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Harvest of Empire
Affect and a Counternarrative of Latino/a Migration

Lauren E. Shaw

In September 2012 the documentary Harvest of Empire: The Untold Story of 
Latinos in America was released in the United States. A year earlier, Penguin 
Books published a revised edition of the book Harvest of Empire: A History 
of Latinos in America by Juan González, originally published in 2000. These 
three versions of the same narrative on Latino/a migration produced dur-
ing the beginning of the twenty-first century indicate the reading and view-
ing public’s strong interest in what is mostly portrayed as a contentious issue: 
Latino/a immigration to the United States. Both the film and the book seek 
to illuminate the public’s understanding of the intersection between U.S. and 
Latin American history and how that history relates to the numbers of Latinos 
who have migrated and continue to migrate north. Their message is clear and 
well supported by facts. The film is further substantiated visually with archival 
footage and emotionally charged with a range of interviews of Latinos living in 
the United States. It was codirector Eduardo López’s desire to bring González’s 
book to a wider audience with the hope of informing and improving the na-
tional debate on immigration.1

Narratives: False Threat, Factual Promise

While the film and book provide a consistently favorable account of Latinos 
as productive, hardworking, and contributing members of U.S. society, the 
narrative from mainstream U.S. media on the topic of Latino/a immigration 
stigmatizes Latinos as people who come to the United States only to take from 
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the system, who refuse to learn English, and who resist assimilation to the 
majority culture. More precisely, this is a false narrative built on inaccuracies 
and a discourse of hate and fear effectively whipped up by public figures and 
newscasters to manipulate public opinion against Latino/a immigrants.2 In his 
2008 publication The Latino Threat, Leo Chavez refers to this false version as 
“the Latino threat narrative.” He finds that it extends even to the belief that 
Mexican immigrants (the largest of Latino/a immigrant groups) migrate north 
as part of a grand conspiracy to reconquer the Southwest not only through 
migration but also through the “out of control fertility” ascribed to the repro-
ductive capacities of Latinas (Chavez ix). Chavez explains the Latino threat 
narrative and then challenges its veracity, questioning the prevalence of its use 
in the media. My purpose in repeating this particular narrative is as a backdrop 
to the moment when González and later López were working on Harvest of 
Empire, the book and the film, respectively. López began working on the film 
in 2005 precisely because of this narrative, and it was through his reading of 
the book Harvest of Empire that he encountered a thorough foundation for the 
counternarrative that the film asserts (López interview). It is also noteworthy 
that while the Latino threat narrative is based on inaccuracies, fallacies, and 
emotions that divide the population, the counternarrative of Harvest of Empire 
is grounded on historical research from the period of Spain’s conquest in the 
Americas to the early twenty-first century. It delivers hope, not fear, promise, 
not threat, and compassion rather than hate, despite the pain suffered by Latin 
Americans due to the U.S. involvement in Latin America since the mid-1800s. 
It seeks to unite rather than divide.
 Shortly after the initial credits disappear from the screen the voice of the 
narrator, Juan González, connects the past and present to the future of the 
United States with the statistic that by 2050 more U.S. citizens will trace their 
heritage to Latin America than to Europe.3 This reality is important to the ar-
gument because it provides the rationale for why other U.S. citizens need to 
see Latinos in the United States as something besides “aliens.” They are and 
will be an even more important demographic within U.S. borders. And though 
for some this fact may play into the notion of a reconquista (reconquest), the 
film and the book substantiate the opposite, thoroughly explaining why Lati-
nos are motivated to immigrate northward. As a counternarrative to the myth 
of the reconquista, the thesis of Harvest of Empire focuses on U.S. policies in 
Latin America and the Caribbean that have created the conditions causing im-
migrants to flee their countries. It is a thesis laid out and supported with deep 
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factual, historical, statistical information, though not devoid of the anecdotal 
and personal stories of embodied experience. Without being alarmist, Harvest 
of Empire communicates an urgency for U.S. citizens to begin to understand 
why so many Latin Americans have left and continue to leave their homelands 
to come to the United States but also to begin to perceive them as something 
other than a threat.
 The film Harvest of Empire establishes itself almost immediately as a coun-
ternarrative to that of the mainstream press. Its early visual and audio elements 
support a binary structure contrasting the aggressive and degrading portrayals 
of Latinos by the mainstream (white) press with positive images of them as 
individuals or groups. As the opening credits roll, the careful viewer notices 
black-and-white stills that alternate between anti-immigrant and sympathetic 
images of Latinos in the United States. Drawing the viewer into the world of 
the Latino/a immigrant, the photographs culminate into a color shot of the 
wall along the Mexican-U.S. border. The camera zooms through a rectangular 
hole in the wall to eventually pan out over footage of a massive demonstration 
in Los Angeles showing Latinos waving American flags. They carry banners af-
firming, “We’re workers not criminals,” as the voice of a demonstration speaker 
resounds with “We are America.” Soft, uplifting music in the background is 
interrupted with the authoritative voice of Jack Cafferty, a former CNN talk-
show host: “Once again the streets of our country were taken over by people 
who don’t belong here.” The scene of peaceful protest has cut to a contrasting 

Figure 1.1. The wall (Harvest of Empire, 2012, Eduardo López).
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excerpt of The Cafferty File with Cafferty referring to Latino/a immigrants as 
“illegal aliens” and people who do not and should not have rights in this coun-
try. The juxtaposition of narratives does not constitute a dialogue, but it does 
expose the inaccuracies of the mainstream narrative as well as its more nega-
tive affective appeal that so successfully plays into people’s fears; “streets being 
taken over” does not describe a peaceful demonstration. 
 Much of the mainstream narrative about Latino/a immigrants revolves 
around the notion that they are different from earlier immigrants, Leo Chavez 
states:

The Latino Threat Narrative posits that Latinos are not like previous 
immigrant groups, who ultimately became part of the nation. Accord-
ing to the assumptions and taken-for-granted “truths” inherent in this 
narrative, Latinos are unwilling or incapable of integrating, of becom-
ing part of the national community. Rather, they are part of an invading 
force from south of the border that is bent on reconquering land that 
was formerly theirs (the U.S. Southwest) and destroying the American 
way of life. (3)

 Juan González’s premise is that Latino/a immigrants are different from 
other immigrants in the United States but not for reasons that support the 
Latino threat narrative. They are different only because of the reasons they 
leave their homelands for the United States. So much of the false narrative en-
tertains the idea that Latinos come to the United States simply to take jobs 
from U.S. citizens, burden social systems with their needs, or worse, come as 
criminals. The counternarrative of Harvest of Empire is that Latinos come to 
the United States because they cannot live in their countries of origin due to 
decades and in some cases nearly two centuries of U.S. foreign policies enacted 
against Latin America and the Caribbean, rendering those regions uninhabit-
able due to economic conditions, political instability, and/or social collapse.

Book and Film

The subtitle of the documentary, The Untold Story of Latinos in America, signi-
fies a slight change in connotation from that of the book, A History of Latinos in 
America. The different references, to history and to story, indicate a divergence 
in perspective and approach. Both works contain vast amounts of historical in-
formation and base their overall premise on the history of U.S.-Latino political 
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relations, but the documentary also uses the device of storytelling through on-
camera interviews.
 The book is divided into “Part I: Roots,” “Part II: Branches,” and “Part III: 
Harvest,” the last focusing on policy in the United States since the mid-1950s 
and the first dealing with the conquest and subsequent history up to 1950. It is 
part 2 that corresponds most neatly to the sections about countries explored 
in the documentary, with some discrepancies in which countries are discussed 
and in what order. The book includes Colombia and Panama and groups Nica-
ragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala into one chapter called “Central America,” 
though it does not discuss Honduras or Costa Rica. With part 1, the book is 
able to include much more information to explain the deeper historical back-
ground of the Spanish conquest, the colonial period, and the U.S. role in con-
tinuing a form of colonial rule in Latin America. While important to the entire 
picture, this information is not vital to understanding the dynamic between 
the U.S. presence in Latin America and the Latin American presence in the 
United States. In the documentary and the book, discussion of each country 
builds the case for why Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Dominicans, Mexicans, Gua-
temalans, Salvadorans, and Nicaraguans leave their homelands and migrate to 
the United States. Part 3 in the book adds to the intricacies of how U.S. policy 
regarding migration affects Latino/a immigrants living in the United States.
 In the epilogue of the book Juan González proposes six reforms dealing 
with U.S. domestic and foreign policy issues: Mexican labor, the colonial status 
of Puerto Rico, promotion of the Spanish language, improvement of inner-city 
schools, an end to militarism in the region, and discontinuation of the block-
ade against Cuba (309–311). They are essential to creating true Latino/a equal-
ity, and they represent a radical change in what González calls “the American 
empire” (309). Direct solutions are not proposed in the film, for its primary 
focus is to reach a public with little prior background in U.S. policies toward 
Latin America and to explain why Latino/a immigrants come to the United 
States. It seeks to inform and engage the viewer with its repetitive structure, 
compelling stories of Latinos and Anglos in the know, and the unifying pres-
ence of Juan González as narrator. The accumulation of what oftentimes are 
appalling facts serves to guide the viewer toward an empathic yet informed re-
sponse about the insecure world of the Latino/a immigrant. While facts play 
a predominant role in the film, it is the stories of the interviewees on camera 
that affectively convey their experiences and evoke an empathic response.


