
15

Brainstorm v. X (2018)

14

Echoes of Resistance: Chicano Protest 
Art
by Derek Bixler
 
Derek Bixler is a Letters major and Political Science mi-
nor from Yukon, Oklahoma who wrote this essay for the 
“Nation of Immigrants” class taught by David Long.

El Movimiento, the Chicano activism movement 

of the 1960s and early 1970s, was instrumental in 

promoting Mexican-American civil rights. Led 

largely by Cesar Chavez, this struggle against sys-

temic discrimination in the United States addressed 

major areas of oppression by advocating for new 

labor protections for Chicano farm workers, 

enfranchisement, equal educational opportunities 

for Chicano children, and other entitlements. As 

is common with sweeping sociopolitical reform 

movements, new forms of culture emerged out of 

El Movimiento (more commonly known to English 

speakers as the Chicano Movement). Countless 

pieces of Chicano artwork supported the efforts 

of activists like Chavez by depicting the struggle 

of a disadvantaged people, calling protesters to 

action, and celebrating Latino culture in the United 

States. These powerful works of art became their 

own form of protest, expressing emotions caused 

by Chicano hardships or illustrating the cruelty of 

unjust laws. Historians label this visual artwork 

(along with other art forms, namely music and 

theater) as simply the “Chicano Art Movement,” 

which Chicano Studies professors and art experts 

at the University of California, Los Angeles frame 

as a clear “outgrowth of the Chicano civil rights 

movement” (Del Castillo et al. 362). Artists asso-

ciated with the Chicano Art Movement produced 

carefully crafted, striking visuals that embodied 

the sentiments of countless Mexican-Americans 

and often aimed to challenge the perspectives of 

non-Chicanos regarding the political movement 

and Chicano people in general. According to Chi-

cano culture expert Randy J. Ontiveros, however, 

few people today outside of art historians and the 

Latino community know much (if anything) about 

the Chicano Art Movement (1-2). The social impact 

of the resistance art from El Movimiento has to date 

been primarily felt within the Chicano community. 

However, Chicano artists aren’t finished speak-

ing—and new waves of Chicano protest art break-

ing on American shores carry vast potential to shift 

the national discourse on immigration. Chicano 

resistance art has experienced a recent reawaken-

ing, especially after the 2016 American presidential 

election. The reality of a President openly hostile to 

immigrants has stirred activism and incited power-

ful forms of protest—such as modern Chicano art. 

The contemporary United States is a land of mass 

media and nationwide connectedness, much more 

so than in the 1960s and 1970s. Whereas the bold-

ness of El Movimiento’s art was principally experi-

enced within the Chicano community, new Chica-

no art could “go viral.” Although many works of 

modern Chicano art include complex imagery and 

symbolism that may be less accessible for a mass 

internet audience, these works often simultaneous-

ly feature bold, straightforward messages and stun-

ning visuals that nearly any viewer can quickly un-

derstand and appreciate. This boldness is amplified 

by echoes of the original Chicano Art Movement in 

modern Chicano art—namely the visually strik-

ing designs, acknowledgements of hardship, and 

thoughtful symbolism. Ultimately, the best way to 

demonstrate the influence of El Movimiento art on 
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modern Chicano art is by listening closely to these 

echoes through the analysis of exemplary pieces 

from the two eras.

Xavier Viramontes’s Boycott Grapes: Support the 

United Farm Workers Union from the first Chicano 

Movement contains these hallmarks. A striking 

call to unite around an activist effort, the poster 

promotes one of the many boycotts led by Cesar 

Chavez’s United Farm Workers Union (UFWU) 

during the Chicano Movement. UFWU boycotts 

fought for fair wages and labor rights for Chicano 

agricultural workers. These boycotts were often 

accompanied by labor strikes, the most famous of 

which is the Delano Grape Strike that started in 

September 1965 and effectively lasted until 1970. 

(Viramontes’s poster is from a later such strike 

that started in 1973). The graphic appearing in the 

bottom corners is the UFWU flag. Its logo cele-

brates Aztec heritage through use of the eagle, a 

significant historic symbol of Mexico that signifies 

the legend of the founding of the Aztec capital city, 

Tenochtitlan. The concept of Aztlán—a mythical 

place of origin for the Aztec people, located some-

where north of Mexico—was thematically central 

to many early Chicano art pieces. Claiming kinship 

with this ancient civilization gave Chicanos an 

ethnic heritage that they could celebrate and take 

pride in. Vivid in color and design, Viramontes’s 

poster depicts an Aztec man wearing a traditional 

ethnic headdress. The elaborate patterns and size 

of the headdress indicate that the man is at least 

a warrior, if not royalty: the most stylish Aztec 

headdresses were worn only by those in the upper 

classes of society. The shadows of war paint on the 

man’s face also suggest that he is a warrior. This 

authority figure is confrontationally calling for the 

grape boycott—and the boycott will be a struggle. 

Zooming in on his forehead wrinkles, it becomes 

apparent that the wrinkles are actually a bird 

clutching a snake, a clear reference to the Tenoch-

titlan founding myth. Earrings apparently made 

of blue jade stand out in the piece. This is likely an 

homage to the Aztec water and fertility goddess 

Chalchiuhtlicue, whose name literally means “she 

of jade skirt.” Chalchiuhtlicue was associated with 

the bringing or withholding of rains on earth, sig-

nificant to the growth of crops—including grapes. 

Harvests are brought to fruition by the sun, and 

the sun god Huitzilopochtli is present in the blue 

feathers in the headdress: Huitzilopochtli often 

took the form of a blue bird and his name literally 

means “Blue hummingbird on the left.” Perhaps 

the figure is Huitzilopochtli himself, as the man has 

blue hair (again likely representing the humming-

bird) and is holding the literal harvest of the grapes 

in his hand. The underlying message could be that 

the call to boycott is coming directly from the god 

Huitzilopochtli, or that Huitzilopochtli is watching 

over Chicanos and guiding the resistance effort. 

However we might understand these details, 

the work’s core tenor is unambiguous. The artist 

made no secret of the direct meaning and purpose 

of his piece: “The squeezing of the grapes symbol-

izes the blood and sweat of the farmworkers. The 

intent of the poster was to keep the boycott going. 

As a poster, I think it was successful” (Viramontes, 

“Boycott Grapes”). The poster was distributed 

nationally by the UFWU, and, perhaps in part due 

to this poster and similar projects’ influence in the 

Chicano community, the grape boycott it promoted 

continued through 1975 and grew to 17 million 

participants, according to a national Louis Harris 
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poll (Meister). The grape boycotts were non-vio-

lent resistance efforts in conjunction with Filipi-

no-American farmworkers that led to unionization 

rights for the laborers and compelled California 

grape growers to sign contracts guaranteeing high-

er wages and better safety measures. Viramontes 

mentions on his website that the initial idea for this 

poster was to express that Chicano laborers come 

from a strong cultural heritage and should be treat-

ed “with respect.” The brutally serious, confronta-

tional face of the Aztec represents this strong her-

itage and demands respect. The UFWU’s website 

discusses the cross-racial solidarity present within 

the grape boycotts, as Cesar Chavez “insisted” that 

the Filipino-American farmworkers and Chica-

no protesters share picket lines and a union hall 

(Kim). The same color of blood is being squeezed 

out from white grapes and dark grapes, possibly a 

statement that white men and people of color are 

fundamentally equal. The phrase “Boycott Grapes” 

is dripping with the grapes’ blood, perhaps sug-

gesting that activism is often an aggressive act. The 

complex image of the grapes showcases the notable 

ability of many Chicano art pieces to sustain atten-

tion through a deep reading of symbolism, while 

the man’s intense facial expression along with the 

demand to “Boycott Grapes” renders the piece 

universally accessible on a surface level. This dual 

nature is evident in several modern Chicano art 

pieces as well. The multiple layers of symbolism in 

the poster also indicate a tension—too complex to 

fully discuss here—that was present in the broader 

Chicano Movement: the coexistence of universal 

civil rights promotion and the ideology of Chicano 

nationalism.

The Chicano Movement, says one scholar at 

Michigan State University, was at its core an effort 

towards the people’s social liberation and legal 

rights (Rodriguez 1-2). The movement was essen-

tially a struggle for the safety and right to unionize 

of agricultural workers, increased gender equality, 

and equal access to education, and against police 

brutality, disenfranchisement, and even the Viet-

nam War. Another Chicano expert interprets the 

movement as highly nationalistic, full of zealous 

cultural pride. He asserts that a new ethnic identity 

emerged during El Movimiento, rooted in a rejec-

tion of the prevalent either/or cultural dynamic 

of immigration: the encouraged “assimilation” 

into White-Anglo culture or the provincialism of 

remaining simply “Mexican” (Gutiérrez 26). As 

Chicano activist leaders worked to unite the people 

around the idea that they deserved sociopolitical 

equality, a new passion for self-recognition and cul-

tural independence materialized and manifested in 

Chicano art. 

Writing in 1996, one expert asserts that the 

Chicano Movement is best thought of as multiple, 

smaller protest movements linked by overarch-

ing social rights objectives (Rodriguez 1-2). The 

original Chicano Movement did not successfully 

solve every issue it fought, and more hardships 

arose after El Movimiento lost its political fervor and 

slowly died out. Summarizing the current scene in 

1991, one scholar observed that much of the inequi-

ty and racism (though perhaps more “friendly” in 

appearance) that drove the first period of Chicano 

resistance art still existed (Del Castillo et al. 193). 

And whatever progress has been made since 1991, 

Mexican-Americans continue to encounter racial 

discrimination and are consistently forced to en-

dure injustices. As a response to hardships such as 
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the constant threat of deportation towards undoc-

umented immigrants, inequitable employment op-

portunities and compensation, and a troubling lack 

of national political representation—all magnified 

by the reality of President Donald Trump’s holding 

office—several Chicano artists are once again in-

terested in making bold, direct political statements 

with their art. After the election in November 2016, 

there has been a resurgence of the powerful protest 

art that had become scarce after the original Chica-

no Art Movement lost momentum. As one reporter 

interested in the subject observed, Chicano art has 

“taken on a fiercer political edge since November 

[2016]” (Myrow). This new wave could signify 

a rebirth of the original Chicano Art Movement, 

thematically similar to the original movement 

yet existing in a new era with new struggles and 

possessing the potential to reach a broader audi-

ence. Questions of assimilation and provincialism 

have taken a backseat to protesting the GOP’s strict 

deportation policies and pushing back against 

Trump’s brash, demagogic hostility towards Mexi-

can immigration. 

The Wretched Refuse Find No Shelter Behind Your Golden Wall, by Eric Almanza (2017). Acrylic on wood, 48 x 96 in. 
Image courtesy of the artist. For more works by the artist please visit www.ericalmanza.com.

Political posters like this call to action by Xavier Viramontes 
characterized the Chicano Art Movement.
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An exceptionally fiery example of what Myrow 

labeled a “fiercer political edge” is Chicano artist 

Eric Almanza’s work The Wretched Refuse Find No 

Shelter Behind Your Golden Wall. Almanza paints a 

nightmarish vision of President Trump’s Mexican 

immigration policy—namely, his controversial pro-

posal to build a massive wall across the southern 

border of the United States. The border as a site has 

long been a key theme in Chicano art.1 Almanza’s 

piece harkens back to earlier Chicano protest art by 

featuring a call to “RESIST,” while simultaneously 

depicting a sense of despair within the young girl, 

who solemnly stares at the ground as a monstrous 

Trump looms large from behind the wall. The girl 

is carrying a backpack, which could be a refer-

ence to the DACA program (Deferred Action for 

Childhood Arrivals) that ensures legal status for 

undocumented immigrants who were brought 

over the border as minors: a major stipulation of 

the program is being a currently enrolled student 

or having graduated from high school (unless the 

applicant has served in the military). In the first 

week of September 2017, President Trump formally 

terminated the DACA program with a six-month 

delay (allowing Congress to potentially inter-

vene). Almanza’s painting is from October 2017, 

following weeks of nationwide protests against 

the DACA decision that have continued through 

December 2017 (the time of this writing). The only 

green grass present in the piece is on the Mexican 

side of the wall, perhaps a play on the idiom “the 

grass is always greener on the other side.” Another 

symbol indicating that America isn’t necessarily a 

1  One notable example of historical Chicano art confronting 
this theme is Malaquías Montoya’s “Undocumented,” which 
I strongly recommend viewing on the Smithsonian American 
Art Museum’s website at americanart.si.edu/artwork/undocu-
mented-109594.

preferable home to Mexico is the raging fire on the 

American side of the wall, symbolizing the political 

chaos in Washington or the burning hatred of na-

tivist political groups such as the alt-right towards 

immigrants. Multiple political studies demonstrate 

that racial animus was a significant motivating 

factor for Trump voters, helping carry him through 

the primaries and, eventually, to the White House 

(Lopez). Based on the location of the smoke bil-

lows, it appears that the fire started at the border. 

The fire might be an extension of Trump himself, 

who stated his plan to build this border wall when 

he first announced his campaign for President. Sit-

ting next to Trump appears to be Russian President 

Vladimir Putin, likely a jabbing reference to the 

U.S. Justice Department’s ongoing investigation 

into Russian interference in the 2016 presiden-

tial election. Wearing a Russian flag tie, Putin is 

positioned in a way that makes him appear to be 

Trump’s puppeteer or a sort of devil on the Pres-

ident’s shoulder, encouraging Trump’s rage. The 

graphic above “RESIST” resembles a dreamcatcher, 

perhaps an ironic use of the word implying that 

the “DREAMer” (a term used to describe DACA 

recipients) child’s dreams will be caught up in the 

border’s grasp before she enters this American land 

of fire. Almanza has utilized the word “RESIST” 

as something of a logo or caption in other pieces. 

The “RESIST” logo is functioning as graffiti on the 

border wall, perhaps another homage to El Movi-

miento.2 The very idea of resistance, critical to the 

original Chicano Movement, is once again relevant 

in Trump-era Chicano art.

Some modern Latino artists, such as Sergio 

Teran, focus their paintings primarily on Mexi-

2  Graffiti and wall murals were commonly used mediums in 
the Chicano Art Movement.
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can-American culture; others, such as Maria Adela 

Diaz and Antonio Arredondo Juarez (an immigrant 

himself who was once undocumented), use pho-

tography to capture the experiences of Chicanos 

(Linn). Thematically, the current wave of Chicano 

art truly seems to be the beginnings of a resurrec-

tion of the original Chicano Art Movement, with 

great potential to grow in response to the current 

political climate. However, like the original move-

ment, new Chicano resistance art currently seems 

to be little-known outside of Mexican-American 

communities. Could this change?

Yes, this could quickly change. The movement 

has the capacity to grow in popularity and overall 

impact for a few reasons. The visual power of the 

art itself is a crucial factor in potential movement 

growth. These paintings and photographs offer a 

vivid glimpse into a community that is at the cen-

ter of many current political debates in the United 

States. Simply put, the subject matter of modern 

Chicano resistance art would resonate with count-

less Americans. The current political landscape has 

fostered widespread protests and progressive activ-

ism, which is another reason why new Chicano 

resistance art could spread: this art is conversant 

with a larger movement. As waves of resistance 

to President Trump—including frequent political 

protests and other resistance art forms such as 

protest music and non-Chicano visual art—contin-

ue to organize and spread, poignant Chicano art 

could well be swept with the tide into the national 

spotlight. And the broad scope of the “spotlight” 

today is another critical reason for this potential. In 

today’s United States, artists have an instant plat-

form online. Similar to the Women’s March protests 

or Eminem’s “America, Stand Up” freestyle, new 

Chicano resistance art could utilize social media 

networks and other internet mediums to reach a 

broader audience with its resistance messaging. Ac-

cording to the Pew Research Center, roughly 69% 

of adults as of November 2016 use social media in 

some capacity (“Social Media”). Social media isn’t 

just for entertainment, either: another Pew Re-

search Center study reports that as of August 2017, 

67% of Americans “get at least some form” of their 

news from social media platforms (Shearer and 

Gottfried). Facebook and Twitter have become the 

nation’s America’s forum—a new home for news 

and constant political debates. Chicano resistance 

art has a clear place within discourse on immigra-

tion: online political discussions often begin with a 

controversial image or meme that has been posted 

or shared. It would take only one piece of modern 

(or even historical) Chicano art, whether painting 

or photograph, going “viral” to bring wider aware-

ness to this art movement and the hardships faced 

by Mexican-Americans. Almanza’s “The Wretched 

Refuse Find No Shelter Behind Your Golden Wall” 

exemplifies a piece with this capacity, with its 

layers of relevant sociopolitical implications and 

jarring aesthetic. Vivid works like this are well for-

matted for viewing on smart phones and laptops, 

further increasing the odds of mass circulation. 

A similar phenomenon of mass circulation has 

occurred with political memes and activist graffiti 

(such as the works by well-known English artist 

Banksy) going viral on Twitter or gaining notoriety 

through news coverage (Ellsworth-Jones). Though 

modern Chicano art is typically more complex than 

most memes or graffiti, the capability of powerful 

graphic statements to spread online is clear. Shar-

ing and reposting of Chicano art could also plau-
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sibly lead to curiosity about the original Chicano 

Movement among those who are struck by the 

intense themes present in a piece. As rhetoric about 

the border wall spews from the White House and a 

wide range of immigration policies are constantly 

being discussed by the American public, it seems 

to more be of a question of when rather than if a 

work of Chicano resistance art spreads and brings 

attention to the broader movement.

From its inception, Chicano art has aimed to 

strike a chord within its audience. Whether the 

goal was to garner support for the UFWU, en-

courage fierce pride in Chicano Aztec culture, or 

simply make outsiders aware of the daily struggles 

encountered by Mexican-Americans, this art has 

been—and continues to be—committed to resis-

tance. Resistance to unfair wages, discriminatory 

stereotypes, assimilation into Anglo culture, right-

wing immigration policies, and deportation. The 

combination of remarkable symbolic depth and 

stunning surface visuals is a trademark of several 

Chicano art masterpieces. This duality enables 

Chicano art to instantly draw a viewer in and then 

hold their attention with more weighty ideas—an 

ideal dynamic for mass circulation. Historically, 

Chicano resistance art hasn’t garnered the attention 

it deserves outside of its own communities and 

craves a wider audience in order to further its resis-

tance efforts. Facing a movement of hatred person-

ified by President Trump and capable of shaping 

American immigration discourse via social media, 

modern Chicano art has real potential to spread 

like wildfire.
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