www.millennialmarketing.com/2010/03/tatoos-a-defining-mark-for-

millennials/   See also Pew website: http://www.pewresearch.org/daily-number/tattooed-gen-nexters/ 

http://www.millennialmarketing.com/2010/03/tatoos-a-defining-mark-for-millennials/
http://www.millennialmarketing.com/2010/03/tatoos-a-defining-mark-for-millennials/
http://www.pewresearch.org/daily-number/tattooed-gen-nexters/
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rebellion.  This is evidence because of the intertextual references to vehicles in several of 

the other texts, all having in common the means of escape from a nursing home or home 

– a van, a police car, bicycles, skateboard/scooter.  In the beginning of the Taco Bell ad 

the old folks climb into the car to begin their night of antics; they get in and out of the car 

as they move from one scene to another.  In Scene 8, the car jerks up and down and does 

a sharp/fast U-turn. The jerking of the car can be interpreted in a denotative sense as kids 

(old folks) having fun.  However, combined with the earlier close-up and low camera 

angle of the car, which mimicks the angle of photos of lowrider cars featured in Lowrider 

magazine, the jerking motions of the car resembling Lowrider hydraulics can be seen as 

indexical of Chicano culture, designed to contribute to the outlaw archetype; at the same 

time the scene combines with the Spanish soundtrack and the tattoo scene to ad to the 

connection to Mexican American subculture associated with gangs.   

Other images and actions in the video support this interpretation: the tattoo artist 

with the shaved head is portrayed as an stereotypical Chicano gangbanger and the tattoo 

itself and the style of lettering, the fact that the Taco Bell product is Mexican-influenced 

and the antics of the old folks out on the town thus are converted into a gang of sorts 

living “la vida loca,” lighting firecrackers, flashing nipple, possibly doing drugs, and 

getting a tattoo.  The use of tattoos in advertising, especially in the 2007 Coke ad which 

uses the phrase “Mi Vida Loco [sic]” reveals how Chicano/gang-related symbols and 

symbols of urban culture have been commodified, [re]appropriated and recontextualized 

in pop culture for commercial purposes   (See Ch. 3 for further discussion of the process 

of appropriation / normalization of the phrase, “la vida loca” from being gang-related to a 

symbol of pop culture).  The point here is that these scenes contribute both to the 
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underlying theme of rebellion and of gang-related activity.  The association of these 

symbols with the type of rebellion associated with gangs and illegal activity is also 

implied in the use of firecrackers (illegal in many states), nipple flashing (indecent 

exposure), the simulated lowrider hydraulics (considered illegal in various cities at 

various times), and the bathroom scene (where either illegal drugs are being used or illicit 

sex is taking place). 

Scene 12: Police Scene  

In Scene 12 at the end of the ad, the product, tacos, finally appears in the ad.  In 

this scene the old folks arrive at Taco Bell and are enjoying their tacos and sodas (and 

looking tired but happy) when the police arrive.  The music, which has continued 

throughout the ad, suddenly stops and a siren can be heard as the police appear on the 

scene.  When the soundtrack ends, the myth of regaining their youth also ends.  The 

“voice” of authority represented by the police in this scene merges with the voice of the 

homeowner and the nurse in the first scene, all of which represent authority figures 

relating most closely to the Hero archetype in a Jungian sense.   The police, homeowner, 

and nurse all suggest themes of law and order, good and evil and the idea of limitations 

on fun and the youth they are associated with.  The symbolism of authority is emphasized 

through the salience of the finger pointing of the homeowner and the siren of the police.   

The police are also a staple feature of many hip hop music videos which have in turn 

influenced many pop music videos.   The ubiquity of the police in all of these genres, 

together with the dominance of tattoos in hip hop videos illustrates the strong influence of 

hip hop in popular culture, including advertising, and reinforces the growing presence of 

the Rebel archetype in advertising (since the police are usually portrayed in an 
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unsympathetic light).  As in the film, Cocoon, the Lady Danville music video, and the 

Nike ad, the portrayal of homeowner and police in the Taco Bell ad can be seen, on one 

hand, as a critique of the excesses of youth, and, on the other, in relation to the 

philosophy of Live Más, it’s as if to say “Live Más” pero no demasiado (Live more, but 

not too much).   

The presence of the police scene in the ad and its association with the Hero 

archetype is related to the opposing archetypes of the rebel and the hero which provide 

the backdrop to the antics going on in the video and add to the many-layered meanings 

that make the ad memorable.  When considering the presence of the police from the 

perspective of hip hop, they are a symbol of oppression and represent a stereotype of the 

police as a brutal force oppressing urban youth. The appearance of police in several 

similar videos makes them an iconic representation of good opposing evil, the idea of 

setting limits,.  Those watching the ad will have various associations with police; thus, 

the scene with the police will be viewed differently depending on the audience.     

Soundtrack 

Translation of popular song into Spanish.  Drawing on Machin (2010) and 

others, the connotative meaning of the song can be deconstructed on several levels:  1) 

soundtrack as discourse; 2) repetition of chorus emphasizes main discourse of “we are 

young”, which becomes unconscious while leading to a more conscious awareness of 

lines that can be matched to the actions in the video; 3) soundtrack as contributing to 

myth ends when the music ends, a common technique in film to draw attention to a 

change from diegetic to non-diegetic mode; 4) the translation into ‘bad’ Spanish as an 
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example of linguicism (Phillipson, 1999), mock Spanish (Hill, 1999), or junk Spanish 

(Hill, 1995b) and/or linguistic fetishism (Kelly-Holmes, 2005).  

The soundtrack with the Spanish translation of familiar lyrics about youth 

(“Tonight we are young”) contributes to drawing attention to the product and associating 

it with both Mexican-inspired product and youth.  When the music stops, the myth stops 

and the denotational meaning of the ad comes into focus (as in O’Halloran et al.’s 

example of the Easy Rider ad of HSBC Bank).  The music plays a key role in 

contributing to the underlying myth of the ad about youth: [add phrase to remind reader 

how music adds to myth] when the music stops the myth stops, which is reinforced by the 

image of police arriving on scene, further reinforced with sounds of people talking on 

police radio, with tone of voice typical of reporting on crimes taking place. 

The use of Spanish translation of the soundtrack in the three ads in the Live Más 

ad campaign can be seen as another example of Kress and van Leeuwen’s (1996) use of 

given (or familiar) and new to draw the viewer/listener’s attention to what is new. The 

given in terms of auditory mode is the original sound in the soundtrack.  The popularity 

of the song “We are young” by the group Fun, is evident by its ranking on the charts [the 

number of views on YouTube, 344 million as of August 2015] and its use in a previous 

Superbowl ad.  What is new is that it is translated into SpanishThe ad creators use a 

formula that combines popular music translated into Spanish combined with intertextual 

references to iconic discourses and images that contribute to the Rebel archetype.  

In the Taco Bell ad, the fact that the original English version of the song titled 

“We Are Young” released in 2011 by the group Fun was a hugely popular song and was 
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featured in a commercial in the previous 2012 Super Bowl (for Chevrolet Sonic)
86

 adds 

another dimension to the intertextual reference of the ad. The song has been referred to as 

“an anthem that incorporates the genres of indie pop, alternative rock, and power pop” 

(wikipedia). The multiple layering of popular culture in the media is evident here.

 Despite the fact that most viewers of the Superbowl are unlikely to know Spanish, 

the song is so well known that the meaning of the lyrics is already known by youthful 

viewers who are the main target audience of fast food. Thus even if they don’t understand 

Spanish, most of the younger people in the audience will get the meaning and at least 

realize that the song is badly translated and pronounced using an English accent and 

meant to be funny.  

The “Somos jovenes/We are young” soundtrack and images together act as 

mythical signifiers, or extended semiotic metaphors (O’Halloran, 2011, p. 121); and the 

myth of the Fountain of Youth ties in with discourses on youth in American culture, 

which is reinforced by the song’s lyrics about youth (“We are young”).  In the case of the 

Taco Bell commercial there is no resemblance to the image of youth in the literal sense.  

But the juxtaposition leads to the association of being young at heart.  

As O’Halloran et al. point out “the overall meaning potential of filmic 

representations can be further enhanced by the semiotic value of ‘parasitical signs’ or 

myths that are imported from other domains, contexts of cultures” (2011, p. 121).  As in 

the case of the Easy Rider ad, the Spanish version of the song “We are young” provides a 

soundtrack which “when combined with the images act as ‘mythical’ signifiers or 

                                                   

86
 See the Chevrolet commercial here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7vrorg79aNM)  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7vrorg79aNM
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extended semiotic metaphors, where new layers of meaning are continuously added to the 

original representation” (p. 121).  

Sound setting. “By the sheer force of repetition any sound act can become part of 

a sound setting” (p. 112), meaning that we no longer listen to the message.  Rather it 

becomes “accompaniment, setting ‘aural wallpaper’ (McLuhan, 1966).  It no longer 

‘speaks to us’ and we no longer listen to it with any kind of focused attention” (Van 

Leeuwen, 1999, p. 112).
87

 When sounds are taken out of their original context and 

repeated, they lose their original individual identity and become “subjugated to the 

principle of repetition” (van Leeuwen, p. 114). 

The Taco Bell ad, ‘Viva Young,’ does something similar by taking the chorus of 

the ‘We Are Young’ song, “Tonight/We are young/ So let’s set the world on fire/ We can 

burn brighter than the sun” translating it into Spanish and repeating it over and over as 

background for the message.  The actions of the lyrics are played out in the visual images 

which relates to both the lyrics of the song and the slogan and stated philosophy of the 

slogan and ultimately supporting the brand image.  (See Machin, 2010, on music as 

discourse.)  By translating the song into Spanish and repeating only part of the song, a 

similar disengagement occurs.  The song becomes the background for the visual images 

which are a bricolage (see Cook, 1992, p. 34) of scenes taken from other videos/audio-

visual genres (film and music video).  Taco Bell uses this formula of taking a very 

popular song and translating it into Spanish for three ads in the Live Más campaign.  

                                                   

87
 Van Leeuwen makes an analogy with visual artists and example of jazz-rap group US3 that 

takes short riffs and snippets of solos from recordings of great jazz musicians, e.g., Herbie Hancock 

“rhythmically repeats them, over and over, disengaging them from the chord “progression” they belong to, 

and then turn these soloistic gestures into a (cultural) background for their message” (p. 112). 
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In the Viva Young ad the soundtrack or “Somos jovenes/We are young” indexes 

the discourse of youth and through the song and the actions of the old folks belies the fact 

that they are old.  The Spanish version of the popular song indexes the discourse of youth 

contributing to the myth of youth as “living más” by breaking rules and living it up.  This 

re-contextualization of the song through translation (google translation) is an example of 

both intratextual references to another text, the original “We Are Young” song.  

Formula of Google Translated Spanish.  One of the main sources of humor in 

this ad is the use of Google Translated Spanish which is easily recognized as “bad” 

Spanish even by those who do not speak Spanish, given the Anglicized pronunciation.  A 

detailed de-construction of the ad shows that the denotative meanings of the lyrics 

parallel the actions of the characters but the literal translation of the song into Spanish 

changes the meaning so that the meaning is distorted, leading to a humorous effect for 

viewers who understand idiomatic Spanish but comments show that others find the ad 

offensive (e.g., Riofrio, 2013).  In a series of interviews in ad industry publications, the 

ad creators are quoted about their strategy of using Google Translate to “create the 

Spanish covers” of famous U.S. pop songs for three of its English-language ads, as part 

of its ongoing "Live Mas" campaign and “part of the brand's attempt to ‘push the 

boundaries’ of what it means to be Mexican-inspired.”  

But what, exactly, make the versions en espanol of Lionel Ritchie's "Hello," 

Fun.'s "We Are Young" and Notorious B.I.G.'s 1995 hit "Big Poppa" so 

inexplicably funny? It turns out that the creatives at Deutsch Los Angeles used 

Google Translate to create the Spanish covers and "the songs seemed to play out 

funnier when the Spanish wasn't perfect," said Gordy Sang, a creative on the 

campaign. "And since the Spanish translations are usually longer than English, 

word-wise, it was nice to try and cram in all the words to fit the melody." (Pathak, 

2013) 
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In a post on the advertising firm’s blog the creators talk about the challenge of 

“capturing the dual nature of the ad Live Mas”  -- 

The tagline is half-English, half-Spanish and Taco Bell represents this kind of 

American version of Mexican food so we wanted to celebrate that,” says Gordy, a 

senior art director. He and his partner Brian, a senior copywriter, decided to 

translate popular songs into a Spanish near-equivalent version. And we mean 

near-equivalent. They used Google Translate, notorious for its garbled 

translations, because they wanted Spanish listeners to notice something was 

different.  (Ellsworth, 2013) 

 

In an article about another ad in the bilingual campaign (Big Daddy/Grande Papi 

ad) Morrison (2013) points out how the use of Spanish is designed to contributes to the 

chain’s new emphasis on food as experience and not just as fuel and suggests that the use 

of Spanish is designed to emphasize: "This is one of those [songs] you get without having 

to understand Spanish. It adds another level of context to the brand around the experience 

we're providing. It's blending cultures. We're a Mexican-inspired brand and we continue 

to push the boundaries of what that means" (para. 4). 

In another article by Unterberger (2013), the ad creators refer to the idea as their 

“collective brainchild” and reveal their thinking behind the commercials and how they 

first came up with the idea.   

We were just kind of thinking of, “What kind of says Taco Bell?” We were given 

the “Live Mas” tagline, and Taco Bell internally and externally claimed to be an 

American fast food company that serves Mexican fast food, and even their 

tagline, “Live Mas,” is half-English, half-Spanish. We were thinking “What 

embodies that best?” We stumbled upon this rich area of just doing these 

American pop culture songs in full Español. . . It’s kind of like a musical 

celebration of what Taco Bell really is, kind of a unique 

American/Mexican/Spanish fusion. (paras. 3-4) 

 

More detail about the process of translation appears in a blog post by Iezzi (2013): 

“We went for very literal, word-for-word, simple translations," says Siedband. "In 
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general, literal Spanish translations have way more syllables than in English, so it’s 

awkward in places. In some cases we had to simplify or cut down a few words so it was 

singable." 

Critique of use of Spanish.   

Even though many reviewers are convinced of the humor in the badly translated 

lyrics, others such as Riofrio (2013) suggest there is something more sinister implied.  

While the ad creators claim that “cramming of the words” and the inaccurate (literal) 

translation makes the ad funny (Unterberger, 2013; see also Pathak, 2013 and Morrison, 

2013 Ellsworth, 2013), others claim that the bad Spanish at best will lead to 

misunderstandings about correct usage and at worst is racist (Riofrio, 2013). In either 

case, it has had the desired effect of getting people talking about the ad, as the comments 

below illustrate.   

Riofrio, like many who posted comments on the ad on You Tube, Facebook and 

other sites, is highly critical of the ad’s use of Spanish.  While several reviews and 

comments found the use of Spanish funny or amusing, Riofrio and others found it 

offensive.  While Riofrio acknowledges the success and entertainment value of the ad, he 

argues that the use of Spanish is problematic, noting the close relationship between 

language and identity: 

Although successful from a commercial perspective -- we watch and are 

entertained by the elderly folks cavorting to a "hilarious" translation of a popular 

song -- Taco Bell's use of Spanish foregrounds two very subtle and problematic 

ways of thinking about Spanish and, more broadly, about Latinidad. It suggests 

that Spanish is easy, frivolously easy, and in doing so reduces a complex, 

heterogeneous, globally important language into a farce, something that requires 

no thought: "translating" or "understanding" Spanish is simply a matter of 

knowing the words and plugging them in [emphasis added]. Further, because 

language is such an intimate marker of social and cultural identity, it serves to 
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mark Latino cultures and Latino peoples as equally reducible, as frivolous 

individuals whose ethnic culture is marked by that same lack of importance. 

(2013, para. 8)  

 

Riofrio concludes that the message is “puzzling, if not blatantly or overtly racist.” 

Riofrio’s views on the use of Spanish in the ad shares much in common with Jane Hill’s 

(1995b) description of “junk Spanish,” Kelly-Holmes’ (2014) discussion of linguistic 

fetishism, and Sweetland’s  term, “inauthentic language” which he defines as 

“‘spectacular’ uses of language, in which a variety is begged, borrowed, or stolen 

by speakers who don’t normally claim it” (2002: 515)   Kelly-Holmes (2014) uses the 

concept of linguistic fetish which was developed specifically to explain “multilingualism 

in economically driven displays, such as marketing and advertising texts . . which also 

“acknowledge[s] that all language relations, as highlighted above in relation to linguistic 

landscapes, to a greater or lesser extent reflect some type of power relations.(p. 139)   

The use of Google Translate to create purposefully badly translated songs 

suggests questions raised by Hill (1999) and Kelly-Holmes (2005) about whether such 

examples of the use of Spanish in the media constitute cases of commodification and 

mock language or linguistic fetishism for purely profit-making motives (Steeby, 2004).  

Despite the apparent support for linguistic diversity through the use of Spanish in ads 

such as this and the possible role in lending authenticity to Mexican-influenced product 

such as Taco Bell, an argument can be made that the use of purposefully “bad” Spanish is 

a case of Junk Spanish or Mock Spanish (Hill, 1995b, 1999) or “fake multilingualism” 

(Kelly-Holmes, 2005, p. 173).  It serves as an ornament in the ad, a reminder of the 

product, but it does not “introduce the advertisee to new words, ideas or ways of looking  



298 

 

 

at the world” (p. 173) as a result of the language use. In fact, the literal google translation 

contributes to a mistaken or false understanding of Spanish.   

Riofrio’s comments on the use of bad Spanish in the ad reflect Jane Hill’s various 

descriptions of Anglo/nouvelle (1993), Junk (1995a) and Mock (1995b, 2008) Spanish.  

Hill argues that numerous mistakes made in Spanish translations and pronunciation 

which “attends absolutely not at all to Spanish as a language, with a phonology and 

syntax” – and suggests that “Spanish is not taken seriously, but seems to exist only as a 

loose agglomeration of symbolic material entirely available to be rearranged according to 

the whim of English speakers” (1993, p. 162).  She refers to “Junk Spanish” as the 

jocular, pejorative, and ironic uses of Spanish by Anglos in the U.S. which have the 

effect of reproducing the subordination of the Mexican American identity (1995b, p. 

198).   According to Hill, “Anglo uses of Spanish are strategic, constituting an important 

symbolic component of a broader project through which Anglos have reduced the 

Southwest Hispanic community, in both cultural and economic domains, to a profound 

marginality from which recovery is only just beginning” (1993, p. 147). 

While the jury is still out, the “Bad” Spanish in the Taco Bell ad appears to be the 

newest incarnation of mock and junk Spanish, as it fits the description of being 

“rearranged according to the whim of English speakers”; it is pronounced with an English 

accent, and the purpose is to provoke a humorous response.  The bad Spanish of the 

current ad campaign shares much in common with the previously criticized “Yo quiero 

Taco Bell” ad whose humor relies on the line being delivered by a talking Chihuahua.  As 

Schwartz (2011) points out, the humor would be lost if the dog were a Golden Retriever 

(p. 649).    
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The utterance “Yo quiero Taco Bell” may not qualify as Mock Spanish, but it 

succeeds as a simplified demand to achieve its same humorous ends. For this, the 

Chihuahua’s cry (“Yo quiero Taco Bell”) is a punch line everyone – even the 

most staunch, conscious supporters of English monolingualism – may enjoy. (p. 

650) 

 

The use of Google translated Spanish lyrics has two of the characteristics 

identified by Hill as Mock Spanish (1998; 2008):  it creates a linguistic space for “orderly 

disorder” where the pronunciation is distanced from Spanish phonology and while 

grammatical structures are not “neglected” the literal translation adds to the disorder.  

The language has been re-claimed by English speakers for their use, i.e., to sell a product. 

It can also be considered a “parodic pejoration of Spanish expressions” through the literal 

translation which is distanced from what a native speaker would say.  

Schwartz (2011) makes clear the connection between stereotypes of Chicanos and 

Latinos and Mock Spanish drawing on Hill:  “Indirect indexes are key to the operation of 

Mock Spanish” (p. 651).  He states that in order to understand the connotations of Mock 

Spanish expressions, 

speakers require access to sort of negative, ugly stereotypes . . , whether or not 

they profess agreement with such stereotypical representations. [Various] 

“candidate stereotypes” for Mock Spanish indexicality include representations of 

Chicanos and Latinos as stupid, politically corrupt, sexually loose, gluttonous, 

lazy, dirty, and disorderly. It is impossible to “get Mock Spanish – to find these 

expressions funny or colloquial or even intelligible – unless one has access to 

those negative [images and ideas]” (Hill 1995: 5–6). (p. 651).  

  

Similar to Riofrio’s comment that the “Bad” translation “suggests that Spanish is 

easy, frivolously easy,” Schwartz points out: “[B]ecause stereotypes of Mexicans and 

Spanish-speaking immigrants so readily reflect these Others as stupid and simple-

minded, the language ‘They’ speak is assumed as stupidly simple to acquire” (Schwartz, 

2011, p. 655).  For example, just as the use of Spanish in the “Yo Quiero Taco Bell” ad 
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would not be as humorous without the Chichuahua dog saying the line (Schwartz, 2011, 

p. 649), the Spanish in the “Viva Young” ad would not have the desired humorous effect 

without the images associating the Spanish indirectly with stereotypes of Mexicans, e.g., 

tattoos, cars and rebellious activities.  In both cases the active distancing between 

authentic Spanish and representation of actual Mexicans and the Anglo appropriation of 

both the language and symbols associated with Chicano gang culture serves to “solidify 

the boundaries between White and non-White public space” (p. 656).   

As Schwartz points out, drawing on Hill (2008) and Otero (2008), “the need for 

Anglos to actively reclaim positions of power and elevate Whiteness as symbolic of 

linguistic and cultural order” (p. 656) is evident in simplifications and distortions of 

Spanish in a variety of contexts.  In his proposal of the term “gringoism,” which builds on 

Hill’s use of the terms Anglo or Junk Spanish (1994), Schwartz notes that  

reclamation by Anglo monolinguals of the Spanish language itself is indeed a 

fashionable act – there is something oddly chic and cool about embracing the 

stereotype of ignorant gringo. In an opposite twist to what Vélez-Ibáñez points to 

as the “fetishized commodity identity” of Mexicans. . . this “something” might 

well serve as a commodification of self-identifying as gringo” (p. 657) 

Schwartz further states,  

As both Hill (cf. 1993a) and Otero (cf. 2008) have chronicled, Anglos have long 

held power in making Spanish and Spanish-speaking culture invisible. But 

Spanish can be made selectively visible for the purposes of Mock Spanish, a 

register that has always been “organized mainly around its role in the constitution 

of the ‘Mexican’ Other. It has been incorporated into English primarily as a form 

of parody where the ‘Mexican’ voice is sharply opposed to the English one” (Hill 

1993: 153). (p. 652)   

 

Another way that the use of Spanish in the ad can be described is as “linguistic 

appropriation to maintain cultural order” (Hill 2008, cited in Schwartz) which Schwartz 

associates with “gringoism,” a term he adopts to refer to those who “take comfort and 
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pride in their inability to speak Spanish,” (p. 656) which would appear to have relevance 

in the case of the Taco Bell ads.  The idea that all one has to do to access Spanish is to 

plug in English to an internet translator and Spanish will come, suggests that it is not 

even necessary to learn the language, supporting Hill’s claim that Mock Spanish is a sign 

of Anglo speakers’ inability or unwillingness to speak Spanish.  The fact that the song 

was purposefully translated badly through Google Translate can be seen as   

an active distancing . . .  between authentic Spanish and its gringo appropriation, a 

distinction that solidifies boundaries between White and non-White public space. 

The need for Anglos to actively reclaim positions of power and elevate Whiteness 

as symbolic of linguistic and cultural order (see also Otero 2008) . . .(Schwartz 

2006, p. 656) 

 

By turning to a non-human for translation, the responsibility for the bad translation is 

seen as removed.  It is a new form of satirizing Spanish by substituting a computerized 

translator for the offending mock Spanish speaker, as if in doing so it takes away the 

intentionality of the covert racism associated with making fun of Spanish.   

The foregoing analysis of the use of Spanish translation in the Taco Bell ads seen 

in light of research by Hill, Kelly-Holmes, Cepeda, Schwartz, and others on the 

commodification of Spanish in advertising and popular culture reveals that there are still 

further interpretations that may be concealed by the multimodal design of these ads. 

Reactions to the ad from viewers of different interest groups can lend added insight into 

the interpretation of the ad from the previous multilingual/MCDA analysis. 

Reviews and reactions from viewers lend insights into the following questions:  

To what extent does the use of Spanish, particularly “bad” Spanish, represent language 

fetishism and even a veiled racism behind the supposed humorous meaning intended by 

the garbled Google Translated version?  What insights does a multimodal analysis 
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contribute to an understanding of the role of language use in the ads?  To what extent do 

viewers draw on either the use of Spanish or specific multimodal features to support their 

opinion?  To what extent do comments reflect a monolingual ideology (or a view of 

language as junk Spanish) vs. a multilingual ideology? 

Mediatized texts and recontextualization  

The Taco Bell ad generated not only countless online articles, and also comments 

and repostings of the ad that reflect a range of opinions about the ad’s 1) use of Spanish, 

2) portrayal of the elderly, and 3) numerous similarities with other texts, uncovering 

layers of both intentional and unintentional intertextual references.  A new trend in TV 

ads (showing how the internet has influenced audience participation at all levels) toward 

audience participation, which has led to sharing intertextual references and discussions 

about the meaning of popular culture texts.  As pointed out in research studies on 

mediatization (Kelly-Holmes, 2012), the comments on the ad vary according to how it 

has been recontextualized.  In the case of the Taco Bell ad the reactions to the ad in 

comments on YouTube and elsewhere represent what Kelly-Holmes (2012, p. 342) has 

referred to as “second mediatized texts.”  These texts vary from internet comments from 

viewers to news articles to reviews of the ads by agencies representing groups portrayed 

in the ad, e.g., Institute on aging.  Besides offering enlightening insights into related texts, 

comments and articles online reveal critiques of the ad from the perspective of groups 

who are portrayed in the ad: especially the elderly and Spanish-speaking people.     

In considering various interpretations of the ad, it is useful to consider Van 

Leeuwen’s questions: 1) What is the “interest of the moment?” and “what if any are the 

social constraints of that interest?” 2) What are semiotic resources available at that 



303 

 

 

moment? . . . (1999, p. 194).  Given van Leeuwen’s discussion of “moments in sign 

interpretation” (1999, pp. 193-194) and Kelly-Holmes’s (2012) discussion of mediatized 

texts, it can be seen that the Taco Bell ad is interpreted differently at different moments 

and in different contexts because of who is interpreting the ad (e.g., sports fans) at a 

given time (e.g., Superbowl), when other equally creative ads are competing for audience 

attention and subject to their intertextual evaluation (and the background knowledge that 

the viewer has).  In a different context, after the initial appearance of the ad, viewers have 

additional interpretive resources available to them through reviews on TV, in online 

articles, and posts on YouTube and online articles. 

The comments on the Taco Bell ad fall into the following three categories:  1) 

comments on use of Spanish; 2) representation of older people in ad and views on 

whether it is ageist; 3) comments on plagiarism or originality of the ad, which lead to 

insights into intertextual references.  Viewers’ reaction to and understanding of the multi-

layered meanings of the ad will depend on whether the audience speaks Spanish (either as 

native speakers or highly proficient) and whether they saw the film, Cocoon, or are 

familiar with the “fountain of youth” myth or what their views might be on the 

philosophy of YOLO, carpe diem or “do your own thing” (depending on the generation).  

It may also depend on whether they align themselves with monolingual ideology or what 

could be construed as a biased view of older people, women, and ethnic minorities and 

whether their view of youth is influenced by a belief in the need to place limits on youth 

or to allow them to “do their own thing.”  

In addition to pointing out the intertextual references in the ad, viewers have 

commented on two main two main sources of humor in the ad – Spanish and older 
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people.  The source of comments (or context of comments) can be categorized according 

to industry perspectives, aging or senior citizen perspective (e.g., institute on aging, 

Retirement Weekly), and Latino perspectives on the media. Comments are about 

language, the song itself, visual images of old people (e.g., they portray old people as 

ugly) and their behavior (e.g., as “whorish”).  

More authoritative articles such as the one by John Riofrio (2013), professor at a 

prestigious college, and articles and posts by organizations on aging also potentially 

influence the viewer.  These articles object to the ad on several bases: lack of originality, 

portrayal of older people as ageist, and use of Spanish as racist.  The question of 

originality of the ad is one of the most frequently mentioned comments.  

Comments on intertextual references.  Comments posted about the ad and 

articles about the ad have revealed to those uninitiated viewers: 1) original song in 

English, “We are Young,” by the group Fun, 2) intertextual references to film, Cocoon 

and Goodwill Hunting, Coke and Nike commercials, and three music videos, 3) the use of 

Google Translate (to better get the inside joke), and 4) other Taco Bell ads using the same 

formula.  Riofrio points to three intertextual references:  similarities between the ad and 

the 2012 Nike ad (of the men escaping to play soccer) and the 2009 Sigur Rós (from 

Iceland) music video of the song “Hippopolla,” and also claims that the flashing nipple 

scene is a reference to the film, Goodwill Hunting.  Riofrio uses hyperlinks to refer the 

reader to other articles, one of which uses side-by-side screen shots to compare the Sigur 

Ros video with the Taco Bell ad.  On this linked article is a comment which refers to yet 

another music video that is similar to the Taco Bell ad (the song, “Sunshine” by 

Modestep which features a group of older people acting like juvenile delinquents).  



305 

 

 

Several other articles and comments on internet articles
88

 and YouTube refer to other 

popular culture artifacts the Taco Bell ad creators may have borrowed from (e.g., various 

bloggers and commenters cited three other music videos that were similar to the Viva 

Young commercial claiming that they “ripped them off” and that the ad was not original). 

One poster wrote in noting the similarities between the Lady Danville video and the Taco 

Bell ad: “shame on taco bell if they copied this w/o permission.”  In comments on an 

entertainment website Justjared.com, one poster responded to claims of plagiarism or 

lack of originality (“that concept was done in the movie ‘cocoon’” and includes a link to 

wikipedia’s description of the film), defending the ad creators’ use of what Cook and 

others refer to as bricolage or the use of parasitic texts: 

. . .  i think people have a hard time understanding plagarism, especially in this 

age. Artists spin off eachother and eachothers inspirations and ideas…it is mostly 

literary works that are subject to plagarism laws…conceptual works are much 

harder to distinguish as plagarism…and it is possible to have the same ideas and 

expressions as someone else. . . Speaking from an artists standpoint: How much is 

truly original today when everybody is influencing everybody else to a degree?… 

[sic] 

 

Comments on use of Spanish.  In a June 2013 Consumerworld article about the 

trend toward using Spanish in which the “Viva Young” Taco Bell ad was embedded 

along with two “bilingual” Target ads and the 2013 Tide ad (mentioned earlier).  Out of 

147 comments on the issue (“Half English/Half Spanish,” 2013), several posters used the 

word “offended” – others stated that they change the channel, and still others said they 

would boycott any company which broadcasts ads in Spanish on television. While similar 

                                                   

88
 A website of a company called Fast Company, referred to as “the world's leading progressive 

business media brand,” elicited the most intertextual references: http://www.fastcocreate.com/1682307/see-

the-best-super-bowl-spot-so-far-for-taco-bell  

http://www.fastcocreate.com/1682307/see-the-best-super-bowl-spot-so-far-for-taco-bell
http://www.fastcocreate.com/1682307/see-the-best-super-bowl-spot-so-far-for-taco-bell
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comments were made in response to articles that only talked about the Taco Bell ad, there 

were also many positive responses.   

The comments below are typical of those which strongly object to the use of 

Spanish in the ad, reflecting a monolingual ideology that associates being American with 

English only:  

 We live in America, I thought the language was ENGLISH.. I saw the commercail 

and thought we had the wrong channel. 

We need to RIGHT this WRONG and BOYCOTT taco bell… 

THIS IS AMERICA!!!  (SPANISH -- con) 

 

 Time to boycott Taco Bell, this is America, Weather written or not English is the 

language, so stop forcing Spanish on Americans, Learn the language or get out. 

Why is it in Spanish this is America 

 

 [Anglofemale]:  Tasteless! By the way, were in America...so save your Spanish 

speaking commercials for Mexico and do English for the US...where's your sense 

of nationalism for our Country!!!!!!!! My family and I will not be eating at Taco 

Bell...it's Del Taco for us! (Taco Bell Facebook) 

 

 Response to this post: [Spanish female]:  [Lara] if you have not noticed 

more then half of the world speaks Latin in one form or the other ..... you 

are so full of yourself thinking this commercial was just aimed at White 

America ! 

 

 [Anglo female]: Is it just me that thinks Taco Bell commercials are BS????? Why 

is every song for the new commercials all Spanish??? We Live in America and 

speak English!!!!! If you are putting the commercials on air in America we want 

English!!!!! (Taco Bell Facebook) 

 

The negative posts on YouTube were mostly about the incorrect use of Spanish 

but not about the fact that Spanish was used per se: “The spanish grammar in the 

translation really sucks!” and another “That's crappy ass Spanish. “  One poster who 

seemed to get the intention of the ad creators responded “that's the point... i laughedin the 

t it was "gringo" spanish.”  Yet another poster was confused, obviously doesn’t know 

enough Spanish to get the joke: “What is the mistranslation? Seriously, I know some 
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spanish, but not enough to get it all (and I don't remember the lyrics to any song 

normally).”  However, the YouTube comments elicited the most positive responses to the 

use of Spanish in the ad, many self-identifying as Hispanic or Mexican or Colombian or 

having Spanish names, commenting on the humorous aspect of the Google translated 

Spanish:.   

 Who is the artist?! Hahaha! The song is excellent! I speak spanish and I love the 

way he tries to sing it well! Hahahaha!  

 Hispanic reporting in, this Is the best commercial Ive ever seen.· 

 I'm Mexican, and this is Hilarious!!!!  lol 

 This song is ten times more epic if your taking Spanish 1 

 Esta nocheeeee, nosotros somos jóvenes, asi que vamos a poner el mundo en 

fuego, vamos a brillar mas grande que el sol, its a poor spanish but its so good, 
saludos desde Colombia 

 Taco bell people give us the song its tight ..ta chingonamen! 

 Its badly pronounced but it is understandable plus Taco Bell isn't mexican so why 

would they have mexicans or spanish speakers in general singing 

 Am I the only one here who understands that the song is mistranslated on 
purpose? is part of the joke [in on the joke] 

Comments on the portrayal of the elderly.   Whereas Riofrio and others who 

have posted comments on the ad focus their criticism on the use of Spanish (though for 

different reasons), organizations on aging and other posters draw attention more to the 

way the elderly are portrayed in the film.  There have been a number of reactions to the 

Taco Bell ad (and others like it) from organizations on aging and like other articles the ad 

has been embedded in the article or blog.  Most of the articles about the ad on these sites 

argue that the ad is ageist, insulting, and/or disrespectful to older people.  In addition, the 

ad presents residential care facilities as places that older people want to escape from.  

In an article about the Taco Bell ad by Brent Green (2013), author of books on aging and 

the media and marketing to Baby Boomers, Green looks at the ad from the lens of ageism and 
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argues that the underlying narrative of the ad is that older people need supervision.  Green’s 

article, which has been reposted and retweeted many times including in the Huffington Post, 

describes two ways to look at the ad that reflect both denotative and CDA/connotative 

perspectives seen through the lens of ageism which reveals “other narratives [that] under-

grid the message to buy Taco Bell tacos.”  On one hand the ad can be interpreted as being 

about a “clever fellow” who “sneaks out of his retirement community” with his 

“octogenarian” friends, a “motley crew,” go out for a “wild night of carousing and 

“attract wary surveillance glares from cruising policy.”  This view of the ad sees the 

seniors as “careless, reckless, defiant and bacchanalian” which Green implies makes the 

ad funny but harmless.   However, described from an ageist perspective, “the adults in 

this ad include a middle-aged nurse making sure her charge is safely tucked in bed, a 

manager busting the rambunctious clan for swimming in his pool and frowning cops not 

quite sure whether or not to arrest the oldsters. Another message prevails: Old people 

have become children once again; adults are middle-aged or younger and must impose 

careful supervision” (Green, 2013). 

Green argues that the ad portrays “old age as seen through the eyes of youth.  

Without much worry of condemnation or censure, the "mirror makers" manipulate old 

age stereotypes with the same carefree abandon as their industry's progenitors once 

portrayed African-Americans as servile to Caucasians, women as dependent upon males 

for self-esteem and gays as merely effeminate and eccentric. Green quotes from the late 

Dr. Robert Butler, “a Pulitzer Prize-winning expert on aging who coined the term 

‘ageism’ in 1968, [and] believed that the underlying basis of ageism is ‘dread and fear of 

growing older, becoming ill and dependent, and approaching death.’ Making fun of older 
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people is one way to push this fear further away, to make aging merely theoretical rather 

than personal.”  

Green states that, “in his final book, Longevity Revolution (2008), Dr. Butler 

shares perceptive observations about ageism:  ‘Just as racism and sexism are based on 

ethnicity and gender, ageism is a form of systematic stereotyping and discrimination 

against people simply because they are old.’”  Butler places the blame for these 

stereotypes on advertisements and greeting cards that “’depict older persons as forgetful, 

dependent, childlike and -- perhaps the ultimate insult in our society -- sexless. 

Conversely, older people who continue to have sexual desires are dirty old men and 

ridiculous old women.”
89

  Green argues that like racism and sexism, ageism is also about 

power. “In this Taco Bell ad, the powerful make certain that older people are safely 

tucked in bed as if children, their rambunctious rebellion angrily admonished. Finally, 

those defiant and weary seniors return to ‘where they belong,’ sheltered from adult 

society in a safe home for elderly.”  Green concludes that old people in the ad are not 

shown respect or dignity, “or the veneration that most societies once afforded wise 

elders.”  

Another critique of the ad from the head of Leading Age, an organization that 

advocates for the elderly, points out a pattern in TV ads such as Taco Bell and the 2007 

Coca Cola ad in which older people are depicted escaping from retirement or nursing 

                                                   

89
 Green also quotes Butler, “According to one study, approximately 70 percent of older men and 

more than 80 percent of older women seen on television are portrayed disrespectfully, treated with little if 

any courtesy, and often looked at as 'bad.'” 
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homes.  He argues that these ads both portray “residential care facilities as someplace 

from which to escape” (Ben Rose Institute on Aging, 2014).   Overall, the articles and 

posts on aging-related websites and blogs tended to have slightly more negative 

responses than positive.  Among the negative comments were those who felt the ad 

“made a mockery of the Mature audience.”  Some posts pointed to specific offending 

scenes, e.g., the nipple-flashing, chest-pressing scene, the tattoo scene, and the scene 

where the older women was portrayed coming out of a bathroom stall with a much 

younger man, which elicited a comment on YouTube, possibly intended ironically:  

“”These grannies seem a little whoreish [sic].”   

However, not all posters agree that the ad is problematic or ageist.  Some were in 

the middle; they felt the ad was just “silly” but were not offended; one felt the ad was fun 

but just ineffective, but it didn’t get her to eat at Taco Bell.  On the positive side, a 

comment from a 55 year-old stated on an aging-related website: “I found the ad hilarious.  

It made me immediately think. . . people age, but their spirit doesn’t.  I was not offended 

in the least.”  Another post from JustJared shared this view: “Lighten up people!!!!! Just 

because we get old doesn’t mean that we can’t go out and have fun. And who’s right is it 

to dictate what kind of fun is acceptable for seniors. That type of spur of the moment fun 

is what keeps us young!!!!!”  In comments on an article from an advertising industry web 

magazine, the author (a columnist for Retirement Weekly) which refers to the Taco Bell 

ad to give tips on how to stay young, all but six of the comments were positive about the 

ad.  Since the article was mostly positive about the ad, in contrast to other websites from 

organizations on aging which focused on the ad’s portrayal of ageism, it can be inferred 

that the author’s stance on the ad influenced those posting comments.  In the comments 
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on this article about the ad most reactions were positive (e.g., “You are correct! HATS 

OFF TO TACO BELL for their Super Bowl Ad” and “Youthfulness transcends 

birthdays! That mindset, like you say, is key. I salute you for modeling that for your 

children. Cent' anni!”) One exception to the positive comments on this website found the 

ad “revolting as any I’ve seen. If they meant it to be the parody it seemed to be, it was 

insulting.  But then, I wouldn't eat at the company's restaurants anyway, so the hell with 

them.”  Another comment Jan Cullinane (author of The Single Woman's Guide to 

Retirement) pointed to yet one more intertextual reference from Twilight Zone where 

“Reminds me of the Twilight Zone "Kick the Can!" episode. The elderly adults who 

played "Kick the Can!" became young in the end. Wise man, that Mr. Sterling.”  This 

comment and others by older people
90

 who recognize the similarities in the ad with the 

film, Cocoon, shows that sophisticated media literacy is not only the providence of young 

people and that older people (especially Baby Boomers and “pre-boomers”) have many 

more years of experience with popular culture than younger people to make them familiar 

with intertextual references in TV ads and other media.  

One geriatric association (Marion, 2013) commenting on the Taco Bell ad 

compared it with the film Cocoon, and points out that the ad uses old people to appeal to 

young people and instead of judging whether the film is ageist or not, proposes the 

                                                   

90
 A compilation of comments on the Taco Bell ad in an article by Senior Planet, “a community of 

older adults who are using technology to learn and live a new, engaged aging—with attitude.”, reflected the 

comments above and showed a representative positive and negative responses (“Taco Bell’s Superbowl 

Ad,” 2013).  This website summarizes “what’s being said by media folks, aging experts, seniors and 
younger people around the Internet” and quotes from comments about the ad on Youtube, Twitter, 

Facebook, blogs from Huffington Post, Elderblogger, Changing Aging. 
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following questions for readers to leave it up to them to determine whether the ad is age 

is or not showing the participatory nature of the internet: 

 Was this something older people would enjoy watching? 

 Did it help to improve the image of growing older in America? 

 Is it respectful of older people? 

 Does it mask some deeper rejection of the idea of growing older, more mature and 

wise?  

Based on the comments posted online, the answer to the first question is that 

many older people did enjoy watching the ad, while others did not.  There is also mixed 

response about whether the ad improved the image of growing older in America but 

many felt strongly that it does not and consider the ad “ageist” and “narcissistic.”  While 

many felt the ad was not respectful of older people, others seemed to think that showing 

older people as having fun and “living más” was more important than showing them in a 

respectful way.  Regarding the last question, the article by Brent Green and a couple of 

comments definitely see the ad as a denial of the aging process.  In considering the 

patterns of the comments above it can be seen that comments were influenced 

significantly by the context in which they were posted.   

Regarding the use of Spanish in the ad, the comments seemed to be split down the 

middle.  Not surprisingly, few on any of the sites about aging commented on the use of 

Spanish.  However, one poster on YouTube used Spanish to comment positively on the 

image of the older people: “Así sí me gustaría llegar a vieja....!!!! Esto es verdadera 

actitud.....!!!!” [This is how I would like to grow old!  This is true attitude!]  
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Comments on the intertextual references were found on the entire range of 

websites and social media.  In general the internet comments and articles reveal that TV 

ads, especially Superbowl ads have a life that extends well beyond the single broadcast 

during the event itself.  They also show, as pointed out by Kuppens (2009) and Kelly-

Holmes (2005, 2012), that consumers of TV ads are not passive recipients of the 

messages in the ads and that they are influenced by the context in which the ad is re-

mediatized (uploaded and reposted, and retweeted multiple times).  Viewers influence 

and are influenced by not only the ad itself but others who comment on the ad.  While 

they may not have the background knowledge to have understood the intended message 

the first time they saw the ad, they can gain that knowledge by reading the comments 

about the ad.  The marketing and media industry has taken due note of the impact of new 

media and have created opportunities to engage with potential audiences which have 

revolutionized the media industry.   To what extent the engagement with new media has 

impacted the development of critical perspectives on media messages is a matter for 

future studies. 

Connotations of Spanish use in Taco Bell ad.  

Case of “Bad” Spanish.  Of relevance to the use of Spanish in the Taco Bell ad 

are studies cited by Kuppens that show that “for advertising purposes, consumers need 

not even understand the foreign language that is used, as long as they recognize the 

connotations that it is associated with,” e.g., Martin (2002a), Piller (2000), and Masavisut 

et al. (1986).  These studies report that “even use ‘invented’ or ‘nonsensical’ or 

meaningless words or sentences that ‘only sound English can thus activate certain values 

with the consumers’” (Kuppens, 2009, p. 116). In the case of the Spanish used in the 
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Taco Bell ad, the use of "bad" (i.e., badly translated) Spanish analyzed from the 

perspective of “junk Spanish” or “mock Spanish” suggests that invented or nonsensical 

use of foreign language in advertising, while meant to be humorous, adds another layer of 

meaning that may not be neutral.   

Kuppens’s (2009) study draws on research by Kelly-Holmes (2000) and others 

regarding the connotations of multilingual language use in advertising to point out how in 

the four Belgian advertisements the use of American English connotes “freedom” or 

British English connotes “class” when combined with intertextual references (other 

studies point out that English in general is associated with values such as “modernity, 

quality, progress, reliability, credibility, and prestige”) (p. 117).  Extending Kuppens’ 

analysis described above on the role of intergeneric intertextuality, I argue that the use of 

Spanish in the Taco Bell ad (notwithstanding the “bad” translation) serves to connote the 

value of “rebellion” when associated with the intertextual references described in this 

study.  In order for Spanish to work as a connotative device, the ad makers rely on the 

audience’s ability to make associations between the Spanish use and the discourses 

indexed by the intended intertextual references.  These references draw on “’large and 

complex repertoires of meanings, narratives, and ethnoscapes’ (Appadurai 1996)" 

associated with Spanish-speakers influenced by popular culture and the media.  In the 

Taco Bell case, I argue that the connotation of Spanish is influenced by intertextual 

references associated with youth and rebellion including the references to the Fountain of 

Youth through the narrative of Cocoon, to Chicano gangs and hip hop/Chicano rap 

culture (through the semiotic metaphors of tattoos, lowriders, simulated "vida loca" 

activities). The choice to use Spanish in the ad can be understood and justified, given that 
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the ad is for a “Mexican-inspired” product, tacos, etc.; however, in the absence of any 

other visual or linguistic references to Mexican culture in the ad, it appears that the 

cultural connotations intended in the ad are not necessarily of what could be considered a 

positive nature, e.g., associations  of Mexican or Mexican American or Latino culture 

with cultural attributes, e.g., food, art, music, creativity, or family (in contrast to the 

bilingual Tide ad, for example, which emphasizes the importance of family in Latino 

culture) but rather those that are influenced by negative media representations of 

Mexican/Mexican-American/Chicano culture, e.g.,  related to crossing the border  

illegally, gang activity, drug-trafficking, etc. (see Berg, 2002; Noriega, 2000; Santa Ana, 

2013; Catalano & Waugh, 2013).   The associations of Spanish with previous media 

representation of Spanish-speakers contribute to the Rebel archetype that in turn becomes 

associated with the brand’s image. 

This study confirms the importance of adopting a combined 

multilingual/multimodal approach (expanded theoretical model) or what Kuppens (2009) 

refers to as a “holistic” approach to analyzing TV advertisements (“and media products 

more generally”) (p. 132).   As Kuppens points out,  

In a simple analysis of the language of the advertisements which does not take 

into account their visual and narrative aspects, the link between the use of English 

and the intertextual references made in the advertisements might have gone 

unnoticed. Language use is always a cultural practice, and so, the study of 

advertising language must involve an analysis of the broader cultural meaning of 

the advertisements. (p. 132) 

 

As Kuppen’s study suggests, Taco Bell ad’s use of visual, auditory and narrative 

cues appear designed to temporarily make viewers believe they are watching a scene 

from a Hollywood science fiction film, gang film (or film with a window scene such as 
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Goodwill Hunting) or a hip hop or Chicano rap video.  The ad reflects the use of 

bricolage by piecing together features of other genres including soundtrack, narrative 

structure of both the film, Cocoon, and hip hop videos with scenes of tattoos, police and 

cars and film techniques such as a   montage of vignettes, the use of dream-like, slow-

motion which resemble music videos and films.  The use of parody in depicting old 

people acting young and the use of “Bad” Spanish create cultural connotations that, 

combined with the soundtrack and visual features, contribute to competing archetypes of 

the Hero and the Rebel to contribute to the brand image “Live Más.”   

In today’s mediascape (Appadurai, 1990), in which electronic capabilities of 

production and dissemination provide opportunities for television ads, like Superbowl ads 

which are broadcast only once on television, to be re-mediatized multiple times as they 

are uploaded onto internet sites and embedded in articles about the ad.  The re-

mediatization serves to recontextualize the ad and provides an opportunity for viewers to 

post comments and participate actively in the construction of the meaning of the ad, e.g., 

by pointing out intertextual references, offering opinions and critiques.  In her book, Art 

and Advertising, Gibbons (2011) frames this process in terms of “bricolage.” She points 

out how the “strong sense of play and indeterminacy in the production of an open text,” 

such as a TV ad, allows for active participation on the part of the viewer: “Not only are 

the advertisements constructed by means of bricolage, but the viewer is also asked to act 

as a bricoleur in deciphering their imagery (Gibbons, 2011, p. 67). 

In the case of the Taco Bell ad analyzed above, understanding the ad at the 

connotative level is dependent on exposure to classic Hollywood films and films and 

videos related to hip hop and Chicano gangs (e.g., police, tattoos) and other ads that use 
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similar symbols. While not everyone will get the references, ad creators and companies 

seem to assume that by creating ads that generate buzz the attention on the ad will be 

extended as viewers watch the ad again online and read and post comments about the 

intertextual references, which is what today’s sophisticated media-literate viewers can be 

expected to do.   The Taco Bell ad is not an ad for passive viewers who will make facile 

associations with Spanish.  As the analysis of the ad shows combined with the reviews 

and comments, the ad is not without controversy.  By adopting a holistic model of 

analysis that takes into account not only linguistic, but also visual, auditory, and narrative 

characteristics as well as the ads’ use of generic intertextuality and comments by viewers, 

a better understanding of how the co-construction of meaning-making takes place.  

Conclusion 

Taken as a whole the apparent “references” to other texts found in the Taco Bell 

ad whether intentional or not come into dialogue with the ad through the internet and are 

made known through mediatized texts in online articles and posts as authors and posters 

point out the similarities between the music videos, films.  In this analysis these 

mediatized texts served to reveal underlying myths and discourses related to youth and 

aging, law and order vs. outlaw, and ultimately the very basic theme of good vs. evil.  

When seen together with the other two Taco Bell ads, using the same formula of 

translating a popular English song into Spanish, it becomes clear that while the “Viva 

Young” ad challenges the stereotypes of old people as lacking vitality, being useless to 

society, etc., it nevertheless reinforces other stereotypes about older people, women as 

sex objects, Chicanos and Latinos as gang members and outcasts/marginalized, and thus 
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may  contribute to racist, sexist, linguicist, and ageist discourses that camouflage the real 

issues facing these groups.   

A multilingual, critical multimodal discourse analysis of the Taco Bell “Viva 

Young” ad suggests that it relies on stereotypes to convey its message; contrary to their 

stated aim of “blending cultures” (Morrison, 2013), I would argue that the ad 

counterpositions good (Hero archetype) with certain ethnicities and bad with others, i.e., 

white WASP American (homeowner and police are both white males) vs. bad Mexican, 

Jew, Black, and women seen as rebellious (Rebel archetype), relying on negative 

stereotypes of Mexicans and the other groups, including women. The ad and the song use 

bricolage to represent a brand image that is about youth, fun, and rebellion by drawing on 

deeper discourses of search for immortality (a self-interested pursuit), good vs. evil, and 

law and order.  The character of the tattoo artist, the behaviors of getting a tattoo and 

flashing a nipple, the symbols of tattoos and a gold chain (iconic of gangsters and hip hop 

artists), gestures such as the snarl and hands in the air, and the use of Spanish (arguably 

portrayed as a stigmatized language) are contrasted with images of the homeowner 

pointing his finger and police, suggesting guilt and representing themes of law and order 

and good triumphing over evil, and societal good contrasting with individual desires (for 

immortality). 

In this short 60 second commercial several cultural themes are evident which 

reflect both universal and generation-specific discourses from immortality and aging to 

the theme of youth and examples of generational takes on youth as rebelling against 

society, a theme that has been present in American culture since after WII , e.g., 1950s 

represented by James Dean in Rebel without a Cause (lost generation), the Beat 
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generation (carpe diem), 1960s “Do your own thing” (baby boomer generation), 1980s, 

“Live for today,” (Me generation), and “You Only Live Once (YOLO)” (Generation X).  

The ad taps into the wide appeal of a “carpe diem” or “forever young” attitude first 

embraced by an entire generation with the postwar baby boomers who were, according to 

cultural studies and popular culture scholar, Lawrence Grossberg (1997), the first 

generation that came to be defined by youth which led to youthfulness defining the nation 

(and many would argue an obsession with youth and anti-aging).  Grossbeg points out 

however that such utopian ideas were applied selectively to the middle class and 

excluded blacks and other groups (p. 234).   As advertisers attempt to appeal more and 

more to new demographics (i.e., Spanish-speaking Latinos of various backgrounds and 

other ethnic groups), they draw on both recurrent themes of youth and symbols that cross 

ethnic boundaries, such as tattoos and cars. These symbols will mean different things to 

different groups and individuals (e.g., index different discourses).  For example, while the 

car has been a symbol of freedom in America for many generations, for ethnic groups 

like Chicanos the car, especially the lowrider, is also a symbol of ethnic identity and 

cultural pride (Sandoval, 2003a; Tatum, 2011).   

In the process of amalgamation of cultures and languages, the ad raises questions 

about the role that new forms of advertising and popular culture play in contributing to 

the commodification of language and culture.   Are advertisers wittingly or unwittingly 

contributing to language fetishism and stereotyping of groups based on gender, race, 

language, and age through the use of foreign/second languages and bilingual expressions 

such as “Live Más” and google translated songs used as soundtracks to “ads gone viral”?  

In an era when cultural influence is measured by the number of views on YouTube, 
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advertising is competing with and complicit with digital media for the attention of 

viewers.  Both linguistic and non-linguistic choices represent powerful symbolic semiotic 

resources and potential intertextual and interdiscursive references for communication. 

Implications of the Study 

This study also confirms the value of considering mediatized texts about an ad 

from the perspective of recontextualization and recirculation of semiotic metaphors.  It 

also points to the role that re-mediatized texts (e.g., internet comments and articles) about 

television advertising (and other popular media) may have in adding insights into the 

analysis and in uncovering intertextual references or similarities among genres.  An 

analysis of mediatized texts reveals that media not only influences people but people also 

influence media (Storey, 2014, p. 110); thus viewers of television ads cannot be assumed 

to be passive recipients of messages.  We need to look at a range of comments and 

critiques to understand not only how and why a cultural text was created, but also how it 

is received and interpreted and mediated, how it circulates globally, whether it is 

recontextualizing other texts, and how it is further recontextualized.  An examination of 

intertextual references highlights how genre boundaries are being blurred and how 

discrete multimodal features become semiotic metaphors that circulate across genres to 

index discourses associated with their original contexts (e.g., tattoos symbolizing 

rebellion and gang life).   

With the advancement of technology and the increase in media literacy and 

sophistication of viewers or consumers of media, studies are needed that take into 

account the re-contextualization of TV ads which occurs when ads are reposted on 

YouTube and embedded in articles, blogs, Facebook, etc. as well as ads that are created 
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only for the internet.  This study shows that once a text has been mediatized, it can take 

on new meanings as viewers are influenced by the context in which the ad is embedded 

or discussed and as they share their insights and interpretations based on their exposure to 

related texts.  In this way, the heteroglossic voices in the original text are expanded as 

new voices interact with the text and turn it into a new text as the original text becomes 

embedded in a new context.  This occurs both in online news articles that embed the 

audio-visual text within the body of the article as well as in YouTube videos, both of 

which allow comments.  In this way the original text is sent digitally to long distances, 

not only through national television, but also, potentially internationally, through the 

internet.  The texts become recontextualized semiotically and linguistically as they 

circulate globally through translation and the internet (circulate across mediums and are 

transformed into new genres).  In the case of the present study, the international impact of 

mediatization and intertextuality is evident in music videos from different countries, e.g., 

two of the groups whose music videos such as Dada Life from Sweden and Sigur Ros 

from Iceland, which share several intertextual references with the ad.  

In future studies the implications about the blurring of genres can be fruitfully 

explored to understand better how multilingual and multimodal resources become 

semiotic metaphors that stand in for larger discourses but when separated from their 

source may reinforce stereotypes.   As Kuppens (2009) points out, we live in an era of 

“inescapable intertextuality” and studies need to take into account how multimodal 

intertextual references inform the use of language and other multimodal features in TV 

ads and other media texts.  A detailed multimodal analysis taking into account both the 
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role that multilingualism/Spanish plays in the ad and its contexts and audiences can lead 

to greater semiotic awareness and critical media literacy.    
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CHAPTER V 

THE (RE)CIRCULATION OF SEMIOTIC METAPHORS IN POPULAR CULTURE: 

CROSSING GENRE, LINGUISTIC, ETHNIC, AND NATIONAL BOUNDARIES 

  This study of popular culture ‘texts’ as hybrid semiotic practice demonstrates the 

affordances of a combined sociolinguistic and multimodal approach for illustrating  how 

language and other multimodal features (re)circulate globally and become 

(re)contextualized at the local level, contributing to increasingly hybrid and fluid notions 

of culture and identity. Through the preceding analysis this dissertation shows how 

multilingual, multimodal features cross genre, linguistic, national, and ethnic boundaries 

by means of global (re)circulation and local (re)contextualization through the agency of 

re-mediatization, which is made possible because of internet technology.  In the process 

of recirculation these features become ‘semiotic metaphors’  (a term adapted from 

O’Halloran 1999, 2003, 2005), representing discourses of identity and ideology which are 

in turn re-interpreted, influencing the way language, visual images and auditory modes 

are used to create new meanings in different contexts.   

As discussed in each chapter, semiotic metaphors highlight how the use of 

specific multimodal features associated with larger discourses can represent metaphorical 

shifts in meaning when transferred to new contexts. Through a detailed analysis of 

language use, visual images, and soundtrack, this chapter discusses shared semiotic 

metaphors in the film, From Prada to Nada, the music videos of Mona AKA Sad Girl, 

and the Taco Bell commercial, “Viva Young”, to reveal how the global flow of popular 

culture discourses leads to the creation of hybrid identities and how semiotic metaphors 

indexing larger discourses become commodified and re-contextualized. The semiotic 
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metaphors identified in this study can be classified into larger categories related to 

language, the body (e.g., gang-related tattoos), linguistic/semiotic landscapes (e.g., 

murals and street signs) and sounds of the urban landscape (e.g., police sirens).  By 

tracing the historical, cultural, and political origin and connotations of specific semiotic 

metaphors, including Spanish expressions, such as “mi vida loca,” the use of tattoos, and 

iconic symbols of Chicano culture, such as Frida Kahlo and lowrider cars, this study 

reveals how these semiotic metaphors can be interpreted to index identity, beliefs, 

stereotypes, and norms (Djonov & Zhao, 2013).  

In this chapter I discuss the themes that emerged as a result of my analysis and 

significance of these findings in relation to previous studies and how they overlap, 

focusing on criteria for developing a critical perspective on multilingual and multimodal 

texts using an interdisciplinary approach (especially sociolinguistics and film studies). I 

discuss how the counter-discursive strategies in language use and other semiotic codes 

emphasize the oppositional stance in hip hop and Chicano film, and how in the case of 

the TV ad, language, visual images, and soundtrack serve to reinforce stereotypes. I point 

out the significance of the study in light of current research and briefly suggest future 

directions for research. In the section below I summarize the main findings of my study, 

highlighting similarities and differences among the findings of each text. 

Summary of Findings: Overlapping Patterns 

From Prada to Nada 

 In my analysis of the film, From Prada to Nada, in Chapter II I describe how  

multilingual and multimodality index changes in identity and ideology and genre analysis 

reveals underlying ideological messages about assimilation and monolingual ideology.   
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As illustrated in my study, the film meets the criteria of the Chicano film genre in its 

turning the genre of romantic comedy and film adaptation upside down and transforming 

the film into a social message by challenging stereotypes through the use of humor and 

using Spanish and CS as a counter-discursive strategy.  The film employs cultural 

iconography, mise-en-scène, and montage, typical of the Chicano film genre, as well as 

inter-semiotic layering to emphasize the indexicality of a particular symbol or semiotic 

metaphor.  Language use (e.g., CS, Mock Spanish) and intertextual references to previous 

films and Chicano culture all play a key role in conveying an underlying message 

challenging the dominant discourses of the American Dream, assimilation and 

monolingual ideology.  This study shows that the ironic or exaggerated portrayal of a 

specific feature such as language (Mock Spanish) or visual image (use of clothing such as 

hoodie or a tattoo) often reflects the use of humor to draw attention to stereotypes, a 

technique that is a characteristic feature of Chicano cinema.  In summary, Prada uses 

narrative, language use, musical soundtrack, and semiotic metaphors (murals, etc.) and 

humor to move beyond stereotypes of the barrio and gang members and Latinos in 

general in order to convey a message in support of bilingualism.  The film uses 

stereotypical portrayals of Chicano and Anglo characters in order to hold them up to 

scrutiny so that the audience will question their own assumptions about the themes 

portrayed in the film.  The film can thus be said to present a critical perspective of 

Chicano life and portray a view of the barrio and Chicanos that is both authentic and 

transformative.  
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Mona AKA Sad Girl   

My analysis of the four music videos of Mona AKA Sad Girl in Chapter III 

demonstrates the changes she has gone through over time leading to her identification 

with Chicana feminism and Chicano nationalism reflected in different ways in Chicano/a 

rap as a genre.  Her music videos and the lyrics of her songs reflect an increasing 

attention to the priority she places on conveying an authentic view of Chicano life, and a 

portrayal of themes common in Chicano rap and hip hop from a socially conscious 

perspective.  This becomes evident through an analysis of her use of symbols or semiotic 

metaphors such as tattoos, Chola-style body decoration, murals, Aztec iconography, 

Mexican American cultural celebrations, and CS, in order to legitimate herself to 

Japanese and global Chicano rap audiences as an authentic Chicano rapper.  While in the 

beginning her videos reflected a sexier image and in one collaboration with Chicana 

gangsta rap artists, the lyrics contained violent images and vulgar language, her body of 

work quickly moved toward personal themes of introspection, self-reflection, and an 

increasing social consciousness evident in her use of Chicano murals with messages 

symbolizing social protest and lyrics that convey social problems typical of Japanese hip 

hop themes.  Moreover, when compared to musical, lyrical and visual imagery of 

Chicano rap music in the U.S., her body of work reflects the influence of feminist themes 

in hip hop and Chicana feminism that show how hip hop as a social movement resonates 

at the local level worldwide as seen in her latest work.  An examination of Mona’s body 

of work from a multilingual/multimodal/genre point of view not only provides a lens for 

examining Chicano rap in Japan but also offers new perspectives on the subject of global 

hip hop, bringing new insights into the role of culture-specific factors that influence the 
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spread of different genres of hip hop, including in Mona’s case not only Chicano rap and 

the the role of lowrider car clubs in its spread, but also feminist responses to Chicano rap.  

The themes that emerged in the study of Mona’s lyrics and music videos add to 

discussions of the symbolic function of CS, the (re)circulation of semiotic metaphors 

related to barrio authenticity and Chicano culture which reflect intra- and inter-genre 

influences.  This study contributes to the body of scholarly studies on hip hop and to on-

going debates about the commodification and cultural appropriation of popular music as 

it crosses national, ethnic, and linguistic borders. 

Taco Bell “Viva Young” Ad   

The analysis of the Taco Bell TV ad in Chapter IV contrasts with both the film 

and music video in that the goal of the video is to sell a product through persuasion, in 

this case through the indirect strategies that are typical of non-product ads designed to 

create an emotional response in viewers in order to achieve identification with the brand.  

However at the same time, such ads share much in common with both film and music 

videos, as seen in my analysis.  The ad mimics both film and music video genres through 

the use of narrative and specific scenes such as the police scene.  In addition, it draws on 

symbols, i.e., semiotic metaphors such as tattoos and cars resembling lowrider cars, to 

index discourses of urban or barrio life associated with gangs and rebellion which in turn 

contribute to an archetype of the Outcast or Rebel that resonates with today’s youth.  Like 

Prada and the music video, “I Hate You,” the TV ad uses humor to overturn assumptions 

about senior citizens; however, many viewers have found these depictions as ageist.  In 

addition, the use of Spanish as another humorous device in the ad has also been 

criticized, not only from a nativist position which embraces a monolingual ideology but 
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also from a critical perspective that sees its use of purposefully “bad” Spanish as 

indexical of language ideologies which can be compared to Junk or Mock Spanish (Hill, 

1993, 1995, 1998), linguistic fetishism (Kelly-Holmes, 2005), and “gringoism” 

(Schwartz, 2011) which reproduce discourses reinforcing the subordination of Mexican 

American identity. 

When viewing all three studies together common themes emerge: overlapping 

semiotic metaphors, the blurring of genres, the extensive use of intertextual references 

and the key role of re-mediatized texts in co-constructing meaning, reflecting an 

increasingly active role of media consumers.  In the section below I return to my original 

research questions to address these themes further. 

Response to research questions 

1.  In what ways does the multilingual and multimodal design of the texts being 

analyzed index identity and ideology positions vis-à-vis multilingualism/code-

switching (CS) and other semiotic codes?   

The results of this study support a fluid notion of culture and a nuanced view of 

stereotypes that recognizes that not every stereotype that appears in the media is bad or 

used to convey a racist or negative image of a group.  This study emphasizes the 

importance of considering not only language, but also visual and soundtrack features and 

how they all work together as a semiotic vehicle for messages about identity and 

ideology.  As seen in the case of Prada the anti-assimilation message in the film relies 

heavily on the use of Spanish, CS, murals and clothing.  The film uses CS and Spanish to 

index changes in identity of both of the main characters; in addition, the use of mock 

Spanish in an ironic way  as a counter-discursive practice, draws attention to the film’s 
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oppositional stance vis-à-vis dominant discourses of monolingual ideology. These 

linguistic strategies are juxtaposed and blended (through inter-semiotic layering) with 

visual iconography.  Bruno is at first portrayed as a typical gang member with his hoodie, 

tattoos and stern, threatening gaze; however, by the end of the film his image is 

transformed into a community activist who gives back to the community.   The hoodie 

and tattoos serve as counter-discursive visual devices /strategies designed to challenge 

viewers’ assumptions about gang members.  

With respect to the Taco Bell ad, the humorous use of the tattoo (with Old English 

lettering associated with Chicano gangs) is also designed to index gang life in order to 

contribute to a rebel archetype which reinforces (rather than transforms) stereotypes 

about Latinos.  As my discussion of the use of Google Translate of a popular song (“We 

are young,” by Fun) into Spanish shows, the intentional use of “bad” Spanish mimics 

Hill’s (1993, 1995, 1998, 2008) notions of mock or junk Spanish that associates Spanish-

speakers with being “stupid” or “simple-minded” and a host of other negative stereotypes 

(see Ch. 4).  Together, the use of visual and linguistic modes in the TV ad suggest that it  

reinforces rather than challenges existing stereotypes about Mexican Americans as gang 

members and marginalized/stigmatized members of society, as discussed in studies of 

Chicano/Latino images in the media (Noriega, 2000; Berg, 2002). 

The fact that it is Mr. Goldblatt, an elderly Jewish man, getting the tattoo and not 

a youthful Mexican American gang member, and the fact that none of the characters in 

the ad are Mexican – in an ad for tacos by a Mexican-inspired restaurant – reveal de-

contextualization through the use of tattoos and the Spanish language, which contributes 

both to racial stereotypes and invisibility.  The ad also shows how linguistic and other 
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multimodal features become semiotic metaphors that are commodified and exploited in 

new contexts for commercial purposes.  This re-contextualization in the case of the Taco 

Bell ad has subtle racial overtones (designed to contribute to a message about youth as 

fun and rebellious, which also relies on stereotypes about older people as “forgetful, 

dependent, childlike” (Green, 2013) and wanting escape from nursing homes) for its 

humor. In short messages such as TV ads these semiotic metaphors are used as 

convenient symbols designed to contribute to humor and/or identification of the brand 

with qualities associated with stereotypical images. 

While both the film and advertising industries have a long history of using such 

stereotypical images, hip hop music videos also employ stereotypical imagery in both 

lyrics and visual images, especially of women.  My analysis of the music videos of 

Japanese rapper, Mona AKA Sad Girl, shows how she counters the widespread negative 

stereotypes of women in hip hop lyrics and videos by depicting women in a more positive 

light and through mocking the use of visual symbols of violence and sexism in her music 

videos. 

2.  How have these texts become recontextualized semiotically and linguistically as 

they circulate globally and the internet? What patterns of intertextuality are 

evident?   

In my analysis of the film, music videos, and TV ad there are several patterns of 

intertextuality that are evident in the texts.  One of the key ways that texts draw on other 

texts is through the use of iconic symbols or semiotic metaphors, such as murals, tattoos 

(specifically gang-related), clothing and hairstyle style (e.g., typical of Chola, indigenous 

dress) that index gang life or barrio culture, images and representations related to iconic 
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cultural figures such as Frida Kahlo and la Virgen de Guadalupe (as symbols of both 

Mexicanidad and feminism) that index various aspects of Mexican and Chicano/a culture.  

The examples below describe semiotic metaphors that index different aspects of 

Chicano culture which are found in two or more of the texts.  They include tattoos, which 

are found in all of the texts, lowriders, and Frida Kahlo and the Virgin of Guadalupe, who 

are both present in two of the texts.  

Tattoos. Tattoos are featured in three of the texts: the TV ad, the music video, and 

the film.  In my analysis I argue that the prominent display of tattoos in these texts is 

related to hip hop and gang life.  In the Taco Bell ad the specific style of Old English 

letters on Mr. Goldblatt’s tattoo on his back signifies gang affiliation, and in the music 

video and film several other gang-related tattoos are evident. While the original meaning 

of specific styles or symbols of tattoos was gang-related, as gang symbols became 

normalized and conventionalized through the media, tattoos came to have a more 

generalized meaning of rebelliousness, resistance to dominant culture.     

Tattoos and other references and symbols (such as lowrider cars, clothing style, 

stern gaze), designed to index a gang-related lifestyle in the various texts, reflect the 

glamorization or normalization of gang life, which has a long history in American 

popular culture.  Hollywood has contributed to this phenomenon in films (e.g., the 

comedy, Some Like It Hot), and television (e.g., The Sopranos), leading to stereotypes 

about Italians.  A similar phenomenon has occurred in portrayals of Mexicans and 

Chicanos in American film and TV.  In my discussion of  the music videos of Mona 

AKA Sad Girl and the film From Prada to Nada,  I argue that a more complex portrayal 

of gang life and Chicano culture is conveyed, which attempts to challenge such 
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stereotypes by calling attention to them multimodally through comedic devices.  For 

example, in the film, Bruno is at first presented as a stereotypical gang-banger using the 

tattoos which signify affiliation with a specific gang or with gang life or tough street life 

in general (through clothing such as a hoodie as well as a stern gaze, and tone of voice), 

reflecting the machismo associated with Chicanos and Latinos.  However, as the film 

progresses, these stereotypes are turned on their head, as Bruno presents another side of 

Chicano culture, which is oriented to family and the barrio, and the notion of protecting 

turf associated with gangs is shown to be a concern for the community, as evidenced by 

his helping his neighbors and teaching mural-painting to neighborhood children.  

Lowrider cars.  Cars play a key role in all three texts indexing rebelliousness and 

gang life; but in Mona’s video the lowrider car is more a symbol of a sense of community 

which reveals an attempt to portray a sense of authenticity and avoid stereotypes 

(showing her close connections to the lowrider culture in Japan).  Lowrider cars and 

culture also have played a pivotal role in the spread of Chicano rap in Japan, representing 

an alternative account of the global cultural flows commonly associated with African-

American-influenced hip hop.   

Frida Kahlo and La Virgen de Guadalupe.  Frida Kahlo is featured in both the  

the film, From Prada to Nada and Mona’s music video, “Laugh Now Cry Later,” as a 

symbol of mixed identity, feminism, introspection, and counter-cultural image.  The 

intentionality of Mona’s use of this iconic figure to connote both Mexicanidad and a 

feminist stance in the film and the music video is made evident when considering her 

body of work.  Another iconic symbol used in both the music videos and film is La 

Virgen de Guadalupe, considered one of the most important national symbols of Mexico.  



338 

 

 

Recent studies point out how this iconic historical figure has been re-appropriated as a 

feminist symbol similar to Frida Kahlo, thus suggesting that her appearance in both the 

film and videos has an ambiguous meaning, connoting both cultural authenticity and a 

feminist discourse, constituting a semiotic metaphor that becomes re-interpreted in new 

contexts.   

Other forms of intertextuality include references to other genres, e.g., scenes from 

films as in the case of jumping in the pool, or the appearance of police, typical of hip hop 

videos that appears in TV ads such as Taco Bell and other ads (i.e., inter- vs. intra-generic 

intertextuality).  The texts show the complexity of language and culture and use 

intertextual references that draw on other filmic narratives and other genres, including hip 

hop music videos.  As each analysis demonstrates, the use of intertextual references and 

multilingualism is often intended for a humorous purpose (through irony or indirect 

parody).  One of the common features of fictionalized audio-visual texts as discussed in 

O’Halloran et al. (2011), citing the work of Barthes (1957/1972, 1977), is the use of myth 

to create multiple-layers of meaning.   

Role of Myth  

The Taco Bell ad employs the intertextual reference of the ancient myths of the 

Fountain of Youth, which is symbolized in the ad by the elderly people jumping into the 

swimming pool.  The theme and counter-discursive devices featured in From Prada to 

Nada reflects an oppositional position vis-à-vis discourses of assimilation and the 

American Dream that assumes conformity to an English-only and Anglo culture model 

(which the film portrays as materialistic, individualistic, and anti-family).  The film uses 

features of the Chicano film genre to re-contextualize and re-interpret these dominant 
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discourses to convey a message in support of bilingualism and biculturalism and of 

values related to Chicano nationalism, Mexicanidad, cultural pride, and feminism.  

Similarly, in Mona’s videos, discourses of Chicano nationalism and feminism are 

indexed through the use of semiotic metaphors such as cultural iconography in murals, 

the Virgin of Guadalupe, Frida Kahlo, which are reinterpreted in a Japanese context.  In 

her video Mona intertwines her personal story which represents the story of Japanese 

youth’s alienation with the story of Chicanos as told through images on murals and 

scenes of barrio life.    

3.  What insights does a multilingual/multimodal analysis that takes into account re-

mediatized texts offer regarding the recurring questions of intelligibility, 

authenticity, and commodification of popular culture, particularly multilingual 

texts?  

As my analysis of the three texts shows, a recurring theme in my analysis of each 

text is the question of what background knowledge is needed to understand not only the 

superficial or denotative aspect of each text, but also its underlying connotative message 

which contains identity and ideological content.  As shown in the case of Prada, the 

filmmaker’s intentional posting of an interview with the muralist, Judy Baca, and 

interviews with the actors and filmmaker on the film’s DVD and in posts on the blog of 

the film’s official website serve to add more information about the underlying meanings 

of muralism in the film, which is made prominent both through the numerous scenes 

containing murals and also in the scene where Bruno mentions Baca’s name while 

teaching the neighborhood children to paint murals. Similarly, in the Taco Bell ad, the ad 

creators intentionally reveal their formula for translating popular songs into “bad” 
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Spanish in interviews with industry news magazines in order to let viewers in on their 

joke.    

In the case of Mona AKA Sad Girl, her self-introduction on her Facebook page in 

which she names feminist U.S. Chicana rapper, JV as her main inspiration, serves to 

confirm the themes, lyrics, and visual indicators of her identification as a Chicana rap 

artist and/or with feminist Chicana rap (e.g., Frida Kahlo, gestures indexing 

empowerment).  In addition, her blog post makes clear that she presents herself as an 

authentic Chola and Chicana rapper.   These texts combined with her videos in which she 

embodies Chicano/Chola persona are designed to situate herself as a feminist Chicana 

rapper, to claim her legitimacy as a rapper, and to teach her fans about what it means to 

be an authentic Chola and Chicana, by showing her understanding of Chicano rap as both 

a musical style and a culture associated with resistance; and also to show her respect for 

Chicano culture. 

Another form of re-mediatized texts are reviews and comments on texts which 

can vary widely depending on several factors and can reveal viewers’ genre expectations 

as well as their own identity and ideological perspectives, e.g., views about the use of 

Spanish in the Taco Bell ad and about how the old people were portrayed. Internet users 

have also posted comments discussing the intertextual references in the ad to other 

genres, such as the film, Cocoon and various music videos. (Despite the song’s 

popularity, not all viewers may have recognized this song, including the author of this 

dissertation; it wasn’t until my Spanish student pointed out that the song in the ad was a 

Spanish version of the pop song, “We Are Young” that I first discovered the ad).   
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In sum, these re-mediatized texts provide information and confirm underlying 

meanings of the text which make clear, emphasize, and add insights into the identity and 

ideological motivations of the creators of the texts. An analysis of these re-mediatized 

texts serves to address the reception side of popular culture texts, which has been cited as 

a gap in multimodal studies.  A comparison of the results of this multilingual/MCDA 

study with these texts reveals both congruencies and incongruencies and different 

perspectives that help determine the basis on which to evaluate a text.  The continual re-

contextualization of the text as it is uploaded and embedded in new digital formats at 

different moments leads to multiple interpretations that are also determined by viewers’ 

varying background knowledge. 

Significance of the Study   

This study contributes to research that examines popular culture texts from an 

interdisciplinary perspective combining critical macro-sociolinguistic approaches 

(Woolard, 2006; Hill, 1998; Kelly-Holmes, 2005) and multimodal critical discourse 

perspectives (O’Halloran et al., 2011; Machin & Mayr, 2012) and considers the role of 

inter-generic intertextuality (Kuppens, 2009) and re-mediatization (Kelly-Holmes, 2012;  

Agha, 2011; Chun, 2013) in interpreting texts.  An examination of the patterns of 

multilingualism in the texts in this study reveal its role as a tool or strategy for furthering 

the narrative in a film, music video, or advertisement or for contributing to character 

development (as in the case of Prada).  It shows how the use of a non-dominant language 

can reveal underlying power relations between characters or in society.  Discussions 

about language within the narrative at the meta-level serve as a way to reveal to the 

viewer in an explicit way the ideological stance of a character or of the film (or other 
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fictionalized text) itself, as seen in the scenes in Prada where Mary denies she speaks 

Spanish, or scenes with Norah in which characters challenge her assumptions about 

English as the (only) dominant language in LA.  

From a multimodal perspective, this study highlights how a detailed micro-level 

analysis reveals the complexity of multimodal design in each text through the use of  

inter-semiotic layering (juxtaposition, blending), e.g., the foregrounding of the 

soundtrack through diegetic scenes with musicians playing the song, or non-diegetic 

sound providing the glue to create a mood, a discourse, a myth; or camera close-ups 

which tell the viewer to pay attention to the symbolism of scenes on a mural because of 

the way it indexes underlying discourses about Chicano nationalism.  The attention to the 

detailed micro-level analysis has implications for developing critical media literacy. 

This research illustrates how in the process of (re)circulating and becoming re-

contextualized, language and other modes become deterritorialized (Tomlinson, 1999), 

thereby contributing to hybrid cultural identities and linguistic forms.  In addition, the 

study demonstrates that the transformation of culture and language is a multi-directional 

process and shows how languages and cultures which come into contact both physically 

and virtually shape and reshape each other directly or indirectly.  By showing how 

semiotic metaphors cross many different types of borders, this study helps to account for 

emerging local-global hybrid identities and linguistic hybridization and supports previous 

calls for a more localized perspective of transnationalism (Lam & Warriner, 2012). 

Finally, it substantiates the need to move beyond traditional monolingual and monomodal 

notions of language and culture that assume paradigms of nationalism and globalization 
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based on a cultural imperialism model toward a more multi-dimensional view that 

transcends traditional boundaries.  

Results from this study show how these shared semiotic metaphors serve as 

symbols of “barrio authenticity,” which can be commodified and re-appropriated in 

different genres and contexts to enact a model of an imagined barrio or Chicano 

community that is typically associated with discourses of marginalization, rebellion and 

resistance.  Semiotic metaphors thus serve as identity and ideological markers and 

counter-discursive strategies, which are designed to exploit, reinforce or challenge 

existing stereotypes of Chicano culture and barrio communities. The findings thus offer 

new insights into issues of linguistic and cultural appropriation and authenticity. 

Implications of the Study 

This dissertation project has important implications for the fields of applied 

linguistics and TESOL given the paradigm shift toward multilingual and multimodal 

approaches to language research and teaching, particularly given the growing trend in 

second language teaching toward a multiliteracies approach (New London Group, 1996).  

This research is particularly relevant to the field of rhetoric and composition with the 

field’s increasing emphasis on using critical discourse analysis, multilingual, and 

multimodal approaches or some combination of the three (Huckin et al., 2012; Fraiberg, 

2014; Selfe, 2007, Levine) and the growing use of texts from popular culture.  Such 

approaches not only provide opportunities for students to respond critically to multimodal 

texts in writing but also offer exciting possibilities for students to create their own 

multimodal texts by building on their existing knowledge of technology. 
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Directions for Future Research 

This study provides a natural guide to future research.   Possible areas for future 

research include an investigation of the“reception” side of popular culture and how 

viewers construct meaning through intertextual references given their background 

knowledge and available resources. This study also suggests directions for future research 

related to pedagogical implications.  Studies might explore affordances of a 

multilingual/MCDA approach to popular culture for the classroom, especially foreign 

language and English composition classes, in order to develop students’ semiotic 

awareness, critical media literacy and symbolic competence (Kramsch, 2008).  Further 

studies might analyze texts from the perspective of transnationalism and translocality and 

explore themes such as immigration and globalization from a sociolinguistic and critical 

perspective.  Much research remains to be done in implementing this combined 

multilingual, MCDA approach in a classroom setting.  This suggests future research 

designs to be implemented in the classroom that incorporate curricular interventions 

designed to utilize and develop students’ semiotic and genre awareness, critical literacy, 

and media literacy skills.   
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