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“One of the areas today that most needs what art abounds in—creativity, 

artfulness, and vision—is immigration policy. The arts can contribute to 

rethinking immigration in both the popular imagination and in legal policy 

in ways that reflect the increasingly open, curious, and culturally interwoven 

nation, continent, and globe we inhabit. The arts can also guide us toward 

policies crafted with greater generosity, compassion, and pragmatism . . . they 

can guide us beyond cultural Eurocentrism towards greater openness, curiosity, 

and dialogue with the numerous cultures of our country and globe.”  

—Laura Pérez (2013, 38)  

“The introduction of new [female] voices was not seen as contributing to the 

realm of ideas, but as an incursion into territory mapped and defined by men with 

the assistance of male and female critics. . . . The border of gender and sexism 

proved as resistant to crossing as the new steel fence being installed at the border.” 

—Aida Mancillas, Ruth Wallen, Marguerite Waller (1999, 113)
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Chicana feminist and visual culture expert Laura 

Pérez’s statement in Tikkun magazine is prescient given the recent twists and 

turns of immigration debate and policy reform in the United States, which 

have seen the rise and fall of immigration policies aimed toward ameliorating 

conditions of undocumented immigration. When she wrote in 2013, the 

Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act, which 

aimed to create a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants who had 

arrived in the United States as minors, had been narrowly defeated in the 

Senate. President Obama responded to this setback by issuing through executive 

order the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals Act (DACA), which provided 

a legal avenue to extended work visas and greater options for undocumented 

children and adults who had immigrated as minors. While imperfect, DACA 

provided a step toward the kind of “greater generosity, compassion, and 

pragmatism” that Pérez called for. Four years later, however, we saw a reversal of 

these trends, first signaled by increasingly xenophobic and anti-Latino rhetoric 

during the 2016 election, and later confirmed through Trump’s September 

5 repeal of DACA altogether. If there was ever a time for those engaged in 

immigration debate and policy to turn towards the visionary thinking and 

creativity of artists, the time is now.

Yet even the art world contains its own borders. Although artists have long been 

creating works questioning the politics and ethics of national borders, women’s 

voices and creations have long been marginalized. For example, the Border 

Art Workshop/Taller de Arte Fonterizo (BWA/TAF) is an artists’ collective 

founded in 1984, renowned for its groundbreaking works on and about the 

border. Despite the presence and contributions by women artists (such as Tanya 

Aguiñiga, Emily Hicks, Berta Jottar, Liz Sisco, Rocio Weiss), male founders 

and artists are centered in discussions of BWA/TAF works and contributions 
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to the art world.1 Even when Hicks, Jottar, and Weiss formed a reading/study 

group that transformed into a feminist artists’ collective, the Comadres (1988–

1992), they found their contributions marginalized (Breslaw 2017). As three 

Comadres, Aida Mancillas, Ruth Wallen, and Marguerite Waller, reveal in the 

second epigraph, women’s voices and experiences occupy a border zone within a 

border zone, having a narrower sphere for influencing the national conversation 

around immigration than their male counterparts, despite the vital necessity of 

their contributions.2  

These trends are echoed today in media coverage surrounding art that responds 

to DACA. When the Walker Gallery’s magazine Sightlines interviewed 10 artists 

about rescinding DACA, just two of these artists were women (Schmelzer 

2017). Los Angeles Times art critic Carolina Miranda looked to her local art 

scene when learning of the DACA repeal and noted two pieces that debuted 

within days of Trump’s DACA repeal: Camilo Ontiveros’ sculpture Temporary 

Storage: The Belongings of Juan Manuel Montes (2009–2017. Sculpture. Variable 

dimensions) as a part of the exhibition “Home—So Different, So Appealing” 

at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and JR’s installation Kikito (2017. 

Photograph on scaffolding. 70 feet high) at the U.S./ Mexico border at Tecate, 

an hour southeast of San Diego. In her response to these pieces and the political 

climate, Miranda declared, “If immigration—and more specifically DACA—

were to have an art moment, that moment is now” (Miranda 2017).  

It’s striking that the work of two male artists would be highlighted as speaking 

most directly to this moment in the immigration debate, and that their work is 

seen as standing alone rather than situated within a longer history of visual art 

practices around immigration. Chicana artists who have been creating art that 

highlights the border’s absurdity and constructed nature over the last few decades 

are largely absent or just briefly noted. Yet, Chicana artists have consistently 
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worked to challenge the discourses of immigration; to highlight the construction 

of the border and the damage it causes to individuals, families, and communities; 

and to facilitate new ways of talking. Chicana artists have also used their creative 

expression for personal, spiritual, and communal healing to mend the wounds 

caused by the border and its politics. This brief foray into popular reporting on 

art illustrates the dynamics highlighted by Mancillas, Wallen, and Waller (1999): 

the perpetuation of the erasure of women’s voices and perspectives by critics and 

other artists in the works by Ontiveros and JR that are highlighted by Miranda, 

which feature the material remains of a deported migrant (Ontiveros) and the 

inquisitive face of a Mexican toddler (JR), the family structures that surround 

these figures are absent, and the straight male identity of the “typical” immigrant 

is left unquestioned. DACA eligibility relies on educational attainment, and it 

uses work visas to extend an individual’s ability to continue residency. Both of 

these criteria reveal how gender is implicated. For instance, although women who 

meet the criteria are more likely to be in higher-paying and higher-status jobs 

than their male counterparts, women are also likely to face greater barriers to 

attaining education and working outside the home (Capps, Fix, and Zong 2017). 

Additionally, many Chicana artists accentuate on the unnatural fact of the 

border in the face of the natural movements of flora, fauna, and human beings 

as a way of drawing attention to the racism and violence that established these 

borders to begin with. They also emphasize the great toll border politics play on 

the environment itself. Focusing on these elements of the story of migration and 

immigration offers an alternative way to confront the racism inherent in so many 

U.S. national conversations about immigrants and immigration.  

Women’s voices are crucial to considering the repeal of DACA not just as a 

hyper-contemporary “art moment,” but as part of an ongoing narrative about 

and with the border as a construction that has indelibly shaped Chicana/o and 

Latina/o subjectivity since 1848. Any consideration of a DACA art moment 
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must recognize and draw on this Chicana feminist legacy as setting the stage 

to make possible the kinds of art that directly confront DACA. I propose that 

we consider earlier and evolving works by Chicana artists as part of DACA’s art 

moment, imagining that this moment can extend beyond the hyper-present to 

the migration patterns, discursive trajectories, and political agendas that allowed 

for DACA and its repeal to exist in the first place.

In this essay, I lay out a brief history of DACA, in order to establish the 

rhetorical, visual, and political tropes that have dominated discussions of 

Mexican and Latin American immigration to the United States. I then 

discuss how four Chicana visual artists—Alma López, Ester Hernández, 

Yolanda López, and Consuelo Jimenez Underwood—have an established 

and vital canon of immigration-themed art, and how they use their art to 

challenge and provide alternatives to anti-immigrant sentiment and practice.3 

In particular, Chicana artists use their art to illuminate erased histories, to 

challenge xenophobic and racist discourse, to create new visual vocabularies, 

and to catalyze both their own healing and the healing of their communities. 

Their frameworks, techniques, and visions emerge from Chicana feminist 

consciousness. In examining these works, we can see at play what Gloria 

Anzaldúa terms conocimiento, a practice of deep knowing based on one’s 

own gut instincts, lived experiences, and generational knowledge.4 Within 

Western epistemology, the conocimiento of Chicanas is largely unrecognized 

as legitimate knowledge. For this reason, art works that express or explore 

conocimiento push viewers to engage a perspective that is largely missing 

from mainstream immigration debates. Additionally, Chicana artists engage 

processes that “retrofit memory.” Maylei Blackwell’s (2011) conception of 

retrofitted memory is the recuperation and rewriting of lost or erased histories 

in order to provide historical grounding and continuity to women’s seemingly 

“ahistoric” activism. Many artists return to previously articulated histories and 
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write them anew, illuminating historic threads that may have been invisible or 

ignored previously.  Retrofitting memory in visual culture not only historicizes 

contemporary work with alternative narratives, but also provides a larger 

context through which to understand the present. For the artists I discuss, the 

figure of the immigrant becomes the memory to be retrofit, challenging not 

only dominant U.S. conceptions of the dangerous/lazy/criminal migrant but 

patriarchal and capitalist structures that paint the immigrant and those who 

represent him as male.

The Discourse and History of Mexican Immigration 

When Mexico sends its people, they’re not sending their best. . . . 

They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing 

those problems with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing 

crime. They’re rapists. 

—Donald Trump (“Donald Trump Announces a Presidential Bid” 2015) 

Kicking off his campaign with the preceding words, Donald Trump steered 

the 2016 election cycle toward renewed xenophobia and nationalist rhetoric 

aimed largely at Mexico and Mexican immigrants. In particular, he employed 

heightened discourse around undocumented immigrants as a threat to national 

security and personal safety of U.S. citizens. Rhetorical and discourse analysis 

demonstrates that “immigration as a security issue is a socially constructed 

phenomenon,” (Gomez 2015, 1) one that reinforces racist and xenophobic 

attitudes. In other words, immigration and problems with national security 

are not an inevitable pairing, but one created and maintained to reflect social 

hierarchies and preserve social order. Further studies demonstrate that despite 

the popular perception of migrants as criminal (heightened by the use of the 

term “illegals” or “illegal aliens”), immigrants are statistically much less likely to 
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commit crimes or engage in criminal behavior.5 However, the rhetoric of social 

upheaval and criminality saturates political and popular debates and shapes our 

current policies. This rhetoric is not new, but deeply historical.

The story of Mexican immigration to the United States begins with a history 

largely underemphasized in conventional U.S. historical accounts—with the 

acquisition of territory from Mexico as the result of the U.S.-Mexican War 

(1846–1848). The U.S.-Mexican War was instigated by the United States 

under President Polk in order to gain large amounts of land under the ideology 

of Manifest Destiny. When the war ended in 1848, Mexico was forced to cede 

a vast amount of its territory to the United States, areas that we now define as 

California, Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Utah, and parts of Colorado, 

Wyoming, Oklahoma, and Kansas. Although the United States had acquired 

the territory it desired—especially access to the Rio Grande, ports in the Gulf of 

Mexico, and access to the Pacific Coast—the country was faced with a problem: 

what to do with the vast numbers of people who were already inhabiting the land.  

To make the case for Manifest Destiny and a war with Mexico, politicians 

throughout the United States utilized racist rhetoric, laying the groundwork for 

today’s xenophobic discourse surrounding immigration. This rhetoric painted 

Mexicans—a mestizo people with Indigenous, Spanish, and African blood—as 

an inferior race due to racial intermingling. Mexicans were understood by white 

Americans to be inferior in temperament, work ethic, intellectual capacity, and 

civilization, all in direct denial of the rich cultural, intellectual, and material 

achievements of both Indigenous Mexicans and Mexican nationals (Perea et 

al. 2007). In a political environment saturated in anti-Mexican sentiment, the 

majority of Americans were reluctant to extend citizenship to the inhabitants of 

their newly acquired territory. Nevertheless, the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, 

which went into effect at the end of the war in 1848, granted those living on 
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the newly Americanized land one year to make a decision: leave their lands and 

return to Mexico to retain their Mexican citizenship, or remain where they were 

and become naturalized as U.S. citizens. Doing nothing would be understood 

as electing to become American.6 This initial establishment of territory gave rise 

to the notion that the first Mexican-Americans didn’t cross the border but, as 

the saying goes, “the border crossed us.”  

Despite the promising premise of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo, white 

American xenophobia and racism was placated by Article IX of the Treaty, 

which granted that the new citizens would gain the full representational rights 

given through statehood only when Congress deemed it appropriate.7 This 

allowed the U.S. to wait until white settlers had amassed a majority population 

in the new territories, thereby effectively guaranteeing that white interests 

would prevail in elections and the choosing of representatives. New Mexico is 

a particularly telling example. Despite becoming a part of the United States in 

1848, New Mexico, with its high population of Indigenous and Mexican people 

and with a slow rate of white migration, was not granted statehood until 1912, a 

full sixty-four years after its acquisition (Perea et al. 2007). 

The decades immediately following the Mexican-American War were a time 

of only light migration. However, the growing fears of white Americans in 

response to high levels of Asian immigrants led to the passing of two landmark 

immigration bills in 1882: the Chinese Exclusion Act, which suspended the 

immigration of Chinese laborers (Gutiérrez 2013), and the Immigration Act of 

1882, which expanded categories of exclusion for certain types of immigrants—

namely the “mentally ill and destitute individuals” (DeLaet 2000, 26). As the 

result of curbing an influx of immigrants from across Asia, U.S. employers 

turned “south of the border” for labor in agriculture, mining, transportation 

(especially the completion of the transcontinental railway system), and 
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construction. The start of the Mexican Revolution in 1910 and the resulting 

instability within Mexico over the next few decades led to a sharp increase of 

Mexican migration north. By 1930, the population of folks of Mexican origin 

residing in the U.S. reached approximately 1.5 million (including both U.S. 

citizens and non-citizens) (Gutiérrez 2013). 

The U.S. stock market crash and Great Depression saw a reversal of this 

trend. According to historian Julia Young, “At the onset of the Depression in 

1929, entire industries dried up, and the need for immigrant labor decreased. 

Many Mexican migrants found themselves suddenly impoverished and tens 

of thousands of rural workers went back to Mexico. Hundreds of thousands 

of Mexicans were also deported under unofficial “repatriation” policies led by 

federal, municipal or city authorities” (Steinhauer 2015). Gutiérrez estimates 

anywhere between 350,000 and 500,000 Mexican migrants were pressured or 

forced to leave the U.S. (2013).  However, the dawn of World War II quickly 

turned the tide back around.  With vast numbers of American men fighting 

abroad, the U.S. faced major labor shortages, particularly in agriculture. As a 

result, the U.S. government, in collaboration with the Mexican government, 

instated the Emergency Farm Worker Agreement in 1942. Also known as the 

Bracero Program, this guest-worker program allowed great numbers of Mexican 

laborers to travel north to the United States to work temporarily. Though this 

program began fairly modestly, it set the stage for increasing U.S. reliance on 

Mexican migrant workers in agriculture, especially as it was extended well 

beyond the end of the war. By the time the program was terminated in 1964, 

over 5 million contracts had been granted (Calavita 1992), resulting in more 

than 4.6 million Mexican workers migrating into the United States (Durand, 

Massey, and Zenteno 2001). Additionally, Mexican migrants were encouraged 

to cross without official sanctions by employers, who sought to avoid red tape 

and bureaucracy, and for whom economic benefits far outweighed the risks. As 

Gutiérrez writes, “Indeed, the mutual economic incentives for unsanctioned 
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entry (bolstered by ever more sophisticated and economically lucrative 

smuggling, communication, and document-forging networks) increased so 

much in this period that it is estimated that at different times, the ratio of 

unauthorized workers to legally contracted braceros was at least two‐to‐one, 

and in some cases, was even higher in specific local labor markets” (2013, 

59). The U.S. economy’s reliance on both authorized and unauthorized 

labor from across Latin America had been indelibly established by 1964 

and continues to be a mainstay of our economy to this day. Although the 

Bracero program had officially ended, the demand for labor had not.  Many 

of these positions came to be filled by unauthorized workers once the official 

contracts expired (Gutiérrez 2013).  

Between the end of the Bracero Program and 1986, immigration from Mexico, 

both documented and undocumented, steadily increased. The Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (IRCA) of 1986 cracked down on businesses hiring 

undocumented workers and militarized the U.S.-Mexico border (Durand, 

Massey, Zunano 2001, 112), while simultaneously granting “amnesty for 

long-term undocumented residents and … a special legalization program 

for undocumented farm workers” (Massey, Durand, and Malone 2002). In 

1994, the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) further cemented 

economic and social ties between the U.S. and Mexico, and lead to the 

quadrupling of trade between the two nations (Gutiérrez 2013), with no signs 

of immigration from Mexico slowing. 

The late 1990s and early 2000s saw two important developments that led 

to an increase of deportations: the passing of two laws in 1996—the Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) and the 

Antiterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA). These laws gave 

local and state police greater authority to enforce immigration law and shifted 

immigration services out of the Department of Justice and into the Office 

of Homeland Security following the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 
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(Zatz and Rodriguez 2015). As a result, the U.S. saw a significant upswing in 

the number of deportations of Mexican immigrants. This time, however, an 

increasing number of women and children, as the result of what scholars call 

the “feminization of immigration,” were the visible face of these immigration 

policies. As Zatz and Rodriguez describe: “sympathetic media depicted nursing 

mothers separated from their babies, and families unable to locate loved ones 

who had disappeared into the detention and deportation apparatus” (2015, 

4). This shifting image of Mexican immigrant women reignited conversation 

around immigration.

Recognizing a new-found popular sympathy, a changing social attitude, the 

activism of young undocumented men and women across the U.S., and his 

campaign promise to Latino voters, President Barak Obama supported a wide-

scale immigration reform bill known as the DREAM (Development, Relief, 

and Education for Alien Minors) Act in 2012. When the DREAM Act failed 

to pass both houses of Congress, despite bipartisan support, Obama issued by 

executive order the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). According 

to U.S. Citizen and Immigration Services, qualify, participants must meet the 

following requirements to qualify:  

1.	 Were under the age of 31 as of June 15, 2012;

2.	 Came to the United States before reaching your 16th birthday;

3.	 Have continuously resided in the United States since June 15, 2007, up to 

the present time;

4.	 Were physically present in the United States on June 15, 2012, and at the 

time of making your request for consideration of deferred action with 

USCIS;

5.	 Had no lawful status on June 15, 2012, meaning that: 

• You never had a lawful immigration status on or before June 15, 2012, or 
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•  Any lawful immigration status or parole that you obtained prior to June 

15, 2012, had expired as of June 15, 2012;

6.	 Are currently in school, have graduated or obtained a certificate of 

completion from high school, have obtained a General Educational 

Development (GED) certificate, or are an honorably discharged veteran of 

the Coast Guard or Armed Forces of the United States; and

7.	 Have not been convicted of a felony, a significant misdemeanor, three or 

more other misdemeanors, and do not otherwise pose a threat to national 

security or public safety. (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 

“Frequently Asked Questions”).

The United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) received 

844,931 applications for DACA status as of June 2016 (“DACA and DREAM 

Act”).  The New York Times estimates that there are at least 1.2 million eligible 

U.S. residents (Preston 2011). 

Obama also attempted to establish Deferred Action for Parents of Americans 

and Lawful Permanent Residents (DAPA) in 2014 to give options toward legal 

residency to parents of minors who are either citizens or legal residents, but 

this effort was blocked by a federal court in 2015 and never implemented—a 

decision that was upheld by the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals before going 

before the Supreme Court. A split decision in the 2016 Supreme Court kept the 

stand-off in place. Before terminating DACA, President Trump officially ended 

all proceedings with DAPA on the fifth anniversary of DACA’s establishment 

(Bendix 2017). Trump ended DACA on September 5, 2017. Ironically, and to 

the fear of many DACA recipients, the same documents DACA applicants used 

to access the program could now potentially be used by Homeland Security to 

identify and deport these same childhood arrivals.
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This historical review demonstrates the ways that history operates cyclically. 

Since 1942, the population of U.S. Chicanos and Latinos has risen 

exponentially, from approximately 1.8 million in 1940 to an estimated 57.7 

million at the end of 2016 (U.S. Census Bureau 2017). Headlines throughout 

the last quarter of the twentieth century have constantly drawn attention to 

this meteoric rise in the U.S. Hispanic population, fanning fears of some white 

Americans who worry about the same issue that plagued expansionists in 1848: 

the political influence of nonwhites and the potential outstripping of the white 

population. Undoubtedly this rhetoric of national security concerns, criminality 

of nonwhite, and particularly Hispanic populations, and the attachment of the 

moniker “illegal” to migrants has fanned the fires have led to a national climate 

in which the repeal of DACA and discussions of building a border wall have 

gained traction and support up to the highest office of government. 

Challenging the continued use of anti-immigrant and especially anti-Mexican 

rhetoric means revisiting and revising this history. Chicanas and Chicanos must 

constantly reconcile their own realities against the stories told about them by 

politicians, the media, and dominant culture. Centering their conocimiento, 

which is based on lived experience and intuitive knowledge works to undo these 

narratives created as a justification for colonialism and Western-dominance. 

Visual artists like the women I will discuss tell stories that tap into this inner 

knowledge. As such, they disrupt the dehumanizing rhetoric with resilience, 

creativity, and love. This is a necessary antidote to the climate that currently 

pervades so much political rhetoric around immigration. Furthermore, many 

artists invoke the history laid out in this section to retrofit it, to draw attention 

to the cycles and imagine them differently. In doing so, they tell the story of 

migration from a woman of color perspective that is too often missing.  
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Chicana Artists Imag(in)ing Immigration

While Chicana art has been gaining critical attention over the last few 

decades, Chicana art that has specifically examined the U.S.-Mexico border 

and the politics of Mexican immigration has yet to be highlighted as a 

distinct and essential corpus within Chicana/o visual cultural studies.8 

The distinct contributions of Chicana artists I discuss speak to this Border 

Art, which Guisela Latorre defines as “forms of creative expression that 

focus on the social, political, and cultural realities of life in regions like 

the U.S.-Mexico border, but can also speak to the broader experience 

of marginalization and oppression due to the imposition of invisible yet 

socially-restricting borders,” (2012, 1). Ila Sheren asserts that “Border Art 

didn’t become a category until the Border Art Workshop/Taller de Arte 

Fronterizo (BAW/TAF)” (2015, 23) which came into existence in 1984. I 

argue, however, that as early as 1976 Chicanas were essential in the creation 

of artistic practice that directly confronted the racism and xenophobia 

surrounding the cycles of American immigration debates. Chicana artists have 

shaped, and continue to shape, the conversation surrounding and aesthetics of 

immigration. Ester Hernández, Yolanda López, Alma López, and Consuelo 

Jiménez Underwood have made essential contributions to visualizing and 

critiquing immigration politics. While many other Chicana artists have made 

and continue to make important contributions to immigration-themed art 

(Jacalyn López Garcia, Diane Gamboa, Las Comadres, and Yreina Cervantez, 

just to name a few), I have chosen to focus on the aforementioned artists for 

their work, which spans more than forty decades, and for their central place 

within the feminist scholarship on Chicana art. My intention is to build on 

the insights of these feminist scholars to provide a counterpoint to the art 

historical narrative that centers male artists when considering art speaking 

back to the politics of immigration. 
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An etching by Ester Hernández, Libertad (1976. Etching, 56 x 38.5 cm), is 

one of the earliest Chicana feminist images to participate in re-scripting U.S. 

immigration narratives. Boldly standing in front of the New York City skyline, 

the Statue of Liberty has been transformed by a lone artist. Armed with chisel, 

mallet, and ladder, the artist has carved Aztlán into the statue’s base, and chiseled 

away at her skirt to reveal a Mayan goddess. A little over halfway up, the goddess 

has been carved with extended palm, the foothold for the intrepid artist. Flying 

bits of stone fall from her chisel, indicating that she has not yet completed her 

work. The iconic statue is nearly subsumed by the indigenous figure of the 

artist’s rendering—only Lady Liberty’s extended torch-bearing arm and crowned 

countenance remain. Created and displayed at the time of the United States’ 

bicentennial, Hernández appropriates a quintessential American icon to tell 

an often invisible and repressed story: the originating presence and continued 

duration of the native peoples of the Americas. The Statue of Liberty, when 

her indigenous core is revealed, serves as a symbol of resistance to dominant 

renderings of history that paint one set of immigrants (European) as an essential 

part of the United States and deserving of welcome while the migrations of 

others (Mexicans) are reviled. Furthermore, this indigenous past literally holds 

up the artist in the image, figuratively speaking to the spiritual endurance 

of mestizaje. Libertad has been considered one of the first pieces of explicitly 

Chicana feminist art, and has been interpreted by many scholars as resisting “not 

only . . . assimilation but also . . . patriarchal inscriptions of Aztlán” (Gaspar de 

Alba 1998, 143) and celebrating mestizaje (Pérez 2007a, 269). 

I argue that in addition to making these interventions, the piece also speaks 

directly to immigration, as the artist herself articulated when discussing the 

origins of the etching: “Borders did not always exist, but migrations have always 

occurred. That was my American Bicentennial contribution” (Hernández, as 

qtd. by Gaspar de Alba 1998, 142). Recognizing the primacy of Indigenous 
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Americans and their movements across the continent, Hernández troubles 

the very concept of the border, recognizing it as an artifact of imperialism. 

Imperialist logics of xenophobia paint the land’s Indigenous inhabitants as 

the strangers, and their peregrinations as dangerous. Hernández reveals the 

fallacy of these notions by flipping the narrative, using her artists’ tools to reveal 

the story hidden by dominant iconography and historiography. This pointed 

critique emerges from Hernández’s conocimiento, as the inner knowledge from 

her own experience as a Chicana that the bicentennial celebrations of American 

nationalism prompt. These are themes that Chicana artists have returned to in 

the forty-plus years since Libertad ’s creation. 

Just two years later, Yolanda López’s Who’s the Illegal Alien, Pilgrim? (1978, 

offset lithograph, 58.7 x 44.5cm) used a combination of visual and written 

language to challenge discourses of illegality and authenticity. A furious male 

figure, interpreted alternatively as an Aztec warrior or an Aztec god, confronts 

the viewer with the irony of revisionist history that denies land ownership and 

citizenship claims to Chicanos and Latinos in favor of white Americans. He 

looks directly out, pinning the viewer with his direct gaze and forcefully pointed 

index finger, while he defiantly crumples up a piece of paper with the other 

hand. The papers are labeled “immigration plans.” The figure’s torso is rendered 

invisible by black text on a white background, which confronts the viewer: 

“Who’s the illegal alien PILGRIM?” Stark in black and white, the image 

was created in 1978 in response to intensifying immigration debates in the 

U.S. around setting immigration caps for the Western Hemisphere. Through 

composition which visually alludes to the famous graphic of Uncle Sam’s Army 

recruitment poster I Want YOU for the Army (James Montgomery Flagg, print,  

102 x 75 cm), and to John Wayne in The Man Who Shot Liberty Vance (John 

Ford, dir. 1962), López appropriates and revises American nationalist discourse, 

and placing the critique directly within this discourse of nationalist expansion 
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(Davalos 2008). The poster highlights selective historical memory that paints 

immigrant “pilgrims” from Europe as authentic Americans while deeming 

Indigenous Americans and their mestiza/o descendants as illegal interlopers. 

López’s cutting irony further demands an examination of the discourse of illegal 

alien, turning the discourse back on those who created it. The poster renders 

“pilgrim” as racially and ethnically charged in radical new ways, undercutting 

the ostensibly neutral way white immigration is generally discussed. López’s 

work demands that we examine the origins and use of discourse and imagery 

together, and that we place these xenophobic imaginings squarely in the 

hypermasculine and nationalist sphere from which they came. The critique 

inherent in the image led the poster to be replicated on t-shirts and posters used 

by immigration rights activists both in the 1970s and 80s and today (Katzew 

and de Katzew 2011). Davalos points out that this wide circulation of López’s 

imagery in activist circles, as opposed to a more limited circulation in official 

gallery spaces, was a source of satisfaction to the artist, signaling the political 

intervention López intended her work to make (Davalos 2008). Who’s the 

Illegal Alien, Pilgrim? demonstrates the way Chicana artists have influenced 

activism around immigration beyond the borders of conventional galleries and 

masculinist bias for decades.

Key to challenging the racism and xenophobia that shape the dominant 

historical record is the practice of retrofitting and remixing that very record to 

unearth repressed or hidden stories. Alma López does just that throughout her 

series “1848: Chicanos in the U.S. Landscape After the Treaty of Guadalupe-

Hidalgo.” Employing both found and created images, López masterfully 

juxtaposes visual elements to create a narrative out of national history, personal 

history, and Chicano cultural icons. In California Fashion Slaves (1997. Digital 

iris print on canvas, created in Photoshop, 20 x 24 in.) López superimposes the 

skyline of Los Angeles rising out of an historical map depicting the shifting 
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political borders of the U.S. and Mexico, emphasizing the ways the U.S. 

economy rests on the backs and labor of those who inhabit these borderlands. 

At the border between the historical map and the contemporary skyline are 

women garment workers. On the far left of the image, López’s mother, Macrina 

López, sews a star-spangled cloak on a contemporary sewing machine, eyes cast 

down in concentration on her work. Trailing to her right across the skyline are 

translucent figures of seamstresses, some standing, some sewing, some smiling, 

some serious. They work on old fashioned sewing machines, demonstrating 

an historical lineage of female labor and community. Yet, the translucence 

of the figures speaks to the myriad ways their presence and labor is rendered 

invisible in the urban American landscape: the garments they create are rarely 

linked to their labor, and the narrative surrounding Mexican migrants is one 

of laziness and criminality instead of dedicated labor and contribution to the 

American economy. Consequently, their labor is erased. Furthermore, as Marci 

McMahon argues, these workers are deeply vulnerable to exploitation as the 

result economic marginalization and gender-based violence which emerge from 

the relaxed restriction enabled by NAFTA (2013). California Fashion Slaves, and 

the series as a whole, responds to the xenophobic political climate of Los Angeles 

in the 1990s, recognizing the ways that this xenophobia, arising from the 

passage of NAFTA, harkened back to the foundational moment of the creation 

of the U.S. Mexico border. Furthermore, López “places women at the center of 

discourses on emancipation and decolonization,” (Latorre 2008a, 131).    

Just below Macrina López’s sewing machine needle, where her image fades 

into the historical map, is the word “GOLD!” which links the impetus for 

U.S. settler colonialism as tied to the plumbing of the land for its natural 

resources with the 1849 California gold rush. The placement of this word ties 

the exploitation of workers to the exploitation of the land and the interruption 

of natural migration patterns. It lies directly above another image that overlays 
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the map below: a police car chasing after a dark-skinned figure, who is running. 

López’s juxtaposition highlights the relationship of the past to the present, 

namely in the persistent haunting of contemporary geography and discourse by 

the racist rhetoric that was created to led to American expansionism. The lived 

effects of this rhetoric can be seen in the continual policing of this border; the 

image argues that the border does not exist without a consistent police presence 

to maintain it.  

While the figure is shown to be running away from the police, it simultaneously 

seems to be running toward the figure of the Virgin of Guadalupe. The figure 

of the Virgin is overlaid by two historicizing markers: 1848, which is placed 

atop of the Virgin’s crescent moon pedestal, and a large red arrow labeled 

“Manifest Destiny” which stretches from the right of the image to point directly 

to the Virgin, seemingly pricking the mandorla which surrounds her. López 

invokes a sense of playfulness and irony through her placement of the Manifest 

Destiny arrow. Although Manifest Destiny purported to signify the inevitable 

spread of white settlers across the American continent, and while the arrow 

seemingly points to 1848 as the completion of this “divine fate,” the arrow 

more specifically draws the eye to the Virgin. A long-revered figure in Chicano 

culture, La Virgen is, on the one hand, a symbol of religious conquest of 

Christianity across Latin America.  However, the figure is much more complex. 

The result of cultural mixing and religious syncretism, the Virgin of Guadalupe 

grafts the Aztec goddess Tonantzin onto the imposed figure of the Virgin Mary, 

creating a mestiza spirituality and a symbol that has come to represent freedom, 

resistance, and hope for the masses. 

A spiritual icon for López, who has explored the iconography of the Virgin of 

Guadalupe in many of her art works (most famously and controversially in 

“Our Lady”)9, the Virgin of Guadalupe not only appears at the bottom center of 



MICHELLE MARTIN-BARON

 

7978 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019

ART, ACTIVISM, AND IMMIGRATION

the image, but also in the figure of López’s mother, whose star-spangled cape is 

arguably that of the Virgin of Guadalupe. In her analysis of California Fashion 

Slaves, McMahon argues that “the red ‘Manifest Destiny’ arrow directed toward 

the icon, emphasizes the violence of Manifest Destiny and colonization, both as 

forces penetrate Guadalupe” (2013, 186). Thus, the colonial effects of Manifest 

Destiny are directly explored as issues of gender and femininity. If the Virgin 

of Guadalupe can best be understood by López as embodied by the everyday 

struggles and lives of migrant and immigrant women, we can envision a new 

sort of Manifest Destiny, in which it is the return and spread of Chicanos and 

Latinos, led by and through women, that is inevitable, not the conquest of white 

Americans. As Judith Huacuja argues, López “illustrates the many interventions 

and ruptures suffered, yet also the generational legacy of activism forged by 

Latina women” (2003, 108). López’s image not only highlights activism but 

participates directly in it. 

Above the skyline, and directly above Macrina López, rises the moon in the 

form of Coyolxauhqui. As a natural element that exists consistently across both 

sides of the border, the presence of the moon emphasizes the border as a man-

made construction, as well as the ways Chicana/o culture continues to persist 

despite this artificial barrier. In the form of Coyolxauhqui, the moon operates 

as a specific call to action to Chicanas. Coyolxauhqui is a pre-Colombian moon 

goddess, whose fragmentation at the hand of her brother Huitzilopochtli has 

long operated as a symbol of the fragmentation of Chicana subjectivity by forces 

of patriarchy. Importantly, Chicana feminists have reclaimed her legacy as the 

drive toward healing and reconstitution as a feminist project.10

In her writing about borderland subjectivity, Gloria Anzaldúa sees 

Coyolxauhqui as an archetype and spiritual guide for the healing of psychic 

wounds. She writes:
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The Coyolxauhqui imperative is to heal and achieve integration. 

. . . Coyolxauhqui is my symbol for the necessary process of 

dismemberment and fragmentation, of seeing that self or the situations 

you’re embroiled in differently. It is also my symbol for reconstruction 

and reframing, one that allows for putting the pieces together in a new 

way. The Coyolxauhqui imperative is an ongoing process of making 

and unmaking. There is never any resolution, just the process of 

healing. (2009, 312).

California Fashion Slaves answers this call, in particular by recognizing the 

imbrication of Chicanas with the history of immigration, which demands a 

fragmenting of both self and family units across national borders. The medium 

of digital collage further emphasizes the Coyolxauhqui imperative by placing 

together bits and pieces from both the historical record (maps, photographs, 

geographic features) with personal and culturally specific icons and images 

(her mother, Coyolxauhqui, the Virgin of Guadalupe) in order to retrofit 

them to create a view of a past that has not truly passed. When López utilizes 

digital tools, often produced by women in maquiladoras made possible by the 

passing of NAFTA, she “utilizes the very product that marginalizes women to 

consumerism and production to challenge the exploitation of Latina laborers 

within globalization.” (McMahon 2013, 183). In doing so, López implores the 

viewer to reconsider the relationship of histories of colonialism, exploitation, 

and migration. These unjust histories can be reconfigured to move toward social 

justice. For López, immigration is both personal and political, and Chicanas are 

uniquely poised to recognize this past and how it impacts the future through 

activism and community building.  

Just as López finds the Chicana worker to be the political and spiritual heart of 

her imagery, Ester Hernández reclaims the undocumented and often invisible 
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migrant woman at the heart of her 2001 portrait La Virgen de las Calles (2001. 

Pastel on paper. 26½ x 20 in.) Painted in bright reds, greens, and whites (the 

colors of the Mexican flag) against a dark black background, a middle-aged 

woman stands looking calmly out at the viewer. She wears faded blue jeans, a red 

“USA” sweatshirt, and a striped green and red rebozo with stars draped over her 

head. Her hands rest at her sides, where pockets might be, ready to spring into 

action. Black sneakers suggest long days of being on her feet, emphasized by the 

bucket of fresh roses wrapped in cellophane at her feet. The white bucket holding 

the roses has been repurposed; its side reads “Future” emblazoned on a logo. The 

sidewalk beneath her feet is the only sign of the urban environment in which such 

street vendors are usually found, and its grey fades in relation to the brightness of 

the woman.  In a 2001 interview with Jamie Cortez, Hernández explains:

I’m really interested in people who are doing things that are a little off, 

or who are creating new lives for themselves. I’m interested in the role 

of Latinas, not only within our families and communities, but within 

the broader picture. I’m constantly inspired by people. Whether it’s the 

woman on the corner selling flowers, or Astrid Hadad. Lydia Mendoza, 

people who are just way out there. I look for them and they constantly 

inspire me to give form to their spirits. (Cortez 2001)

Invoking the genre of portraiture, Hernández places the figure of the street 

vendor in the position of subject, “giv[ing] form to their spirits” (Cortez 2011) 

by emphasizing and elevating the humanity of Chicana and Latina immigrants 

where they are most often seen as blending into the contemporary urban 

landscape, when they are seen at all. Hernández here sees her subject not just as 

an ordinary person, but as a figure of reverence, strength, and spirituality. In her 

portrayal of the vendor, Hernández brings in elements that refer explicitly to the 

Virgin of Guadalupe.  Like the Virgin of Guadalupe, the vendor wears a rebozo 



MICHELLE MARTIN-BARON

 

8382 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019 CHICANA/LATINA STUDIES 18:2 SPRING 2019

of stars, rendering her body and spirit sacred and inspirational. Additionally, 

she sells roses, the traditional flower of the Virgin of Guadalupe, who is said to 

have established her presence by making roses bloom in the middle of winter. 

This portrayal directly counters stereotypes that dehumanize and degrade 

immigrants, Latinas and Chicanas, and street vendors alike. 

The donning of a USA sweatshirt speaks to the hybridity of migrants, who 

are simultaneously of multiple places and cultures, both Americans and 

Latinos. The Mexican national colors also emphasize the subject’s position 

as a nepantlera or inhabitant of the spaces (both geographic and psychic) 

in between. As Gloria Anzaldúa argues, the nepantlera is a bridge between 

worlds, cultures, perspectives, by virtue of her borderland subjectivity. The 

work of the nepantlera is to make and sustain connections, which the migrant 

worker is constantly negotiating, whether economically (by sending money 

across borders), socially (by interacting with diverse peoples through her 

business transactions), or spiritually (through her connections to the Virgin of 

Guadalupe, also emphasized by the image’s title). It is here, through the figure 

not of the child or young woman, but the middle-aged laborer, that the future 

lies, as suggested through the logo on the bucket. Hernández rescripts the 

imagery and rhetoric of immigrant criminality, replacing these stereotypes with 

a vision of hard work, dignity, and spiritual strength.  

Although the politics of countering a xenophobic and racist rhetoric may be 

subtler in La Virgen de las Calles, Hernández tackles discourses of criminality head 

on in Wanted (2010. Screenprint. 30 x 20 in.). Designed to look like a “wanted” 

broadside, the print largely consists of language. An official state seal marks the 

top left corner. Below, a bold black line cuts across, with the emblematic phrase 

“WANTED” emblazoned in large type below. The criminal subject sought 

is “Terrorist La Virgen de Guadalupe,” whose image appears twice below in a 
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format resembling a mug shot; the left-hand image is in profile, while the accused 

stares straight out in the image on the right, her hands folded in prayer. Here the 

Virgin of Guadalupe is clearly depicted as an Indigenous woman, not glamorized 

or manipulated to respond to Western notions of beauty. She’s recognizable by 

her characteristic blue starred rebozo. Beneath the photos, Hernández includes 

key pieces of information including statistics, crimes, and even the signature 

of the “president of Arizona, Janet Killemall.” This fictional state president 

exposes the workings of power that grants lawmakers the necropolitical 

imperative to “kill them all,” getting at the heart of anti-immigration rhetoric. 

Hernández created Wanted in response to Arizona’s controversial SB 1070 

law, passed in 2010, which required police officers to demand immigration 

papers of anyone “suspected” of being in the country illegally (DHJ 2010).  

Not only did SB 1070 legalize racial profiling, it also has been shown to have 

detrimental effects on families and youth through both fear of the law and its 

enactment (López 2011). Outraged by the rhetoric of criminality being attached 

to the bodies of people of color, Hernández uses satire to imagine the Virgin 

of Guadalupe herself as one of the state of Arizona’s most wanted criminals. 

Hernández demonstrates the effects of discursive spin, transforming the sacred 

characteristics of the Virgin of Guadalupe into criminalized traits. The Virgin is 

labeled a cult leader, human trafficker, and terrorist; even the angel whose image 

typically accompanies her to demonstrate her holiness is described as a drugged 

young child, victim to her abuses. Her mandorla is refigured as a potential 

explosive, and the Latino Catholicism that the Virgin of Guadalupe represents 

is pronounced a cult religion. Such hyperbolic language attached to a revered 

figure renders absurd the demonization of Mexican migrants. Hernández 

highlights the use of discourse to frame and appropriate narratives for racist 

and xenophobic purposes. Wanted utilizes humor to disarm viewers even as 

the artist makes a cutting and provocative point, appropriating official US law 

enforcement documents to demonstrate the damaging effects of discourse.  
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Textile artist Consuelo Jiménez Underwood’s “Borderlines” series directly 

confronts the presence of the border itself, in large works that take up entire 

gallery walls. With ten distinct installations created in gallery spaces across 

the nation from 2010–2017 (Jiménez-Underwood 2017), the series spans the 

creation and repeal of DACA, interrogating the site of the borderland and the 

devastating consequences it has for all inhabitants of the earth: flora, fauna, and 

human. Undocumented Border Flowers (2010. Wall installation, fiber. 17’ x 24’ x 

5”) combines ecological concerns with immigration debates and rhetoric. Using 

large-scale images created from a wide variety of textiles, Underwood depicts 

the border as an angry red line, one that is created by humans and imposed 

upon a natural landscape. Beneath the border—stitched together across nails 

that jut out from the wall—the land lies tranquil, painted on the gallery wall in 

shades of blue, with bright, sharp lines jutting out at all angles from the border 

line and slashes of color cutting through. Wildflowers grow rebelliously on 

both sides of the borderline, challenging the legitimacy of the border itself. The 

piece disobeys even the borders of the gallery wall, bleeding onto the floor, thus 

recalling Gloria Anzaldúa’s conception of the border as “una herida abierta,” 

an open wound (Anzaldúa 1987, 25). The wildflowers loom large over and 

around the border image, many times their actual size, and dwarfing the border 

they surround. To the side of the borderline, found objects spell out the names 

of cities on both sides of the border, intermingled. These cities are, as Clara 

Román-Odio describes, “ten pairs of sister cities that lie next to each other on 

opposite sides of the border, using textiles, wires, and nails to capture three-

dimensionally the intricate, painful connections that tensely join their disparate 

realities” (2012, 2). Drawing from her mixed Chicana/indígena heritage, she 

engages textile techniques practiced by her Indigenous ancestors, thus keeping 

traditions alive that the border sought to destroy. Placing textile with paint 

and other visual art components, Jiménez Underwood shows the beauty that 

emerges from challenging stark divisions and separations. 
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The title Undocumented Border Flowers plays with humor and irony, centering 

the earth and environment as rendering the border both fictional and capricious. 

As Jiménez Underwood writes of this piece: “The California poppy, Arizona 

saguaro, New Mexico yucca, and the Texas bluebonnet grow on both sides of 

the border. Will they require documentation as well? How? Yikes!” (Jiménez 

Underwood 2010). Her words demonstrate the hubris of human beings to 

impose a political order upon a natural world that cares little for the whims of 

humans. Having crossed the border many times as a child (Román-Odio 2012) 

informs Jiménez Underwood’s depiction of its rawness and its enormity. The 

large scale of the pieces speaks to the immensity of the politics of the border as 

they loom large in the national imaginary, but also their insignificance in relation 

to the vastness of the natural world. Jiménez Underwood sees nature as offering 

a foil to dehumanizing and criminalizing immigration discourse. Working with 

indigenous fiber techniques, such as weaving, and creating unusual combinations 

of textiles, such as barbed wire, silk, and other fabrics, Jiménez Underwood 

powerfully presents, as Chicana studies scholar Constance Cortez observes, 

“histories of indigenous and nonindigenous conflict and express implications 

of power relations between people who work the land and those who own it,” 

(2007, 42). For Jiménez Underwood, the politics of people are meaningless if 

the earth we inhabit has been decimated. As Román-Odio writes, “Jiménez 

Underwood’s fiber art is a political strategy to dismantle colonial legacies in 

the U.S.-Mexico borderland and the Americas” (2012, 7).  Political in form 

and content, the “Borderline” series’ emphasis on the earth provides an often-

underscored environmental dimension to discussions of immigration.

Centering the Chicana: Concluding Thoughts

The work of Chicana artists responds directly to politically charged rhetoric 

surrounding the border, from immigration debates to controversial laws.  The 

four artists I have discussed, Ester Hernández, Yolanda López, Alma López, 
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and Consuelo Jiménez Underwood, place the migrant woman at the center of 

immigration debates and imagine creative ways to enter into the conversation. 

They highlight humanity, dignity, creativity, spirituality, and ethical 

responsibility to the earth and each other in popular and aesthetic discourse.  

Their works intervene in racist and xenophobic thinking, illustrating how 

historically biased rhetoric and imagery have shaped our actions as a nation. 

They demand we create new language, verbal and visual, to combat these 

struggles for our contemporary era. The voices of Chicana artists are crucial 

to considering how to combat harmful rhetoric and practices, yet their visions 

and creative works are largely missing from the national conversation around 

the DACA repeal. Spanning over forty decades, their work has responded to 

cycles of immigration history, fashioning feminist response(s) that inform and 

make possible contemporary artistic interventions.    

I began this piece by considering how Chicanas have been erased from many 

conversations around the relationship between art and immigration. Comadres 

Mancillas, Wallen, and Waller (1999) argued that the art world proved as 

impenetrable for women’s voices to cross as the newly installed border fence 

at the U.S.-Mexico border. Yet, as we have seen again and again, the border 

is crossed, constantly, through sheer determination, out of utter necessity, 

through the resourcefulness and resilience of the human capacity for survival 

in the face of trauma. So, too, have Chicana artists forged their own path and 

responded to these pressing, vital questions for themselves, their families, and 

their communities, sharing and reinterpreting their own experiences and those  

around them, to contribute their vital conocimiento to a rhetoric, politics, and 

practice that simply can not evolve without these missing voices. They retrofit 

the historical record to produce a vital history that challenges the erasures that 

result from the constant reiteration of hegemonic power and imperialist logic. 

When speaking of the erasure of Black women’s voices from ostensibly feminist 
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spaces, Audre Lorde remarked that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the 

master’s house” (1993, 112). Unless we recognize sexism, and particularly the way 

it intersects with Chicana/o identity, as one of these tools of American empire, 

and work actively to dispense with it, our conversations and imaginings will only 

repeat the status quo, endangering women, families, and communities. 

These artists use their own histories—as the children of migrants or migrants 

themselves, as immigration activists over many decades, as straight and queer 

mestizas seeking to find a voice in white-dominant culture—to illuminate the 

layers of history that make impressions on and through real human lives. In 

doing so, their works not only provide an avenue for personal and community 

healing, but also make a passionate case for justice. By centering the bodies, 

stories and subjectivities of women, Chicana artists challenge the notion that 

the figure of the immigrant is male and straight. They connect immigration 

issues across other humanitarian and environmental concerns, showing how 

our lives are linked not only to each other, but to our planet. We need the 

bold imaginings of Chicana artists to provide a counter to those who seek to 

dehumanize migrants, but also to provide creative energies toward creating 

more compassionate and responsible legislation. As we define the “DACA 

moment” of contemporary art, these artists remind us that this repeal is one 

small part of a much larger tide of immigration policy and practice.  They 

help us to historicize the contemporary debates and to retrofit memory to be 

more inclusive and accurate. We need to bring them into the picture as crucial 

voices in the debates around creating sustainable, compassionate, and creative 

immigration policies, at this DACA moment and beyond.

Notes
1  In her writing on BAW/TAF, Coco Fusco describes the collective as an “interdisciplinary band” 
“[f ]ormed in 1984 by Guillermo Gómez-Peña, Michael Schnorr and David Avalos, among 
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others…” (1989, 602).  Antonio Prieto details the collective’s founders as “David Avalos, Sara-
Jo Berman, Victor Ochoa, Isaac Artenstein, Guillermo Gómez-Peña, Michael Schnorr and Jude 
Ederhart”(1999, 2). While Preito lists one woman, Fusco encompasses women as “among others,” 
and both downplay the contribution of women in the group’s conception. 

2  Of course, the double marginalization of Chicana and Latina artists is a long-standing pattern 
even in art outside of the theme of immigration and borders. See Latorre 2007 (15–16), Gaspar de 
Alba 1998.

3  My focus on Chicana artists is deliberate, since Mexico is the country of origin for 78.5% of 
DACA applicants, an overwhelming majority (DACA and Dream Act).

4  Although Anzaldúa theorizes conocimiento across her writings, I refer especially to her 
culminating essay “now let us shift…” (2002).

5  See Butcher and Piehl 2007, and Nowrasteh 2015.

6  From Article VIII in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo: “Those who shall prefer to remain in the 
said territories may either retain the title and rights of Mexican citizens, or acquire those of citizens 
of the United States. But they shall be under the obligation to make their election within one year 
from the date of the exchange of ratifications of this treaty; and those who shall remain in the said 
territories after the expiration of that year, without having declared their intention to retain the 
character of Mexicans, shall be considered to have elected to become citizens of the United States.” 

7  From Article IX in the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo: “The Mexicans who, in the territories 
aforesaid, shall not preserve the character of citizens of the Mexican Republic, conformably with what 
is stipulated in the preceding article, shall be incorporated into the Union of the United States. and 
be admitted at the proper time (to be judged of by the Congress of the United States) to the enjoyment of 
all the rights of citizens of the United States, according to the principles of the Constitution; and in 
the mean time, shall be maintained and protected in the free enjoyment of their liberty and property, 
and secured in the free exercise of their religion without restriction.” Emphasis added.

8  While not exhaustive, the following monographs substantially address the contributions of 
Chicana artists as unique and contributing substantially to a wide number of fields: Alicia Gaspar 
de Alba (1998) Chicano Art: Cultural Politics and the CARA Exhibition, Laura E. Pérez (2007) 
Chicana Art: The Politics of Spiritual and Aesthetic Altarities, Guisela Latorre (2008) Walls of 
Empowerment, Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Alma López (2011) Our Lady of Controversy, Marci 
McMahon (2013) Domestic Negotiations: Gender, Nation, and Self-Fashioning in U.S. Mexicana and 
Chicana Literature and Art, Karen Mary Davalos (2017) Chicana/o Remix: Art and Errata, and the 
A Ver series published by the Chicano Studies Research Center.

9  For more on this piece and the controversy surrounding it, see Gaspar de Alba and López (2011), 
Our Lady of Controversy: Alma López’s “Irreverent Apparition.”

10  Coyolxauqui is an important figure for Chicana feminists in visual art, literature, and theory 
alike. Jennie Luna and Martha Galeana argue that “Xicana feminists sought to re-member and 
piece back together Coyolxauhqui’s story and in doing so, found her to be a metaphor for piecing 
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back together and re-membering their own lives, stories, and connection to a powerful ancestral 
past” (2016, 17).  See Anzaldúa 2009, Moraga 2000, 2001, and 2011, and Gaspar de Alba 2014. 
She appears not only across the oeuvre of Alma López (see Judith Huacuja 2003 for an extended 
treatment of Coyolxauqui in López’s other digital images), in Ana Garcia, Elba Rios, and Alma 
Cervantez’s digital media work Coyolxauqui: An Ancient Myth, Chicanas Today (2000, see Pérez 
2007a), and Irene Perez’s painting Coyolxauqui Last Seen in East Oakland (1993, see Pérez 2007a) 
which is reproduced in the mural MaestraPeace (see Pérez 2007b).
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