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It should come as no surprise that photography played a key role in the 
Chicano movement’s struggle for political and social justice, from the late 
1960s through the 1970s. Within the various sites and contexts across the 

country that constituted the movement, photographers documented injustice, 
countered prevalent stereotypes, worked to garner support for a range of causes 
and contributed to the visualization of Chicano/a identity and community. 
What does prove somewhat surprising, however, is that this prolific production 
and its significance—unlike that of other visual arts like cinema, posters, or 
muralism—is just beginning to attract sustained scholarly attention. Chicano 
movement photography has not only been overlooked in favor of other visual 
media; it was also both a key component of the movement and central to the 
development of an alternative sphere of cultural production on multiple counts. 
In his influential 1976 manifesto “The Artist as a Revolutionary,” for instance, 
the Chicano artist Carlos Almaraz likened the artist’s role in the movement to 
photography: “It is the artist’s function to act as a camera for society.” Examin-
ing the various ways in which artists “acted as a camera,” however, is a much 
more complex affair than Almaraz’s quote might initially suggest.1

Rather than simply trace the contributions of photographers or analyze key 
images, I instead adopt the “Chicano/a photographic” as my object of study and 
frame of analysis. First, I mobilize this term as a way to multiply and expand 
the conceivable range of practices and purposes to which photography was 
pressed into service. This concept is thus indebted partly to Ariella Azoulay’s 
proposal that we depart from an art historical conception of photography as 
“a technology for the production of images operated by a singular subject” 
and instead understand photography as a multifaceted “event . . . made up of 
an infinite series of encounters” that at times exceed the visual.2 Accordingly, 
the notion of the photographic that I propose encompasses the expansive, 
diverse, and innovative mobilization of photography by various practitioners: 
as visual evidence, as counterrepresentation, as documentation of artistic pro-
cess, as the conceptual basis for other artworks, as an aesthetic influence, as 
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an archive or creative resource, and as a reimagination of self or community. 
The Chicano/a photographic thus accounts not only for the generation of 
representations—whether of facts, of events, or of a community—but also 
for the ways in which these images and ideas were circulated, adapted, and 
reworked within movement contexts. These uses of photographic images, I 
argue, constituted a broader field of photographic practice that was a central 
yet typically overlooked part of the conception and visualization of new forms 
of identity, community, and political mobilization.

Second, the prominence of photographic practices also extended to and 
greatly informed other cultural production aligned with the movement. Ac-
cordingly, the concept of the Chicano/a photographic prompts a productive 
reconsideration of the functioning and significance of Chicana/o art, both at the 
level of media and of individual artworks. More specifically, by examining the 
various uses and evocations of photography across multiple media, I argue that 
both the practices and conceptual implications of photography proved central 
to Chicano/a art’s intertwined interventions as a social and artistic practice. 
Adopting the lens of the Chicano/a photographic allows us to account for 
not only how photography served as a conceptual conceit that facilitated the 
visualization of Chicano/a identity but also how it was instrumental to actively 
challenging boundaries between media; functioned as the basis for a range of 
cultural production; facilitated the democratization of cultural production; 
rejected conventional notions of the art object; and, through the accessibility 
of production and circulation, facilitated the operation of Chicano/a art as a 
social and community-based practice.  

Recent scholarship has linked social movement photography to the creation 
of new or resistant aesthetics, to visualizing competing conceptions of race, 
or to strategies of political mobilization. However, its relationship to other art 
practices and histories remains relatively unexamined. While this essay builds 
on the insights of recent work on visual culture in the black civil rights move-
ment, I argue that the concept of the Chicana/o photographic also allows us 
to place the broader field of Chicana/o cultural production in conversation 
with the art historical scholarship on social practices.3 The 1990s witnessed 
the emergence and proliferation of artistic practices that function outside 
conventional exhibition spaces and that include a public, participatory, or 
social dimension that rethinks the status of the art object and audience rela-
tions. While I refer to these various tendencies throughout the essay as “social 
practices,” scholars and artists have used a range of terminology to describe 
them: new genre public art, participatory art, relational art, community-based 
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art, interventionist art, dialogic art, and so forth. Although the activist and 
often participatory nature of Chicano movement art would seem to constitute 
a foundational example of such work, art historical narratives dedicated to these 
genres typically exclude or dismiss work produced within social movements of 
the 1960s and 1970s. To be certain, several key texts briefly reference Chicano/a 
muralism or cultural centers, and at least one key anthology includes an essay 
by the Chicana muralist Judy Baca.4 When referenced, however, Chicano/a 
art is often placed in a brief, obligatory list of social movement precedents that 
inform post-1990 practices; at worst, it is entirely overlooked, along with the 
cultural production aligned with other civil rights struggles.5

Situating Chicana/o movement art in relation to such art historical accounts 
does more than simply rectify an oversight, or simply argue for the inclusion 
and validation of Chicano/a art alongside other key precedents. Rather, it 
should compel scholars to account for the specificity of Chicano/a art in rela-
tion to other social practices, both historical and contemporary, in a way that 
enriches and complicates broader narratives while prompting a reevaluation 
of the cultural production of the Chicano movement. This and other social 
movements of the era were simultaneously cultural movements in which the 
function of art transcended the mere illustration of political positions or ideolo-
gies. Artistic practices—from the production of a poster to the formation of 
community around a mural project or cultural center—were fundamental to the 
articulation and formation of politics along with conceptions of identity. The 
hierarchical divisions between political action and cultural expression, if not 
completely dismantled in this context, were substantially challenged. Alongside 
the general rejection of high modernism and the idea of “art for art’s sake,” 
Chicano movement art refused the category of art as a distinct field of practice.

By the same token, however, artists, writers, photographers, and musicians 
occupied a unique, valued position within the movement as those with special 
capacity to articulate politics or identity and to mobilize audiences. Nonethe-
less, the category of “artist” could apply equally to the formally trained and 
to the self-taught, individuals with experience and those, empowered by the 
movement, who had only recently picked up a pencil, paintbrush, or camera. 
As these factors suggest, what remains unique about Chicano movement art 
was its ongoing confluence and interpenetration between social and artistic 
realms and the problematizing of the boundary between art and nonart, while 
strategically refusing to do away with these distinctions altogether. More than 
just a matter of inclusion, placing early Chicano/a art in conversation with 
the contemporary genre of social practice—not to mention its acknowledged 
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historical precedents like the historical avant-garde—holds the potential to 
productively revise art historical narratives, expanding the spectrum of practices, 
dynamics, and intersections this genre might encompass.

Conversely, considering Chicano/a art from the vantage point of social 
practice also productively contributes insight into its historical functioning, 
and perhaps even the redefinition of our objects of study in this field. The 
implications of this for the historical study of Chicana/o art are thus manifold. 
Perhaps most obviously, providing access to the production of art considerably 
expanded the types of works available for analysis beyond those produced by 
self-identified or professional artists. Even more important, its imbrication 
with activism and its function as a social practice necessitate an analysis that 
includes yet moves beyond the visual, in keeping with the balance Chicano/a 
art strove to achieve between both fields. This means that in addition to a 
finished, tangible product like a mural or photograph, the artwork as object 
of analysis might more properly be understood as a multifaceted process, an 
intermedial array of intertexts, the building of community, or the orchestra-
tion of social networks. Perhaps counterintuitively, focusing on the medium 
of photography and its impact allows us to grasp the ways in which Chicana/o 
art also actively challenged the medium specificity so central to midcentury 
modernism. By briefly considering here four key practices or concepts in early 
Chicana/o cultural production—the alternative press, muralism, rasquachismo, 
and artists associated with the group Asco—my intention is to demonstrate 
the wide-ranging and various implications of the Chicano/a photographic as 
an artistic and social practice.

To be certain, Chicano/a artists were not the only ones interrogating the 
boundaries between media, nor were they alone in pioneering new forms of 
social practice. As Andrew V. Uroskie demonstrates, for instance, artists of 
the 1960s working in the field of “expanded cinema moved away from the 
autonomous, medium-specific practices that we associate with high modernism 
and toward the more environmental, mediated, and site-specific conceptual 
practices that would follow in its wake,” practices, along with Happenings 
and minimalism, that would actively challenge borders between media as an 
interrogation of situation, institution, and context.6 Although these tendencies 
might readily apply to activist or social movement art produced during the 
same moment, accounts like Uroskie’s (to give just one example) focus more on 
conceptual questions of medium or form than on their relationship to content 
or politics. Such narratives not only reproduce an art historical logic that pro-
duces exclusions but also reinscribe problematic cleavages—methodological, 
theoretical, and historical—between notions of conceptual art and artworks, 
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like those produced within social movements, that are assumed to be more 
one-dimensional, exclusively visual, or message-driven. That scholars working 
on both sides of this divide often reify such distinctions suggests the advantages 
and insights to be gained by challenging them. Staging a conversation about 
the specific ways in which these tendencies—intermediality, social practice, 
and social justice—converged across different contexts in the 1960s and 1970s 
holds the capacity to shed new light on a range of cultural production, not to 
mention the ways in which they are historicized or analyzed. Although I do 
contend that the functions of photography in the context of Chicano/a art 
were a uniquely extensive and rich iteration of these tendencies, working across 
the apparent divides of the mainstream art world and social movements might 
productively trouble the boundaries between them within art history, along 
with challenging the exclusions these distinctions produce.

To this extent, the concept of the Chicano/a photographic, while highlight-
ing the centrality of photography to early Chicano/a cultural production, also 
implies a shift in methodology toward activist art that accounts for the fact 
that a text may encompass visual and nonvisual dimensions like conditions 
of distribution and consumption while acknowledging that the conventional 
distinctions and perceived relationships between text and context might ne-
cessitate revision or perhaps even reversal. If, as Chon A. Noriega and Pilar 
Tompkins Rivas argue, early Chicano/a artists succeeded in “opening a space 
between social function and aesthetics,”7 they also effected a unique, provocative 
interplay between what Grant Kester terms a “‘textual mode of production” and 
more ephemeral, participatory modes.8 The Chicano/a photographic offers a 
key vantage point from which to appreciate the extent and complexity of this 
intervention while demonstrating the necessity of expanding our analytical and 
historiographic frames and, indeed, our conceptions of what it meant to pro-
duce, circulate, and consume activist or political art in this and other contexts.

Capturing the Movement: The Alternative Chicano/a Press

The more conceptual implications of the Chicano/a photographic have their 
foundations in Chicano movement photojournalism and documentary pho-
tography. Chicano/a photographers, as was the case with those working in the 
context of other civil rights movements, used their cameras in the service of 
activism and social justice. This typically documentary use of photography was 
oriented explicitly toward countering images of Chicano/as in the mainstream 
media and promoting solidarity with and sympathy for the broader goals of 
the movement. Obviously, these practices correspond with the central role of 
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photography and image production within the African American civil rights 
movement of the 1950s and 1960s. As Martin A. Berger notes, during this 
period “black newspapers and magazines constructed a distinctive visual re-
cord of civil rights that was rarely glimpsed by whites.”9 Furthermore, activists 
mobilized photography and other visual media to affect external perceptions 
of the movement and alter public sentiment toward African Americans and 
their struggles. As Maurice Berger explains, “The modern civil rights move-
ment, coextensive as it was with the birth of television and the rise of picture 
magazines and other forms of visual mass media, effectively capitalized on 
the power of visual images to edify, convince, and persuade.”10 A number of 
organizations, from the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee to the 
Black Panthers, consequently enlisted photographers and designers, while 
events like the Birmingham campaigns and the historic marches from Selma 
to Montgomery were in part orchestrated to capitalize on their potential appeal 
to mainstream media outlets. As Leigh Raiford compellingly demonstrates, 
this orchestration and circulation of visual materials varied according to each 
organization and its agenda.11

 Consistent with these examples, organizations that made up the 
Chicano movement also worked to both build community and gain sympa-
thy for their cause through savvy use of the media, and the alternative press 
in particular. Perhaps no single incident better illustrates the documentary, 
counternarrative function of photography than the Chicano Moratorium of 
August 29, 1970. After riot police descended on the approximately twenty 
thousand to thirty thousand peaceful protestors gathered at Laguna Park in 
East Los Angeles, the incident spawned at least two competing interpreta-
tions. The mainstream media and the County Sheriff ’s Department framed 
the day’s events as a riot instigated by violence-prone Chicano/a activists; 
activists in turn argued that the police response to a minor provocation was 
unjustifiable and extreme in its disproportionate use of violence. The dispar-
ity between these versions of events crystallized in the controversy over the 
death of the journalist Rubén Salazar. Covering the march as news director of 
the Spanish-language television station KMEX, Salazar retreated to the Silver 
Dollar bar as the violence erupted. When police fired a tear gas canister into 
the bar, the reporter was struck in the head, dying instantly. While the Sheriff ’s 
Department claimed to be responding to reports of an armed individual in 
the bar, Chicano/as characterized the police behavior as either reckless or as 
an intentional effort to silence a public voice sympathetic to the Chicano/a 
cause, and at times openly critical of the police.12
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This episode highlighted the centrality of the underground Chicano/a press 
and its use of photography to the creation of alternative regimes of represen-
tation. As Elize Mazadiego argues, photographs of the Moratorium and its 
aftermath circulating through the Chicano/a press and the mainstream press 
like the Los Angeles Times contrasted accordingly.13 Through an insightful 
analysis of NBC’s coverage of the Moratorium, Randy J. Ontiveros likewise 
demonstrates that television news broadcasts typically “privileged the police 
perspective over movement points of view.”14 Los Angeles’s influential La Raza 
magazine used extensive photography to offer its own eyewitness accounts of 
the incident and to work against these dominant framings. As it had in coverage 
of other protests and rallies, the magazine published an issue dedicated to the 
Moratorium that consisted almost entirely of photos taken by various march 
participants and individuals associated with the magazine, several of them 
revealing police brutality. The cover itself featured the widely circulated image 
of an officer pointing a shotgun at the door of the Silver Dollar, apparently 
capturing the moments just preceding Salazar’s death. Inside, a fotonovela-style 
series of photographs by Raul Ruiz captured events as they unfolded outside 
the bar. In his preface to the photo-essay, Ruiz aptly articulates the magazine’s 
embrace of photography’s evidentiary power, explaining that “I had shot pic-
tures during the entire incident. If my words are not believed, hopefully the 
pictures will speak for themselves.”15 Fittingly, photography of the Moratorium 
played a central role in support of competing interpretations of the events of 
August 29 and would become central to the subsequent inquest into Salazar’s 
death.16 Notably, the photos originally published in La Raza were entered as 
evidence when the magazine’s editors testified as witnesses.17 Ernesto Chávez 
notes the implications of the inquest relative to the broader struggles over media 
representation and the power with which photography was imbued by those 
on both sides of the issue: “[it] was actually an investigation into the August 
29 violence, the Mexican-American character, sheriff ’s department procedures, 
and the credibility of Chicanos and law enforcement officials.”18 

The broader dissatisfaction with the mainstream press and its representations 
of Chicano/as provoked an emergence of Chicano/a publications across the 
United States, each with its own regional focus and political agenda. Despite 
their differences, these papers and magazines shared some key characteristics: 
“their lack of objectivity, their bi-lingual format, spiced with contemporary 
poetry and plenty of artwork, their lack of advertising, and their need for 
funding.”19 Just as “the poster became the prominent voice for many Chicano 
artists due to its accessible technology, portability and cost-effectiveness,” the 
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emergence of Chicano/a periodicals was facilitated by cheaper and more acces-
sible offset printing technology.20 Fittingly, these publications became venues 
for artwork and photography that constituted some of the earliest experiments 
in the development of a visual vocabulary and aesthetic appropriate to the 
political and cultural orientation of the movement. The community-based 
and often participatory dimensions of these publications, whose accessibil-
ity at multiple levels challenged the mainstream media’s distinction between 
readers and journalists, “provided spaces—both physical and intellectual—in 
which Mexican Americans could go from being cultural consumers to cultural 
producers.”21

In addition to inspiring the urgent counternarrative impulse of Chicano 
reportage, the Moratorium and its aftermath also marked an important wa-
tershed in the Chicano impulse toward self-representation and the consequent 
flourishing of an alternative sphere of cultural production. That is, the utter 
disconnect between eyewitness experiences of the police riot and mainstream 

media accounts impressed on many 
the urgency of creating new images of 
Chicano/as. As Harry Gamboa Jr. of the 
artist group Asco explains: “I saw cops 
beating up on women, cops beating up 
on little kids, and saw them shooting 

at people. . . . I saw cops acting like dogs, but the next day in the newspapers 
the cops were represented as victims,” inspiring him to become the artistic 
director of the magazine Regeneración.22 While the Moratorium makes such a 
counterrepresentational dynamic starkly apparent, it was indeed indicative of 
the larger role of the alternative press in this context.

The broader discrepancy between Chicano/a experience and mainstream 
media representation not only provoked photography that documented specific 
events via reportage or photojournalism but also inspired the generation of 
images that worked against prevalent stereotypes. If Chicano/as during this 
period engaged in media activism directed toward the Frito Bandito and other 
disparaging imagery, part of this battle was waged through the medium of pho-
tography.23 Again, the Chicano/a press was central to this effort by launching 
critiques of media representation and by publishing photographs and photo 
essays depicting everyday Chicano/as and their surroundings.24 Such images 
replaced one-dimensional villains and exotic fiestas with the complexity, di-
versity, and texture of life in the barrio. La Raza in particular published several 
photo-essays of “barrio photography” that depicted the residents, landscapes, 
and textures of Chicano neighborhoods. The 1972 La Raza photo-essay “Barrio 

Figure 1.
Cover of La Raza magazine, vol. 1, no. 3 (1970). 
Photograph by Raul Ruiz. La Raza Newspaper and 
Magazine Records. Coll. 1000. Courtesy of the 
UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center.
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Life and Faces” by Manuel G. Barrera Jr., for instance, featured a compelling 
series of photos of barrio youth.25 As other movement magazines like Con 
Safos published such essays, the everyday dimensions of “barrio photography” 
functioned as a corollary to straightforward reportage; if the latter worked to 
counter the accounts of crucial events appearing in mainstream outlets, the 
former worked to complicate and undermine one-dimensional representa-
tions of Chicano/as. This particular use of photography thus resonates with 
Raiford’s observations about the black civil rights movement: “By reimagining 
and reframing the visual presentation of African Americans in the context of 
political struggle, the activists . . . enlisted photography to both unmake and 
remake black identity.”26 

Inextricable from its “remaking of identity” in the Chicano movement 
context, however, was the conception of these publications as open and par-
ticipatory ventures. As was the case with murals and posters, they operated 
with the intention of increasing access to information and art within the com-
munity, at the levels of both production and consumption. More than only 
an alternative source of information and images, therefore, these publications 
often functioned as participatory sites 
of community building and engage-
ment. As Francisco Manuel Andrade 
notes, for instance, “The invitation 
to participate in the publication of 
La Raza went out to everyone in the 
community, not just to a few intellectuals and professional activists.”27 He 
characterized the avowed orientation of the newspaper accordingly: “Here 
indeed is a community (of volunteers; and of subscribers who are expected to 
become volunteers) as newspaper and newspaper as community.”28

In keeping with this impetus, this magazine and others regularly solicited 
content and images from readers, frequently allowing untrained or amateur 
photographers to contribute. While implicitly rejecting hierarchies and creden-
tials that qualify one as fine art or professional photographer, such publications 
effectively empowered anyone with a camera to engage in artistic production, 
news gathering, and/or self-representation. At the same time, photographs 
circulated freely among member publications of the Chicano Press Associa-
tion (CPA), often reproduced, recombined, or recontextualized according to 
the needs and aesthetics of each. Images thus became a key part of a broader 
system of mutual support and solidarity fostered by the CPA while contribut-
ing to the visualization of the movement as a phenomenon that transcended 
local contexts.

Figure 2.
Manuel G. Barrera Jr., “Barrio Life and Faces,” La 
Raza, vol. 1, no. 6 (1971): 85. La Raza Newspaper 
and Magazine Records. Coll. 1000. Courtesy of 
the UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center.
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As journalistic and artistic enterprises, these newspapers and magazines 
thus not only produced counterrepresentations but also aspired to create new, 
egalitarian models of cultural production, cultural dissemination, and social 
relations. In keeping with the notion of social practice, we might regard this 
press culture both as a body of concrete objects residing in archives, available for 
our inspection, and as a set of less visible networks and transformative practices 
of equal importance. On all counts, photography functioned as a crucial part 
of the Chicano movement and its various causes, while its diverse uses within 
a vibrant press culture embodied the broader democratizing and participatory 
tendencies that became apparent in Chicano movement art, particularly in 
its dedication to accessibility, empowerment, and community engagement. 
Even these apparently straightforward instances of photojournalism or docu-
mentary photography—which are perhaps most readily placed within a long 
legacy of socially engaged photography from Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine to 
Walker Evans and Dorothea Lange—Chicano/a image producers were push-
ing at the boundaries of convention to fashion practices that in addition to 
being evidentiary in nature were simultaneously visual, social, political, and 
community-oriented interventions.

“To Act like a Camera”: Photography and Chicano/a Muralism

The documentary impulses of photography that I outline above, while clearly a 
multifaceted undertaking, often corresponded to the aesthetic of social realism 
embraced by a number of Chicano/a artists and their collective articulations of 
identity, community, and history. While the use of photography as counternar-
rative and counterrepresentation shared an affinity with (and likely influenced) 
other Chicano/a cultural production, it is through the mobilization of photog-
raphy in conjunction with other media that we are able to gauge its centrality 
to movement-era art. To this extent, considering the relationship of muralism 
to photography allows us to enumerate some of the expansive, diverse uses of 
photography by Chicana/o artists: as a concept, as an aesthetic, as a resource, 
and as documentation of process. At the same time, using photography as a lens 
through which to examine the nature of muralism prompts a reconsideration 
of the latter medium. This approach demonstrates how Chicano/a practices 
actively troubled the boundaries of medium specificity; both photography and 
muralism reveal themselves as intermedial undertakings mobilized by and dis-
persed across multiple texts. These dimensions of the Chicano/a photographic 
provide further insight into Chicano/a art’s intervention as an intertwined ef-
fort to simultaneously redefine artistic practice and reimagine social relations.
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Perhaps most obviously, photography often served as source material for 
mural production. The inspiration these artists drew from Mexican muralists 
in terms of aesthetic and technique, for instance, included the various ways in 
which this earlier movement itself mobilized photography as source material. 
In particular, Victor Sorell has traced the use of the Casasola Archive of docu-
mentary photography of the Mexican Revolution by both Diego Rivera and 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, and the ways in which Chicano/a artists replicated and 
emulated the translation of these works to the graphic arts.29 Beyond this par-
ticular repertoire of imagery, photographs served as useful, inexpensive models 
from which images were adapted into other art forms. Mexican muralists like 
Siqueiros posed models in photographs as studies for murals, for instance, a 
practice also emulated by Chicano artists like John Valadez, who subsequently 
projected his photographic images on a wall to map out the composition of his 
works.30 As Guisela Latorre also points out, artists like Barbara Carrasco and 
Judy Baca drew extensively on archival photographs to construct alternative, 
visual histories of Los Angeles and Southern California.31

Even when other media like muralism utilized photography’s documentary 
function, however, the results at times reveal a complex mobilization of pho-
tography both as a resource and as a conceptual conceit. For example, Judy 
Baca’s History of Highland Park (1977) mural uses a composition based on 
archival and contemporary photos to document the neighborhood’s history, 
evoking the past by adopting a sepia color scheme. The longer south wall is 
executed almost entirely in these subdued brown tones, while the eastern wall 
is a contemporary “snapshot” in full color depicting neighborhood residents. 
This apparently clear aesthetic and spatial divide established between past 
and present, however, is challenged by the inclusion on the south panel of a 
contemporary couple with child sitting at a bus stop. Executed in the same 
sepia tones as the historical photos and positioned at street level, this image 
positions everyday Chicano/as as a key part of the neighborhood’s history 
and empowers local residents to identify with and place themselves within 
this historical legacy.

In another complex example of this conceptual impetus, the East Los 
Streetscapers mural Chicano Time Trip mobilizes the “photographic” to visu-
ally theorize the dynamic interplay between past, present, and future relative 
to Chicano/a identity. Four of the mural’s large panels depict imagery from 
Mexican history, from the pre-Conquest era to the Revolution. Among them 
is a reproduction of a famous photo from the Casasola archive depicting a 
revolutionary soldadera, a quotation typical of the tendency noted by Sorrell. 
To this extent, it confirms Latorre’s assertion that “Casasola’s photography, as 
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Figure 3.
Judith F. Baca, 1977, History of Highland 
Park, Los Angeles, CA. © Judith F. Baca. 
Courtesy of Social and Public Art Resource 
Center (sparcinla.org).

a source for Chicano/a artists, offered them 
the opportunity to employ a legitimized his-
torical document that nevertheless allowed 
them to breach the gap between Mexican 
and Chicano/a history, that is, between the 

past and the present.”32 As embodiments of this present, the center of the fifth 
panel features a contemporary Chicano/a family posing as if for a portrait. 
Surrounding them are what we might read as snapshots of their daily lives 
and, by implication, the broader Chicano/a experience. In this way, the mural 
functions as a sort of public photo album of the Chicano/a family writ large.

Of course, it functions as much more than an artistically rendered photo-
graph or document in a literal sense: it also proposes a relationship between a 
fluid temporality and Chicano/a identity. If this particular “time trip” revisits 
historical antecedents and moments of the present frozen in time by the 
muralists-cum-photographers, it does so by presenting an archive of imagery 
on which the future will be built. As the inscription reads at the top of the 
fifth panel, “Our heritage is the foundation of our destiny. The powers of our 
desires and imagination will determine the future.” Viewers and passersby can 
travel along this “time trip” in either direction or stand at a distance to experi-
ence each panel simultaneously, allowing them to locate their own position 
within this articulation of history and identity. As Noriega and Tompkins Ri-
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vas argue, Chicano Time Trip thus refuses 
“a simple linear and causal narrative and 
instead introduces a spatialized sense of 
simultaneity within each historical mo-
ment.”33 Significantly, one of the painted 

“snapshots” surrounding the contemporary family captures the Streetscapers 
themselves painting a mural. In a very basic sense, the muralists are situating 
public art production as a crucial part of the present Chicano/a experience 
and, as implied by the inscription, a component of the foundation of the 
future through the ongoing transformation and reclamation of public space 
in the present.

Through this painted “photograph” situated at street level, Los Streetscap-
ers also permanently documented their own artistic practice, self-reflexively 
memorializing their presence in the neighborhood. By including this eviden-
tiary signature that reminds viewers of the mural’s creation, the artists are also 
foregrounding muralism as a participatory, site-specific, and process-based 
medium and the role that photography plays in illuminating this dimension. 
Because of its collective and public nature, the creation of a mural frequently 
entailed community involvement at multiple levels: artists consulted surround-
ing communities about imagery, often engaged them in the production of the 
actual mural, and altered the neighborhood’s visual landscape. To this extent, 

Figure 4.
Judith F. Baca, 1977, History of Highland Park 
(detail), Los Angeles, CA. Photograph by Erika 
Herrera. © Judith F. Baca.
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its relation to a particular place and the 
process of its creation were often just as 
crucial to a given artwork as its visual 
content. This fact would be particularly 
true in contexts like the Citywide Mural 

Program directed by Baca in the 1970s, where participation in a mural crew 
ostensibly dissuaded youth from joining gangs or writing graffiti.34 Likewise, 
Oscar Castillo’s photographs of Judithe Hernandez’s 1976 collaborative mural 
El Mundo de Barrio Sotel include various youth from the Sawtelle neighborhood 
in Los Angeles who worked on the conception and execution of the mural as 
a gesture toward process and as a collective, visual signature.35

As the Streetscaper mural and other examples suggest, one of the only 
ways in which the ephemeral and social dimensions of muralism can be ap-
prehended in retrospect is through photography, whether these be images of 
the mural’s creation or those that situate the finished product within its spatial 
context. Indeed, the inclusion of the muralists within the mural painting itself 
is an identifiable trope during this period, while photography of murals in 
the Chicano/a press often depicted murals in process.36 While scholars have 
identified the crucial function that photography has assumed in the study of 
performance art—indeed it often serves as the only available object of analy-
sis—it is equally central to understanding muralism in its totality as a medium 

Figure 5.
East Los Streetscapers, 1977, Chicano Time Trip, 
Los Angeles, CA. Courtesy of Social and Public 
Art Resource Center (sparcinla.org).
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Figure 6.
East Los Streetscapers, 1977, Chicano Time Trip 
(detail), Los Angeles, CA. Photograph by Ana 
Guajardo.

that is not exclusively visual but also an 
intervention in community building 
and social relations.37 In other words, 
it is through the archival collections of 
photographers like Castillo or Nancy 

Tovar that we can properly understand and reevaluate the multidimensional 
nature of muralism and its underappreciated connections to other participa-
tory, ephemeral, process-based, and relational works.38 If Grant Kester defines 
recent dialogical practices and associated trends as those produced by artists 
that “facilitate dialogue among communities—performative, process-based ap-
proach—context providers rather than content providers,” or that engage in an 
“orchestration of collaborative encounters and conversations well beyond the 
confines of the gallery or museum,” there is perhaps no example or precedent 
more apt than Chicano/a muralism.39 Indeed, the artist Sandra de la Loza uses 
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the phrase “social sublime” to describe 
the “transformative and transcendental 
impetus that affects both the social 
actors involved in the production of 
the mural and the larger society within 

which the mural is located.”40 Photography documents these crucial dimen-
sions of the medium, exhorting us to incorporate them into the history and 
analysis of Chicano/a muralism as a form whose visual elements and content 
are but one aspect of a participatory, spatial, intermedial, and thus partially 
ephemeral practice.41

To Process the Film: The Photographic Basis of Rasquachismo

If one had to identify a key tendency within early Chicano/a art that worked 
most persistently to rethink the practice and function of art as a social or 
community-based practice, it would be the concept of rasquachismo. Initially 
defined and theorized by Tomás Ybarra-Frausto as an “attitude or taste,” “one 
form of a Chicano vernacular, the verbal-visual codes we use to speak to each 
other among ourselves,” it manifests as an aesthetic born of “resourcefulness and 
adaptability.”42 In other words, a number of Chicano/a artists drew inspiration 
from the creative expression that surrounded them—including lowriders, tattoo 

Figure 7.
Judithe Hernandez and collaborators in front of El 
Mundo de Barrio Sotel (1976), Los Angeles, CA. 
Photograph by Oscar Castillo.
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art, garden decorations, altars, and graffiti—to craft a uniquely Chicano/a style. 
The underlying logic of rasquachismo was hence manifold. First, it proposed 
a creative practice that was not derivative of European, US, or Mexican prec-
edents, but was instead able to draw liberally from and potentially combine all 
of them through “hybridization, juxtaposition and integration.”43 Rasquachismo 
thus served as an aesthetic approximation and affirmation of Chicano/a identity 
itself as an ongoing negotiation of multiple cultures and local resources. The 
concept also describes how Chicano/a artists drew from apparently disparate 
artistic traditions and practices, from local folk art to impressionism and pop 
art. Just as important, it functioned as a form of aesthetic solidarity with the 
working class, a stylistic corollary to the political stance apparent in the content 
in many of these works. Lastly, its embrace of an aesthetic of poverty not only 
represented a practical solution to artists working with scarce resources but 
also offered the potential for almost anyone to create works of art, retroactively 
elevating centuries of vernacular expression in the process.

Rasquachismo thus embodies a key component of Chicano/a art’s innova-
tive nature not only as a political or social gesture but also relative to practices 
of art production and consumption. Of course, these spheres were conceived 
of as mutually inextricable. For instance, Chicano/a artists drew from local, 
vernacular expressions to articulate their identification with the working class. 
In turn, it ostensibly allowed the everyday Chicano/a to identify with, and 
even participate in, artistic production rather than situate specialized education 
as a prerequisite to either. The concept thus corresponds to Chicano/a art’s 
emphasis on accessibility through cultural centers, its rejection of the multiple 
barriers of exclusion erected by mainstream institutions, and its potential as a 
way to build community. Although rasquachismo proposes the utter disman-
tling of cultural hierarchies in its promiscuous embrace of both “fine art” and 
the “lowbrow,” its implications are thus more fundamental. What ultimately 
separates rasquachismo from analogous tendencies within pop art, kitsch, or 
assemblage is that it was part of broader attempt to reimagine and redesign 
social relations by reconceiving art as an egalitarian undertaking unfettered by 
hierarchical distinctions or exclusionary institutional restraints. Or, to phrase 
it in terms familiar to the historical avant-garde, it marks an active attempt to 
rethink the concept of “art” altogether and to collapse the boundaries between 
art and life by rejecting “art for art’s sake.”

Although not typically acknowledged as such, photography and the broader 
set of practices I refer to as the Chicano/a photographic were a key compo-
nent of rasquachismo. Ybarra-Frausto, for instance, identifies Luis Valdez’s Yo 
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soy Joaquín–—the cinematic adaptation of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’s epic 
1967 poem about Chicano history and identity—as a key historical example 
of rasquachismo in operation. Rita Gonzalez further argues that the film’s 
use of compilation, still photography, montage, and documentary conven-
tions situates it as a major touchstone within a broader history of “rasquache 
cinema” subsequently produced by Chicano/as.44 Jesús Salvador Treviño, 
identifying such docudramas as an early trend in Chicano/a cinema, notes 
that they were characterized by “the recreation of historical events through 
photo-animation of historical graphics, photos, and paintings, bringing them 
to life with narration, dialogue, music and sound effects.”45 Indeed, Treviño’s 
own 1972 documentary Yo soy Chicano and Sylvia Morales’s Chicana (1979) 
adopted these strategies to propose their own theorizations of the relationship 
between history and identity. The respective histories of both Chicana and I 
Am Joaquín also reveal these films to be an iteration of the ongoing adapta-
tion and circulation of multimedia texts in which photography was a key 
component. Originally published as a poem, I Am Joaquín was repurposed as 
political flyers, as the basis of countless performances, republished and illus-
trated in multiple newspapers, published as at least two books, conducted as 
a slide show by the Teatro Campesino theater group, and adapted into a film. 
Likewise, Chicana originated as a collaborative slide show lecture developed by 
the Chicana scholar Anna NietoGomez and the photographer Cindy Honesto 
that would be performed live in various contexts, including college classrooms. 
Drawing on an analogous body of imagery as I Am Joaquín–—from photos 
of Mexican murals to pre-Conquest art—the film was instead dedicated to 
altering prevalent media representations of Latinas and intended “to nourish 
the hearts and identity of the Chicana by paying tribute to women in history 
and by recognizing women who have fought for what they believed.”46 The 
accessibility of photography and the easy circulation of photographs thus 
made the medium an ideal fit for the necessary resourcefulness of Chicano/
as working in film. In both cases, the films survive as permanent documents 
of an innovative and interactive collaborative process that involved multiple 
media; one could argue that the actual “texts” of both films were made up of 
an unstable, site-specific set of relations between sound, image, and context 
and that “rasquache cinema” is by definition an intermedial social practice.

As such examples suggest, rasquachismo constitutes both an identifiable 
aesthetic and a creative practice whereby artists harnessed vernacular expres-
sions, mobilized multiple media and facilitated accessibility.47 Even beyond 
the example of cinema, photography was fundamental to this process. That 
is, if Chicano/a artists and intellectuals “turn[ed] inward to explore, decipher, 
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and interpret elements from the Chicano cultural matrix,” they often did 
so by creating an archive of photos documenting barrio culture.48 Quite ap-
propriately, Amalia Mesa-Bains, in the formulation of her own concept of 
domesticana, aligns rasquachismo’s affirmation and cultural reclamation with 
artists’ responsibility “to visually record the everyday, the familial, and the 
familiar.”49 In practice, this often meant that Chicano/a artists collected or 
snapped photographs as a way to capture vernacular expressions or mobilize 
them as the basis of new artwork. The group known as Los Four was a key 
proponent of this practice, as were their contributions to the art and literary 
magazine Con Safos. Not only did members’ production evince such a strategy 
by quoting graffiti and other prevalent barrio arts, but Gilbert “Magú” Luján’s 
influential essay-manifesto “El Arte del Chicano” espoused such a stance with 
a photo collage of potential creative resources from gang tattoos to El Pato 
hot sauce.50 In the documentary Los Four, a group member, Frank Romero, is 
shown taking photographs of homemade yard decorations, creating an archive 
of source material from which he and the group could draw inspiration.51

While some have interpreted rasquachismo in execution as an unethical 
evocation of working-class sensibilities by artists, curators, and academics, it 
potentially encompasses a diverse range of practices and attitudes.52 Rather 
than a unidirectional appropriation, furthermore, it held several overlapping 
implications: assuring the accessibility of art at multiple levels, creating a dia-
logue between practitioners and public, blurring the boundary between these 
two groups, and the unequivocal rejection of cultural hierarchies that worked 
to debase or diminish Chicano/a cultural expression. As such, we might more 
accurately understand rasquachismo as a key strategy of community engagement 
and involvement, an artistic corollary to the broader impetus of the movement. 
Photography was central to its conception and execution, particularly as its 
accessibility and reproducibility readily suited the ideological orientation of 
the Chicano movement and its cultural production. Through rasquachismo, 
these properties of the medium facilitated a provocative reconception of ar-
tistic practice, circulation, exhibition, and consumption. Adopting the lens 
of the Chicano/a photographic thus elucidates the overlooked importance of 
photography to the democratizing impulse of Chicano/a art, but also reveals 
underappreciated dimensions of its operation and historical significance.

Queering the Camera: Performance and Self-Portraiture

Despite the innovative formal, aesthetic, conceptual, and participatory dimen-
sions of the Chicano/a photographic outlined above, many of the examples I 
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have referenced project a rather limited, if not consistent, vision of Chicano/a 
identity and community. In fact, works like I Am Joaquín, Chicano Time Trip, 
and History of Highland Park all resonate with tendencies that Maylei Blackwell 
and Richard T. Rodríguez have identified within the cultural production of 
the movement, and in particular the centrality of the heteropatriarchal fam-
ily to formulations of Chicano nationalism.53 To this extent, the centrality of 
photography to Chicano/a cultural production acquires a potentially prob-
lematic dimension, insofar as artists harnessed the medium’s documentary and 
evidentiary associations to reiterate exclusionary conceptions of community. 
From this perspective, such mobilizations of photography might be included 
within the category of works that Cristina Beltrán identifies as constructing the 
notion of unified Chicano/a people. Indeed, Beltrán lists I Am Joaquín as one 
such example, arguing for its inclusion among “various practices of identifica-
tion central to movement politics.” From this perspective, art as an innovative, 
multidimensional social practice does not guarantee inclusiveness. Rather, as 
Beltrán argues, it is precisely social, public, performative, or participatory forms 
oriented toward collective identification that reveal “how movements founded 

on a radical vision of participatory de-
mocracy can simultaneously display a 
desire to erase dissent and conflict.”54

A number of artists, while engaging 
in the expansive practices of photogra-
phy I have referred to as the Chicano/a 

photographic, worked to disrupt the link between photography, evidentiary 
claims, and projections of collective Chicano/a identity. As such, they work 
to destabilize the categories and representations on which heteropatriarchal 
nationalism was founded. Many of these works, not coincidentally, were 
produced by Chicanas or by queer Chicano/a artists, although this was not 
exclusively the case. By producing performative photography or self-portraiture, 
their creative (re)invention of the self suggested discrepancies, gaps, or incom-
patibility between individual identities and unified, monolithic constructions 
of community. In such contexts, the multifaceted practices of the Chicano/a 
photographic were used to unravel and proliferate the meanings generated 
between original images and their adaptations in a way that problematized the 
visual as a guarantee or as a stable, concrete representation of the Chicano/a. 
Through performance, manipulation, or juxtaposition, these artists pointed 
toward the margins and exclusions implicit in the formulation of the Chicano/a 
national family while interrogating the relationship between community and 

Figure 8.
Gilbert Sanchez Luján “Magú,” collage that 
accompanies “El Arte del Chicano,” Gilberto 
Sanchez Luján, Con Safos, vol. 1, no. 7 (1971): 
13. Courtesy of the Luján Estate and Con Safos.
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self, along with the foundations of both. While differing substantially from 
aforementioned artworks, they nonetheless demonstrate the significant role of 
photographic practices in various conceptions of identity and community. In 
other words, approaching them as instances of the Chicano/a photographic 
allows us to appreciate how the intermedial and social dimensions of such works 
functioned differently to challenge prevalent conceptions of identity and how 
approaching them as photographic practices informs our analysis of them.

The artists associated or collaborating with Asco represent perhaps the 
most obvious example of such an orientation toward photography in the 
early 1970s. As multiple scholars note, their street performances relied on 
photographic documentation to circulate beyond their original context, while 
their No Movies—performances that circulated as promotional stills for non-
existent films—blurred the boundaries 
between performance documentation 
and photograph as art object. Just these 
two brief examples suggest how central 
photography was to their collective and 
individual work, whether as a concept, 
as documentation, as (traveling) object, or as a performative medium, or at the 
moments in which these overlapped or interpenetrated. Although embodying 
the Chicano/a photographic’s dismantling of media specificity and problema-
tizing of the art object, Asco’s use of photography involved the “production of 
unreliable evidence, or false or questionable documents” that reveled in “the 
interplay between fact and fiction, self-creation and concealment.”55

Asco member Patssi Valdez, for instance, began working with photography 
in the early 1970s and continued these experiments into the 1980s and be-
yond. Many of these works constitute what Marci R. McMahon terms Valdez’s 
“creative self-fashioning.”56 Even her earliest photographic works exhibit a 
tendency that continued throughout her career, whether photographing herself 
or others. In a 1975 issue of the magazine Regeneración, her manipulation, 
multiplication, and rerendering of photo booth images and a family portrait 
challenge any claim to a knowable or singular Chicana, as they simultaneously 
register the conflict between personal experience and gendered expectations.57 
That so much of Asco’s work implied circulation—whether as mail art sent 
internationally or in the form of the Chicana feminist publication Regener-
ación—also signals networks of affinity and exchange not premised on the 
imbrication of heteropatriarchal family and Chicano nationalism. Furthermore, 
the artwork of Asco in this magazine implicitly challenged the publication’s 

Figure 9.
Patssi Valdez, Jovita Zamora Photobooth Self-
Portrait, ink on paper with photograph and collage 
on board reproduced in Regeneración 2, no. 4 
(1974–75): 29. Courtesy of the artist.
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projection of what Blackwell has termed a “Chicana feminist counterpublic” in 
its often disturbing tone, illegibility, or lack of relation to printed text, perhaps 
proposing the ultimate instability or even impossibility of connection and 
community. In other words, while constituting an alternative community of 
cultural producers, Asco and its collaborators also implicitly interrogated the 
assumptions and exclusions undergirding the notion of the Chicana/o press 
culture as an inclusive, social, or community-based undertaking.

The performance artist Robert Legoretta (better known as Cyclona) also 
mobilized collaborative photography in a way that troubled the boundary 
between media in the process of stirring up “gender trouble.” As Robb Her-
nandez points out, “His experimentation with gender, sexuality, and style 
demonstrated alternative ways of being Chicano in a civil rights movement 
that was, despite its idealism, built, cultivated, and sustained by a traditional, 
paternally ordered heterosexual familia.”58 For example, Cyclona’s disruptive, 
interventionist performance The Wedding of Maria Theresa Conchita Con Chin 
Gow, on the campus of East Los Angeles College, consisted of a wedding cer-
emony between Cyclona (wearing a wedding dress and white face makeup, and 
sporting a beard) and his boyfriend, George. While using his persona to undo 
gendered binaries, the commemorative “wedding photos” that circulated after 
the performance clearly resonate as a parody of the ideal Chicano/a family. 

Another piece titled Cyclorama even more thoroughly demonstrates how the 
Chicano/a photographic as a multimedia social practice can have destabilizing 
tendencies. Cyclona and his frequent collaborator Mundo Meza performed 
around a painting in which they were depicted while standing before a Gronk 
mural. In this sense, the photos of the performance orchestrate a mise en abime 
of representation: they are images of a performance modeled after the canvas 
that was itself adapted from other performance photos and then circulated 
as a documentary photograph of a performance. Cyclorama, through photo 
documentation, also activates the mural, situating it within this provocative 
relay of multiple media. In an interview with Jennifer Flores Sternad, Legorreta 
aptly describes the layers of ambiguity introduced by the work’s intermedial 
nature: “What we were doing was capturing live art and putting it into pho-
tographs, and then sometimes it would go from the photographs onto canvas 
or different media. Usually a work of art was already created, like a mural or 
a painting, and then we would do something live in front of it in order to be 
part of the artwork. Then we made that into a photograph as one art piece.”59 
The interplay and simultaneity of these multiple registers in what Hernandez 
has termed a “performative collage” erases the boundary between copy and 
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original, hindering our ability to perhaps even locate a singular art object 
while multiplying levels of performativity.60 As Amelia Jones notes of these 
collaborative works, they “refus[ed] the conflation of cross-dressing with ‘gay’ 
subjectivity and confus[ed] the boundaries defining the singular ‘Chicano’ 
subject with a radical queer sensibility.”61 In addition, many of these works, 
as they involve the participation of a tight-knit circle of friends, construct an 
alternative, queer version of the Chicano/a family portrait, implicitly undermin-
ing its more heteropatriarchal iterations and the representational assumptions 
on which they are founded.

Perhaps the most elaborate and well-known example of Asco members’ 
creative intervention in photographic practice is the Black and White Mural 
painted by Willie Herrón and Gronk in 1973 at Estrada Courts. While clearly 
an example of the mural as a process-based and intermedial practice, its mul-
tifaceted use of photography acts less as a guarantee or affirmation than as 
an interrogation of its ability to produce reliable evidence or representation. 
Executed entirely in a black and white, the mural commemorates the Chicano 
Moratorium of 1970, directly referencing the events of the day as a mediated 
event. Arranged in a grid, the mural resembles multiple filmstrips or, as Max 
Benavidez suggests, a bank of television screens.62 Included among these images 
are painted versions of photographs from La Raza magazine. Photography, as in 
the case of innumerable murals, is here again used as aesthetic and conceptual 
resource, and as a key visual reference that grounds viewers within a historical 
frame of reference. It also implicitly cites photography as a proliferation of 
visual evidence of the Moratorium and its aftermath used to support conflict-
ing versions of these events.

If these dimensions of the mural resonate with the use of photography as 
both archival resource and conceptual conceit, other elements disrupt and 
problematize any pretense of transparent realism. That is, the mural’s engage-
ment with mediation also proposes the impossibility of representation, of the 
inability of any artwork or photograph to adequately encapsulate the horror 
and impact of the Moratorium. The juxtaposition of the mural’s elements—
described by Mario Ontiveros as “a cacophonous series of individuated units, 
small vistas, and uncannily interconnected scenarios, at times splicing into 
and/or butting up against one another”—even further problematize the no-
tion of photography as visual evidence that might guarantee stability or fixity 
of meaning.63 In the bottom left-hand portion of the mural, for instance, ap-
pear two painted portraits of Gronk as the character “Popcorn” aka “Pontius 
Pilate” from Asco’s 1971 Stations of the Cross performance, which are placed 
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in visual dialogue with a depiction 
of the mime character Baptiste from 
the French film Les enfants du paradis 
(dir. Marcel Carné, 1945). In this 
sense, Gronk’s images are a reference 

to the artist himself, to his multilayered characters, to a biblical figure, and 
to a cinematic intertext. In addition, Gronk’s androgynous appearance in the 
original photograph acquires additional ambiguity through its high-contrast 
rendering in paint, not to mention its divorce from its original context. All 
these aspects make the portrait legible in a number of ways, if not potentially 
illegible in its relation to the Moratorium. As such, this mural reflects Asco’s 
refusal to make singular meaning, to problematize signification by bringing 
disparate references into play, and using these strategies to convey the utterly 
unrepresentable reality of being Chicano/a in East Los Angeles. Gronk’s mul-
tiplied presence in the mural (along with images of Herrón in performance), 
by denying any referential stability, unhinges any guarantee of photography’s 
representational capacity and of any clear correlation between the individual 
and constructions of collectivity.

As with other Chicano/a murals during the period, photography also proved 
central to the documentation of the Black and White Mural and its circulation 
beyond its original context. In addition to placing the mural within a specific 

Figure 10.
Harry Gamboa Jr., 1979, Willie F. Herrón and 
Gronk in front of Black and White Mural (1973), 
color photograph. Left to right: Willie F. Herrón 
and Gronk. © Harry Gamboa Jr.
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environment, various photographs trace graffiti additions to the mural as well 
as its unfortunate deterioration.  One documentary photograph in particular, 
however, further demonstrates the function of photography in understanding 
the work. In a photo taken by fellow Asco member Harry Gamboa Jr., the two 
muralists stand dramatically in front of the mural. While this image is clearly 
reminiscent of the aforementioned photos that place muralists in relation to 
their work, it also departs in significant ways from these examples. Most obvi-
ously, the photo recalls Asco’s performance pieces, in terms of both the stance 
of each artist and their stylish attire. This photo is not merely documenting 
the artists in the neighborhood, nor is it meant to self-reflexively insert them 
into a cohesive narrative of Chicano/a history or community a la Chicano Time 
Trip. The artists, rather than use the photograph to consolidate their status 
as the mural’s creators or documenting process, instead stand before it gazing 
almost defiantly at the viewer, inviting yet resisting interpretation. Gronk and 
Herrón as personas here continue a chain of references to Asco’s performances 
and No Movies, rather than secure some sort of referential stability between 
the artists and their multiplied representations.

If I have dwelt rather extensively on this mural, it is not to suggest a clear 
divide between various mobilizations of the Chicano/a photographic and their 
supposed political implications or to isolate certain artists as “avant-garde.” I 
am also not suggesting that Asco and its cohorts were the only artists that em-
ployed photographic practices to undermine assumptions about photography’s 
supposed evidentiary or documentary value relative to identity. Karen Mary 
Davalos, for instance, demonstrates that Yolanda M. López’s influential Portrait 
of the Artist as the Virgin of Guadalupe (1978) was based on a series of playful 
performance photographs and experiments with conceptual, mixed-media col-
lages. These latter works combined found photos, self-portraiture, performance, 
and manipulation through a deconstruction and recombination of both the 
Virgin of Guadalupe and media representations of Latinas, creating visual jux-
tapositions that collectively proposed “alternative images and subjectivities for 
Chicanas.”64 Likewise, Ramón García compellingly examines the photography 
of Ricardo Valverde as rearticulations of family and self, photographs that often 
included a self-consciously performative dimension and whose visuality would 
be further problematized by the artist’s own manipulations and interventions, 
from scratching to paint. As García eloquently argues, “In portraying family 
members as individuals in environments and situations that call into question 
the ideas of the cultural, the natural, and the known, Valverde both affirms and 
distances commonly held notions of the Latino family” and, one might add, 
the way these notions have been intimately tied to articulations of collective 
identity and community.65
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As all these examples suggest, considering the photographic dimensions of 
Chicano/a cultural production within the movement and beyond, we are able 
to understand not only the diverse practices encompassed by the Chicana/o 
photographic but the centrality of this medium to various articulations of com-
munity and identity. In this sense, the photographic might serve as a heuristic 
that provides new insight into the set of practices collectively understood as 
Chicano/a art. On the one hand, any photographic image must be understood 
as inextricable from the promiscuous circulation, reproduction, and repurpos-
ing of photographic images across media that became a fundamental part of 
Chicano/a cultural production. At the same time, the way that photography 
as a medium was perhaps counterintuitively fundamental to undermining 
media specificity also indicates the participatory, democratizing dimension of 
Chicano/a artistic practice that constituted its challenge to the very definition 
of art. This tendency also allows us to place this period of artistic production in 
dialogue with both the historical precedents and contemporary practices in a 
way that more fully accounts for Chicano/a art as a multifaceted social practice.

Conclusion

The study of cultural production within social movements is both fascinat-
ing and necessary for several reasons. Perhaps most obviously, it productively 
troubles conceptions of art as autonomous or culture as supplementary and/or 
illustrative to struggles for social or political justice. Accordingly, it asks us to 
rethink accounts of social movements that focus exclusively on organizational 
issues and traditional conceptions of the political, as Edward J. McCaughan, 
among others, aptly demonstrates.66 From an art historical standpoint, mo-
ments of social upheaval often force revealing ruptures or reevaluations of 
conventions and categories. They constitute moments at which boundaries 
are simultaneously revealed and transcended through formulations of artis-
tic practice. As Kester contends, such “categorical slippage” is “a persistent 
characteristic of modern art created during moments of historical crisis and 
change.”67 During the 1960s and 1970s this upheaval occurred both within 
the mainstream art world and at the margins, in New York galleries and in 
alternative cultural centers.

Placing early Chicano/a art within the context of this broader upheaval 
holds multiple implications. Perhaps most obviously, such a maneuver might 
productively revise extant historical narratives, and not only in an additive 
sense. The diverse range of practices flourishing within this movement cre-
atively bridged divides between apparently opposed terms: artistic autonomy 



| 407Art as Social Practice in the Chicano Movement

and collective practice; popular culture and high art; the production of objects 
and an emphasis on process; political engagement with aesthetic and formal 
diversity. Its innovative negotiation of this territory places it within a legacy 
of art movements that emerged during other moments of social upheaval, 
including the leftist “cultural front” of the 1930s and the historical avant-
garde of the 1920s.68 Its groundbreaking challenge to extant categories also 
demonstrates its centrality to the development of the dialogical, process-based, 
participatory, socially engaged, and community-based practices that proliferate 
in the contemporary art world. If the nature of these photographic practices, 
and Chicano/a cultural production in general, corresponds to or intersect with 
other concurrent and historical practices, it is worth asking how a conversation 
between these might enrich and complicate historical narratives, from our 
consideration of individual careers to the broader practices associated with 
particular media. While broadening our perspectives on the nature of social 
movement artwork, such a historiographic realignment also poses a challenge 
to historians of mainstream art and artists, premised as it often is on a misun-
derstanding or dismissal of artwork produced, circulated, and exhibited outside 
the art world and its institutions.

Just as significant, however, considering Chicano/a art from this perspec-
tive requires us to adjust our frameworks of analysis accordingly. That is, if 
we are talking about practices and works that were not exclusively visual but 
also social and context-specific, these dimensions must be accounted for and 
placed in dialogue with textual analysis. Production history, process, distribu-
tion, exhibition, intermediality, concept, documentation, participation, and 
reception have all been central components of works discussed in this essay, 
and not merely as contextual factors; not accounting for these diminishes the 
complexity and legacy of early Chicano/a art. If critics have dismissed “political” 
artwork as illustrative or one-dimensional, cultural studies scholarship that at-
tends exclusively to the visual dimensions of such work to some extent confirms 
this notion by emphasizing the articulation or transmission of a message, as 
complex as it may be. In other words, the broader concept of social practice 
(not to mention intermediality) might be applied in productive ways to the 
study of early Chicana/o art as a way to more fully understand the nature of 
its complex and multifaceted intervention. For instance, cultural centers like 
Self Help Graphics and Art in East Los Angeles have often been historicized 
by privileging their visual output, limiting our understanding of how they 
operated as multimedia arts institutions geared to the building of community 
in unexpected ways and across multiple scales, a dimension of their “output” 
that exceeds yet includes the visual.69
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While the photographic, as I have argued, is central to the operation and 
interventions of early Chicano/a art, the intertwined lenses of social practice 
and intermediality might also productively be applied to art produced in other 
contexts and social movements. In this way, we might also conduct a worth-
while conversation not only between the art world and its margins but also 
between the logic of cultural production between various forms of activism, 
or between a social movement and its own margins. By analyzing the work of 
Asco and its collaborators in this spirit, however, I do not intend to rehearse a 
familiar dichotomy or comparison between “bad” images and progressive ones. 
To be certain, these artists occupied a provocative, innovative position between 
conceptual practices, the visual arts, performance, and the Chicano movement. 
Rather than reproduce a division between them and other Chicana/o artists, 
however, the concept of the Chicano/ photographic allows us to understand how 
photographic practices were a key part of cultural production that the move-
ment encompassed, despite their significant differences. In other words, these 
diverse photographic practices—which include reworking, circulating, adapting, 
documenting, conceiving, archiving—were mobilized differently and creatively 
to fashion varying conceptions of identity, community, and politics. If, as Coco 
Fusco asserts, “no other means of representing human likeness has been used 
more systematically to describe and formulate American identity than photog-
raphy,” we might also extend this insight to the variable constellation of uses 
and practices of photography, visual and otherwise, that I have outlined here.70

Perhaps paradoxically, then, it is not only the photographic image but also 
the way it is mobilized, circulated, (re)framed, or cited that also allow us to 
appreciate the specificity of various practices and their articulations of com-
munity and theorizations of identity. It is by attending to these central yet 
typically overlooked dimensions of such works that we can best appreciate their 
multiple interventions, and even their shortcomings. It conversely allows us 
to understand the innovative potential, at the level of process or intertextual-
ity, of works or artists that have repeatedly served as negative examples, based 
on visual considerations alone. By expanding the notion of artistic practice 
beyond the frame of specific media (cinema, muralism, or silkscreen posters), 
this approach also potentially opens history and analysis to actors and works 
that disrupt these limitations or are only partially legible within them. It is by 
tracing the use and reproduction of these photographs as objects, resources, and 
concepts—and following the multiple trajectories of their circulation—that 
we can more fully apprehend the multiple paths that Chicano/a art traveled 
and the varied dimensions of its interventions: formulating new conceptions 
of identity and community while bridging the divides between art, life, and 
the political.
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The first version of this essay was presented as “‘It is the artist’s function to act as a camera for soci-
ety,’” at the L.A. Xicano Symposium, Fowler Museum, UCLA, on November 6, 2011. I would like 
to thank the anonymous reviewers for their incredibly insightful and constructive comments. I would 
also like to thank the graduate students and faculty of the UC Santa Barbara Department of Chicana 
and Chicano Studies for their feedback on an earlier version of this piece.
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