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Abstract 
 

 

 

Chicana/o Art Politics: Campesina/o Visual Art of Fillmore & Ventura County, CalifAztlán 

 

 

 

By 

Gabriel Cardenas 

Master of Arts in Chicano and Chicana Studies 

 

 

The objective of this Chicana/o Art Politics creative thesis project is to increase 

knowledge about the working and living conditions of campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura 

County, California through visual art.  Campesina/o visual art serves as an instrument for Barrio 

Consciousness and social activism.  Through agricultural investigation and visual art production, 

Chicana/o Art Politics seeks to educate public discourse concerning campesina/os for access, 

survival, and prosperity.  I conducted research by seeking out Mexican and Chicana/o visual art 

as a product for revolutionary education and radical social movement.  Visual art is then 

investigated in the Greater Fillmore and Ventura County rural community to determine if 

campesina/o visual art exists and in what context.  Additionally, I create, paint, and apply 

Chicana/o visual art that reflects the campesina/o living and working condition in Fillmore and 

Ventura County, California.  Specific attention to agricultural ecology and Marxism within the 
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theory of Barrio Consciousness is applied further elaborating campesina/o working and living 

conditions in Fillmore and Ventura County, California. 

Keywords: Chicana/o art, Campesina/o, Campesina/o visual art, Barrio Consciousness, 

Fillmore, Ventura County
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SECTION I. INTRODUCTION 
 

The institution of capitalism displays negative examples of living and working conditions 

for working-class proletariat peoples.  Campesina/os1 occupy the role of working-class migrant 

farmworkers in southern California and across much of the United States.  In this body of 

research, the term campesina/o and farmworker are used interchangeably.  I will argue that 

campesina/os are exploited people within the global system of capitalism and in my hometown 

of Fillmore, Ventura County, California.  With regard to the creative thesis project component of 

this research, I have also produced a number of visual art paintings to further illustrate my 

argument.  In this way, visual art will break from the elite sphere of academic art museums, 

galleries, and library collections in order to extend itself to the working masses who, themselves, 

are part of our modern, socio-economic capitalist society.  I write of a socio-economic capitalist 

society here as reference to the current political economy we live in that has socialized 

humxnity2 into performers and consumers of capitalist modes of production.  Let it be known 

that the sole purpose of production in a capitalist society is the capitalists’ desire for profits.   

Given this argument, borrowed from Marxism and aligning with my view of modern 

American society, I pose the system of capitalism as problematic creator of alienation and 

economic deprivation for working-class campesina/os in Fillmore, Ventura County.  Therefore, I 

shall critique industrial agribusiness from a Marxist framework that will highlight the 

socioeconomic shortcomings afforded to Chicana/o and Latinx3 campesina/os in Fillmore and 

 
1 Spanish translation of Farmworker. 

2 The “x” in humxnity replaces gendered form of hu-man-ity.  This is also the case with terms 
like humxn, hxstory, and more.  The “x” is not consistent. 

3 The “x” in Latinx represents multiple genders unrecognized by Latina/o or Latino/a. 
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Ventura County, California.  I will also investigate the living and working conditions of 

campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura county by analyzing the ecological landscape that is 

industrialized agriculture.  This will apply a critical environmental framework that will analyze 

the Chicana/o body in relation to its ecological surrounding.  I argue that landscape formation 

and capitalist driven industrialized agriculture have (hxstorically4) created the material 

conditions that attract a Chicana/o, Latinx, and migrant labor force to the fields of Fillmore and 

Ventura County.  This analysis will also present Barrio Consciousness theory, in which Racial 

Ecologies, environmental justice, cultural studies and Marxist class analysis provide foundational 

keys toward exploration and critique.   

The research I have collected to investigate the labor relations of campesina/os in 

Fillmore, California is located in existing government documents, historical archives (museums, 

visual images, photographs, paintings, literature), scholarly articles, peer-reviewed journals, and 

academic books that discuss campesina/o living and working conditions in the United States, in 

California, and in Ventura County.  The corpus of work I investigated reflects campesina/o 

struggles for dignity, respect, and livable wages.  Therefore, this creative master’s research 

project will combine hxstorical accounts of farm worker struggles, scholarly literature, and 

original artwork that not only informs, but guides my creative project with a minimum of eight 

visual paintings of the campesina/o experience in Fillmore specifically.  These components are 

considered the elements that highlight the campesina/o experience in Fillmore, California and 

answer exactly how visual art can showcase the living and working conditions of socially 

alienated and exploited campesina/o working-class communities of color.  In this manner, 

Chicana/o Art Politics advances the role and moral consciousness we as humxns carry while at 

 
4 The “x” in hxstorically erases gendered form of his-story. 
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the same time critiquing capitalism as an exploitative institution of power and hegemonic control 

that creates negative experiences for campesina/os in Chicana/o communities.   

The roadmap of this thesis is as follows: First, I will discuss what Chicana/o Art Politics 

is as a pedagogy.  I will describe my background as an artist and the work I do in combining art 

and activism and my theorization of Barrio Consciousness for the reader.  Third, I will discuss 

why campesina/os are the subject of this thesis project and the subject matter of this Chicana/o 

Art Politics paper.   

In Section II, I will review literature based on primary and secondary sources from the 

Mexican mural movement and specific art theory that I believe to be of radical importance to 

artivists (artists + activists) today.  I will then proceed to the United Farm Workers (UFW) 

movement and reference the visual art that was produced to organize campesina/os in California 

and across the Southwest.  I will reference the Chicana/o Civil Rights Movement and the 

Chicana/o Art Movement in order to bridge the two as intersecting methods used in achieving 

organizational and educational tools toward radical social movement.  This literature review will 

be important in grounding the philosophy and desired aims of Chicana/o Art Politics for 

contemporary times. 

Section III is a breakdown of the theoretical framework used in this thesis to guide my 

research.  Here, I discuss further the theory of Barrio Consciousness and show how Marxism and 

environmental justice factor in to support a radical critique of the campesina/o experience in 

Fillmore and Ventura County, California.   

Section IV describes the methods taken to collect information and carry out my research 

and creative project.  I discuss my use of hxstorical research, informal interviews, my visual art 
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painting process, field research, and use of maps to investigate campesina/o working and living 

conditions and how visual art is used to express these issues.   

Section V is a collection of my findings.  Here, I reference local visual artists that also 

speak to campesina/o working and living conditions through their art.  I describe current 

economic challenges and social realities faced by campesina/os in the United States and how 

those experiences reflect issues of racialized ecologies and Marxist class analyses.   

In Section VI, I present and discuss the visual art pieces I created for this creative thesis 

project.  Each art piece illuminates my research findings about campesina/os in Fillmore and 

Ventura County, California.  These art pieces are meant to be presented alongside findings and 

hxstories of campesina/os in Fillmore and throughout the United States, speaking to a public 

health crisis and exploitative agricultural market.   

Section VII serves as the conclusion of this thesis.  Here I wrap up my final points on this 

creative thesis project and promote a call to action for Chicana/o and campesina/o liberation.   

Why Chicana/o Art Politics? 

Chicana/o Art Politics is a philosophy and practice I have created to meet the needs of 

artistic expression and action planning for the Chicana/o individual by way of visual and 

expressive arts.  Chicana/o Art Politics aims to address various phenomena that is experienced 

by the Chicana/o person.  The effort of this theory and praxis is to generate critical thinking 

among Chicana/os within our current glocal5 society.  Chicana/o Art Politics takes on a 

multidisciplinary arts education approach in order to expand the struggle by Chicana/os against 

injustices and violent acts upon the body, the community, and the well-being of our corazones.  

Chicana/o Art Politics asks what is hurting us and how may we address it? What is creating our 

 
5 “Glocal” term is a fusion of global and local. 
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current circumstances and how is it benefitting or debilitating us as a Chicana/o 

community/individual?  In practice, Chicana/o Art Politics brings issues of concern to the 

Chicana/o community/individual and offers healing practices and educational knowledge(s) that 

inspire, educate, and encourage the Chicana/o self to seek self-determination and liberation 

through the practice of visual art and art expression.  Whether it be communally, mentally, 

physically, or spiritually, Chicana/o Art Politics seeks to restore equilibrium to the ruptured 

Chicana/o self.  It is by understanding the world around us that the Chicana/o individual may 

find answers to their negative experiences within the empire known as the United States of 

America.  It is through Chicana/o Art Politics that I offer one more method to finding joy, 

ecstasy, and liberation for the Mexican American, Mexicano, Latinx, and Chicana/o individual. 

¿Quién So Yo? Who Am I? 

I am the youngest of five children, born to a family who generated income by working in 

the agricultural sectors of Fillmore, California.  My father, to this date, works for the corporation 

Saticoy Lemon Association.  Before working in the Santa Paula packing house, he worked at the 

packing house in Fillmore until its closure due to a need of reparations from the 1994 Northridge 

Earthquake.  My mother worked for Sunkist Growers, Inc., which handled a packing house in 

Fillmore in what is known today as The Villa Park Orchards Association #2.  Given our family’s 

relationship to agricultural work and my own coming-of-age experiences in a town like Fillmore, 

surrounded by citrus groves and packing houses, I was desensitized to the intense magnitude of 

citrus production and labor demands in our community.  It was normal for us to receive boxes of 

citrus and other vegetables directly from the fields where they were harvested.  It was normal for 

my parents to house migrant farmworkers; like my uncle, who visited every year to pick oranges 

during the harvesting season.  I remember seeing older men come home with dry mud cemented 
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to their boots and dusty clothes, their bandanas always half-wet under their protective caps, 

smelling a mixture of sweet citrus and fleeing perspiration.  As a youth, I would make myself 

breakfast and scurry outdoors to retrieve oranges from the neighbor’s tree that lingered over the 

fence.  Four in the morning always brought a ruckus during weekdays–pots banging, water 

flushing, voices speaking up asking labor contractors where they were to go for work that day.   

At the age of 15 in 2006, I worked the fields with men who were staying at our home.  I 

helped out on weekdays to earn some extra cash.  I felt angry when I was paid seven dollars an 

hour for four hours and walked away with more bodily pain than money.  I was stunned that 

others did similar work for the same amount of money on a daily basis and for longer hours.  It 

did not add up for me, and I never went back until 2013 when I worked at a ranch to raise funds 

before I left for UC Santa Barbara.  The rate then had increased to $10/hr., a $3 difference.  

There, I picked weeds, harvested chili peppers, picked oranges, looked after goats, set up small 

irrigation systems, planted trees, and cleaned up landscape.  The ranch is located in the 

backroads of Fillmore, Santa Paula, and Bardsdale.  These experiences not only added to my 

knowledge of farmworker duties and realities, but it also made me more aware of my 

community’s ecology and the daily farm operations that rely on labor like mine to package and 

sell their products.   

I am also a visual artist.  I began making art and drawing in elementary school and started 

taking art classes in middle school.  My art teacher took a great interest in my skills and made me 

a teacher’s aide by seventh grade.  I was often paired with advanced art students and was taught 

heightened lesson plans that quickly showed me all the tips and tricks of drawing and painting.  

My skills grew tremendously during these three years of middle school—all I did was create art 

and paint.  I painted flowers, animals, trees in our backyard, the mountains that surrounded 
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Fillmore; I painted figures like Emiliano Zapata, Ché Guevara, and Bob Marley; I painted my 

favorite soccer players on the walls of my room and characters from Dragon Ball Z, my favorite 

TV show at the time.  My parents applauded my artistic efforts and slowly my extended family 

recognized me as the artistic talent in the family.  I had teachers support me and believe in me, 

giving me duties to help fellow students with their drawing and painting techniques.  We made 

copies of our drawings and paintings and sold them as mailing cards for $1.25.  One quarter went 

back to the school art class to purchase supplies and we kept the dollar.  I kept drawing and 

paintings until I drastically slowed down and became more involved with music and guitar 

between the ages of 16 and 21.   

When I transferred to UCSB in 2013, I quickly joined an organizing group on campus 

and met another artist named Huicho that had recently transferred.  We became good friends and 

bonded over our political ideals and creative craft.  This friend would be of great influence on 

my art as he inspired me to join the art department at UCSB and become the first to receive a 

minor in Art with an emphasis in painting and drawing.  During my time at UCSB and while 

living in the Santa Barbara community, we used art as a tool for political engagement, spurring 

critical thinking and action in the name of social justice.  We also partnered with a group of 

artists in Santa Barbara called the Santa Barbara Arts Alliance.  This group worked with youth in 

the community to provide art and educational opportunities by implementing murals in city 

approved locations around Santa Barbara.  The group focused on graffiti abatement, alternatives 

to gang violence, and culturally relevant pedagogy.  I joined this group and was able to work 

with various youth of color from east Santa Barbara.  We painted murals together and I taught 

them painting and drawing skills that I had learned over the years.  The murals we painted 

represented indigenous Mesoamerican culture and calendrical systems as well as famous 
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hxstorical figures like Cesar Chavez, Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., and Nelson Mandela.  

With each mural or painting, we focused on particular creation stories of our ancestral roots 

among the Toltec, Aztec and Maya civilizations.  We shared stories of Mexico’s independence 

and brought in-depth historical truths to the youth in hopes of raising their consciousness of the 

land, human rights, and social justice.  We also brought up the struggles of living indigenous 

Chumash people in Santa Barbara and their contributions to the community.  These lessons 

helped continue my work as an educator, public artist, and muralist.   

Since then, I have had the opportunity to teach art classes and culturally relevant 

education to students in Santa Barbara County and Ventura County as an independent artist.  I 

hosted free open art classes to the community of Santa Barbara between 2016 and 2017.  In 

2017, I helped with a community organization known as “El Centro SB” with their summer 

program called Youth Activist Mural Project (YAMP) where I taught youth art muralism and 

together painted three murals within the community space.  I have taught a Mesoamerican art & 

culture class to students in Oxnard as an after-school program in collaboration with a housing 

company.  It is a great honor to be referred to for mural painting opportunities and to teach youth 

the practices of art education and cultural knowledge based on Mesoamerican and native 

indigenous teachings.  These experiences have brought me to continuously create and invent new 

ways to teach students of color.  That is why Chicana/o Art Politics is now here—to teach and 

grow the knowledge of the Chicana/o and Latinx soul.   
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Figure 1. Photograph of Gabriel Cardenas in front of his mural, taken by Henry A. Barrio 
(Bakersfield.com). 
 

Why Farmworkers? ¿Por Qué Campesina/os? 

I choose farmworkers as the focus of this research because I feel it is necessary in 

respecting and honoring the community and lifestyle from which I come.  As stated above, my 

hometown of Fillmore California is an agricultural town surrounded by agriculture fields and 

orchards.  The agricultural make-up and surrounding landscapes bring with them forms of 

control, design, toxic exposure, labor, culture, expectation, and ignorance.  My research is aimed 

at humxnizing and continuing the struggle for farmworker labor rights, union rights, worker-

owned cooperatives, and, if money continues to represent forms of access and power, that 

campesina/os be paid living wages commensurate with adequate housing, health care, and access 

to educational technology. 

As expressed earlier, my relationship to agricultural labor and to the people who do farm 

labor has forever obliged me to fight on their behalf.  Thinking spatially, Ventura County can be 
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experienced through Highway 126, Highway 33, and U.S. Freeway 101, where one can see acres 

of citrus trees, rows of crops, brown fertile soil, bent bodies, heavy machinery, and rows of 

dusted vehicles.  I have worked with families in United States Department of Agriculture 

(USDA) housing program as a property manager in 2017.  I worked for Chicana/o and Latinx 

agriculture working families in Fillmore, Carpinteria, and Santa Barbara.  I recall the importance 

of having adequate shelter for agricultural workers who otherwise would have a more difficult 

experience finding and obtaining healthy and affordable shelter for themselves, their families, 

and their children.  I have worked with parents who are farmworkers by helping them fill out 

paperwork for housing applications, checking documents, pay stubs, taxes, and supporting their 

quests to access.  I have worked with the children of farmworkers as well.  I have tutored them, 

taught them drawing and painting skills and have invested countless hours to inspire, educate, 

and encourage them to reach for their full potential.  For these reasons and those stated 

previously, I not only choose campesina/os to be the subject of this paper, but also recognize 

that, in a way, their experiences and implications on my life have chosen me to represent them 

here, in this form.    
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SECTION II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Mexican Mural Movement & Radical Art Theory 

As a visual artist I am inspired by the Mexican mural movement of the 1920s by artists 

like Frida Kahlo, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Jose Clemente Orozco, and Diego Rivera.  I am 

motivated by not only their artistic expertise and expression, but also by their ideology of 

resistance and grand movements for equity and dignity.  The Mexican mural movement is a 

significant moment in hxstory for art students and Chicana/os because of the opportunity for 

cultural rebirth, artistic expression, and revolutionary insight to art as a social movement for 

radical social justice.  I personally traveled to Mexico City (CDMX) in August of 2018 and to 

Guadalajara, Jalisco Mexico in July of 2019 to see the murals of these phenomenal artists first-

hand.  I visited places like El Palacio de Bellas Artes, Castillo de Chapultepec, and Museo 

Nacional de Antropología.  I visited the Sala de Arte Público Siqueiros and the Polyforum 

Cultural Siqueiros.  I visited The Blue House–Frida Kahlo Museum in Coyoacan, Mexico City, 

the Instituto Cultural de Cabañas, the Palacio de Gobierno, and the Museo de las Artes all in 

Guadalajara, Jalisco.  These artistic spaces have inspired me to reference the use of sociopolitical 

art during the Mexican mural movement for the reading audience.   

I am most inspired by David Alfaro Siqueiros for his political fervor, larger-than-life 

visual art installations, and for his writings that call out systems of oppression and uplift 

indigenous people of Mexico.  David Alfaro Siqueiros wrote multiple manifestos with The 

Syndicate of Technical Workers, Painters and Sculptors.  The following is taken from Art in 

Theory 1900-1990 by Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (1992).  In “A Declaration of Social, 

Political, and Aesthetic Principles,” Siqueiros writes that the noble work of the Syndicate of 

Technical Workers, Painters and Sculptors is native and Indian in origin.  “With their admirable 
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and extraordinary talent to create beauty, peculiar to themselves, the art of the Mexican people is 

the most wholesome spiritual expression in the world and this tradition is our greatest treasure” 

(Harrison & Wood, 1992, p. 388).  Siqueiros argues this is true because it belongs collectively to 

the people and that, “this is why our fundamental aesthetic goal must be to socialize artistic 

expression and wipe out bourgeois individualism” (p. 388).   

We proclaim that at this time of social change from a decrepit order to a new one, the 

creators of beauty must use their best efforts to produce ideological works of art for the 

people; art must no longer be the expression of individual satisfaction which it is today, 

but should aim to become a fighting, educative art for all. (p. 388) 

Siqueiros’s sharp critique of bourgeois individualism and pro-Indian motives were not only 

revolutionary and ideologically transformational for his era but can also be applied and 

juxtaposed to contemporary rhetoric of anti-indigenous modes of knowing and existing in a 

hyper-nationalist and increasingly conservative United States of America in the year 2019. 

In addition, Siqueiros wrote “Towards a Transformation of the Plastic Arts” in 1934 in 

New York.  This essay declares a new form of revolutionizing art as a social movement that 

benefits the masses and all humxnity.  Siqueiros writes of workshop schools of plastic and 

graphic art that will prepare ourselves “for the society of the future, in which our type of art will 

be preferred to all others, because it is the effective daily expression of art for the masses” 

(Harrison & Wood, 1992, p. 414).  Siqueiros argues that we must utilize new dialectic forms to 

meet the needs of the people so as to not get caught up in the dead, scholarly, mechanical ones.  

Siqueiros foments that we must keep teaching the art of exterior mural painting and public 

painting on the side of tall buildings and in the streets instead of advertisements.  He writes that 

art must be based on a real scientific basis and that, “we shall establish the fundamental premise 
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that art movements should always develop in accordance with the technical possibilities of their 

age” (p. 413, emphasis in original).  Imagine, a state like California where billboards are the sole 

purpose for artistic expression and humanistic wonderment, inclusivity, and coexistence.  

Instead, consumer tactics of market systems flood our eye sights for quick purchases and 

materialist bindings.  Consumer capitalism would not have it any other way.  In the end, our 

commodities end up owning us.   

 

Figure 2. Fresco painting, David Alfaro Siqueiros, located in Castillo de Chapultepec (photo 
courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 

In Figure 2 we see the working-class peasantry, campesinos, and everyday people of 

Mexico who banded together in opposition to the capitalist dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz.  Porfirio 
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Díaz ruled over Mexico for 31 years between 1876 and 1911, a period referred to as the 

Porfiriato. 

 

Figure 3. Fresco painting, David Alfaro Siqueiros, located in Castillo de Chapultepec (photo 
courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 
 

In Figure 3, we see the armed peasantry of Mexico who were the revolutionary front 

opposing Porfirio Díaz’s control of the country and exploitation of the working class.  This 

revolution aimed to wipe out the capitalists’ exploitative mechanisms of working-class members, 

especially due to is founding ideals of mutual aid, rising consciousness, and the anarchist slogan 

promoted by Ricardo Flores Magón, “Tierra y Libertad.” In the red sombrero, we see Emiliano 

Zapata and alongside him other political figures such as Francisco “Pancho” Villa, Francisco I. 
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Madero, Álvaro Obregón, and Plutarco Elías Calles.  The woman in red represents the nation of 

Mexico being called forward.   

 

Figure 4. Fresco painting, David Alfaro Siqueiros, located in Castillo de Chapultepec (photo 
courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 
 

In Figure 4, we see Porfirio Díaz siting on the presidential seat while one-foot stomps on 

the Constitution of 1857 showing a clear disrespect for the nation’s principles and people.  He is 

surrounded by his group of científicos [scientists] who were more economic and political 

influencers to the capitalist regime seeking a modernization of Mexico over the needs of the 

people.  Moreover, I would call into notice the way these separate parts of Siqueiros’ mural 
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depict the working class and the elite.  Díaz and his científicos are in eloquent dark suits with tall 

hats, while the women in extravagant gowns clearly showing representations of income and 

wealth.  While, the former images of the revolutionary vanguard are working-class peasants of 

very little wealth and income represented by tan clothing like rags and huaraches [sandals].  

They are the illiterate, landless, and exploited campesina/os that make Díaz’s fortunes. 

According to Ibarra, Carlos, & Torres (2018), the Díaz regime opened Mexico to foreign 

finance and development of the industrial sector; the highest levels in the country’s hxstory (p. 

24).  U.S. investment in Mexico resulted in U.S. ownership of all of the country’s oil, 76 percent 

of all industries, and 96 percent of agriculture (p. 24).  These investments did little to support any 

internal growth or development on behalf of the working class or Mexico’s citizens.  Instead, as 

argue by Francisco Bulnes, “Mexico was operating within a context of US imperial dominance 

over the Western hemisphere,” (p. 24).  In Bulnes’ estimation, these acts of political and 

economic relations between the two countries led to an industrial modernization that “benefitted 

only the Mexican elite and foreign investors, not the country or most of its people” (p. 24).  

These forms of foreign investment and control led to an economic stagnation and “set the 

conditions” of the Mexican revolution.  In this way, we are reminded of the Marxist analysis of 

working relations within a capitalist system that creates at one end an accumulation of misery, 

slavery and exploitation while at the other end an accumulation of capital and wealth for the 

capitalist class (Dunayevskaya, 1958/2000, p. 125).   
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Figure 5. Nueva Democracia, David Alfaro Siqueiros, 1944 (photo courtesy of Gabriel 
Cardenas). 
 

In addition, it is important to recognize how the visual art of this time also created radical 

art theory presented in the artist’s writings of how art brought about revolutionary change.  For 

example, the writings of Diego Rivera in “The Revolutionary Spirit in Modern Art,” found in 

Mexican Muralism: A Critical History, edited by Anreus, Greeley, and Folgarait (2012), are of 

special interest for contemporary artists looking for guidance and inspiration into how art can 

serve as a radical social movement.  In this section, Rivera speaks to the revolutionary and 

radical tradition that modern art must take to seek social and political transformation.  Rivera 

writes that art is a social creation that is divided up by the social classes that exist within a given 

society.  He speaks to the variations of art between bourgeois art, peasant art, and revolutionary 

art, and argues that the art of the future will not be proletarian but Communist.  He posits: “the 

man who is truly a thinker, or the painter who is truly an artist, cannot, at any given historical 

moment, take any but a position in accordance with the revolutionary development of his own 
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time,” (Anreus et al., p. 323).  Rivera argues that the artist is a condenser, a transmitter, a 

receptor of the aspirations, hopes, and desires of his age and that this is what causes an artist to 

be the direct product of his/her own life.  Rivera further elaborates that, at the present time of this 

publication, art controls a definite and important role in class struggle; an intense need for an 

artistic expression of the revolutionary movement.   

Art has the advantage of speaking a language that can easily be understood by the 

workers and peasants of all lands.  A Chinese peasant or worker can understand a 

revolutionary painting much more readily and easily than he can understand a book 

written in English.  He needs no translator.  That is precisely the advantage of 

revolutionary art.  A revolutionary painting takes far less time and it says far more than a 

lecture does. (p. 324) 

In addition, Rivera speaks of the role of art as propaganda, stating that all art is 

propaganda and that all painters are propagandists or else have never been painters.  Rivera 

claims that any artists with worth in the art realm has been a propagandist and critiques the 

concept of propaganda ruining art to be of bourgeois prejudice.  He writes that art, feeling, and 

thought must be hostile to the bourgeoisie, and because every artist has a head and a heart, every 

strong artist has been a propagandist.  Rivera writes, “I want to be a propagandist of Communism 

and I want to be it in all that I can think, in all that I can speak, in all that I can write, and in all 

that I can paint.  I want to use my art as a weapon” (Anreus et al., p. 330).  Without hesitation, 

the importance of such daring, radical, and anti-capitalist notions by means of revolutionary art 

are significant in enlightening Chicana/o artists with the aims of the Diego Rivera’s era and how 

they may be applicable to our current society in the United States of America.   
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Figure 6. Fresco painting Sueño de una tarde dominical en la Alameda Central, Diego Rivera, 
1937 (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas). 

Figure 6 is a close-up of mural/fresco painting Sueño de una tarde dominical en la 

Alameda Central by Diego Rivera (1937) displayed at Museo Mural Diego Rivera in Mexico 

City, Mexico.  The painting showcases a federal officer grabbing an indigenous man/peasant 

farmer with one hand while the other raises his baton.  A woman dressed in traditional 

indigenous clothing is seen holding the indigenous man/peasant farmer in despair while her baby 

is wrapped around her back.  A daughter is dressed in traditional attire as well, showcasing signs 

of fear and bewilderment as to what is occurring.  In addition, what seems to be a teenage son of 

the family is looking at the action unfold while readying a small knife behind his back in case of 

escalating danger.  All the while, light-skinned elites look on with devilish smirks at the control 
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and apprehension of the indigenous family.  The impressions of this mural/fresco painting allude 

to a system of control and criminalization of working-class, indigenous peasants in Mexico.  As 

well, the faces of the elites smirking over the encounter suggest that it is the light-skinned elites 

whom employ the labor of federal police to criminalize, capture, and eradicate dark-skinned and 

mestizo poor people of Mexico, thus connecting the line between indigenous genocide and 

bourgeois hegemony. 
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Figure 7. El Hombre Controlador del Universo [Man, Controller of the Universe], Diego Rivera, 
1934 (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 
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Figure 8. El Hombre Controlador del Universo [Man, Controller of the Universe], Diego Rivera, 
1934 (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 
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Figure 9. El Hombre Controlador del Universo [Man, Controller of the Universe], Diego Rivera, 
1934 (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 

Pablo Picasso is another artist I borrow artistic theory and ideology from.  Pablo Picasso 

writes that he never considered his art and painting as “simple amusement” but has instead 

wished for his artwork to be means of action and politicization.  In Art in Theory, 1900-1990, by 

Charles Harrison and Paul Wood (1992), Picasso is quoted: “ . . . I have wished, by drawing and 
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by colour, since those are my weapons, to reach ever further into an understanding of the world 

and of men, in order that this understanding might bring us each day an increase in liberation” (p. 

639).  On the following page Picasso reacts angrily at an amateur artist by responding: 

What do you think an artist is? An imbecile who, if he is a painter, has only eyes, if he’s a 

musician has only ears . . . ? On the contrary, he is at the same time a political being, 

constantly alert to the heart-rending, stirring or pleasant events of the world, taking his 

own complexion from them . . . . No, painting is not made to decorate apartments.  It is 

an instrument for offensive and defensive war against the enemy. (p. 640) 

Picasso’s argument for artistic purpose is important for its romantic radical energy and 

transmission toward the larger society.  His goal of liberation and the political essence of being is 

of value to Chicana/o artists seeking new forms of revolutionary art in modern times.   

 

Figure 10. Guernica, Pablo Picasso, 1937. 

Figure 10 is a painting of Pablo Picasso’s painting named “Guernica” created in 1937.  

This painting is a political in that it critiques the bombing of the town of Guernica by Nazi’s 

during the Spanish Civil War.  In this painting, Picasso is bringing up issues of death, war, and 

how innocent civilians face the most arduous effects of war between elites.  By way of using his 
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artistic tools, Picasso used this painting to act out his intentions of political art as a weapon 

yielding increased liberation.   

From Chicana and Chicano Art: ProtestArte, by Carlos F. Jackson (2009), we learn that 

a revolution of Mexican art occurred during the peasant uprising of the Mexican revolution in 

1910.  Instead of borrowing from European definitions of high art or art academies of the 

bourgeoisie, artists, and revolutionaries focused on what surrounded them in Mexico.  

Centralizing indigenous populations in Mexico, Mexican artists realized that indigenous culture 

was worthy and a valid subject of study for artistic purposes (p. 29).  This thinking was heavily 

influenced by the teachings of Dr. Atl who became the director of the Academy of San Carlos.  

Dr. Atl incorporated radical and revolutionary ideals in his students, including Siqueiros, Orozco, 

and Rivera during their time at the academy.  Dr. Atl was anti-colonialist and believed that art 

should not be free of politics or inactivity.  He encouraged his students to collaborate on artistic 

practices and teach new forms of art making.  He motivated his students to create a national art 

that would be accessible to the entire public and not only to elite consumers (p. 28).  The new 

direction Mexican art was taking during the 1920s revolutionized art forms, cementing 

characteristics of active politicization by means of artistic expression that resonate to this day.   

Another form of important ideas that were percolating during the first two decades of the 

1900s in Mexico was the politically charged newspapers Regeneración, a periodical printed most 

notably by Ricardo Flores Magón.  Ricardo Flores Magón is recognized as one of the highest 

intellectual writers to arouse revolutionary action leading to the Mexican revolution (Morris, 

1994).  In Dreams of Freedom: A Ricardo Flores Magón Reader, edited by Chaz Bufe and 

Mitchell Cowen Verter, we find one example of the types of periodicals published during this 

era.  The periodical titled, “The Repercussions of a Lynching,” Regeneración, published 
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November 12, 1910 holds strong contempt for U.S. capitalism.  In this periodical, the writer 

criticizes other periodicals for casting blame of the country’s economic problems on the Mexican 

people instead of blame being directed at the economic system of capitalism.  The author writes: 

. . . but none of them dare to speak the truth; none of them will open their lips to say that 

it is capitalism–the voracious octopus that sucks the life of the people—that is the cause 

of all of these disturbances, of all of these crimes, because capitalism foments racial 

hatred so that the peoples never come to understand each other, and so it reigns over 

them. (p. 201) 

The periodical calls out the greed of U.S. millionaires whose thirst for the gold of Mexico is 

ripping the country apart and creating racial divides among them, disallowing fraternity to 

flourish.  The periodical states that it is the millionaires, the financial bandits, who act and 

manage to divide the people and ensure their empire through divide and conquer techniques (p. 

198).  With writings and newspapers with harsh critiques of the capitalist system in Mexico, and 

its use of visual art for those unable to read, the periodical Regeneración tapped into the minds of 

peasant populations and filled their hearts with radical motives towards liberation and revolution.   
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Figure 11. Block print of Ricardo Flores Magón, artist unknown, located at Graphic Arts Taller 
de Rama, Mexico City (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 

Figure 11 is a graphic print of Ricardo Flores Magón I saw at a graphic arts workshop 

owned by a veteran visual artist named Rama in CDMX in August 2018.  Rama shared with us 

his hxstory as a visual artist and how his work continues in the tradition of anti-capitalist 

sentiments, seeing the presidency of Peña Nieto as a corrupt and coercive administration that 

serves only the interests of the elite while forgetting the rampant poverty and crime in the local 

and rural lands.  Rama shared his outrage with how the oil industries of PEMEX (Petróleos 

Mexicanos) and agreements like North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) have 

desecrated rural lands and local economies creating unstable patterns for community 

advancement and hope.  Rama much aligns his views with leaders like Ricardo Flores Magón 

who stood against imperialism and capitalism.  Rama’s sharing of his ideals and experiences 

with us shows the influence and values that still reverberate from the Mexican revolution of 

1910.  Figure 11 is a mural outside a weekend swap meet that depicts brown and colored hands 

showing signs of peace, love, and action.  On the wrist of the brown fist we see the anarchist 

logo that, again, shows support and relationship to anti-capitalist ideals and mutual aid.  I find 
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these examples and visual art pieces as important points of reflection when it comes to 

discussing a Marxist critique of capitalist economies; recognizing unrest toward an economic 

system that exploits others for never ending accumulation and world resource extraction.   

 

 

Figure 12. Mural, artist unknown, Mexico City (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2018). 

 

 
 

Figure 13. Katharsis, José Clemente Orozco, 1935, Palacio de Bellas Artes, CDMX. 

Figure 13 is a fresco painting created by José Clemente Orozco in 1935 on his return 

from the United States one year prior.  This painting is a hyper-violent representation of the age 

of world war, death, technological mechanization, labor, lust, and suffering.  Orozco was an 
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artistic genius who used his art to criticize the direction in which humxnity was going, seeing 

bleak decay and absolute exploitation of not only people, but natural resources too, all for the 

desire of global domination and profit accumulation.  Katharsis is a painting about war and 

disintegration represented by armed struggle, chaos, weapons, and the death of morals (Iborio, 

2018).  As it relates to the practice of visual art as education and raising barrio consciousness, 

Orozco’s painting is of necessary discussion when analyzing modern levels of consumption, 

exploitation, war, and economic bastardization in a neo-conservative, fascist, and ill-managed 

capitalist society.   

I shall now turn to the United Farmworkers art movement and share hxstory of the 

movement and visual artworks that seek farmworker education, organization, and radical social 

justice.    
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Farmworker Struggles And United Farmworkers Art Movement 

In order to understand how visual art can showcase working and living conditions of 

campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura County, I first investigated how visual art has done the 

exact same for other communities in the United States of America hxstorically.  For that I turn to 

the farmworker movements of the 1960s and 1970s which depended much on visual art to 

disseminate their efforts across time and space.   

The start of the National Farm Workers’ Association (NFWA) began in 1962 when Cesar 

Chávez moved from Oxnard to Delano California and began organizing a small union of 

farmworkers.  Cesar Chávez envisioned his union not be based solely on union practices, but to 

expand and be recognized as a movement (Gómez-Quiñones, 1994, p. 244).  Chávez’s style of 

organizing intended to bring the moral compass of growers and the humxnity of farmworkers to 

the forefront.  During the first two years of the union (1962–1964) organizers were concentrated 

on building a strong base of supporters, workers, and public support.  The NFWA also believed 

that to stand out from established trade unions, the NFWA should be run by farmworkers 

themselves, applying a “humanist” and not “business” philosophy (p. 244).  Once the initial 

years of community service and organization were met, the NFWA set its site on their first strike 

in 1965.  Known as La Huelga or the Delano Strike, two organizations, the NFWA and the 

Agricultural Workers’ Organizing Committee (AWOC) banded together to support Filipino 

strikers for wage demands (p. 244).  Larry Itliong led the AWOC union in calling for equal wage 

pay between different harvests.  The issue was that growers agreed initially to meeting the 

increase in wages, but when workers moved to a separate harvest, wages were lowered again.  

As stated by Gómez-Quiñones, the demands for wage increase were eventually met, however the 

growers refused to recognize the union as “the bargaining agent for field-workers” and they also 
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refused to “consider the reform of hiring provisions and working conditions” (p. 244).  The 

growers are said to believe that the issue from the start was one of “power over agriculture in the 

United States” as opposed to the NFWA who saw their efforts based on morality first and wages 

second (p. 244).   

The organization of farmworkers came with heavy backlash from growers and their 

sympathizers.  Agribusiness had their own strategies to sway public opinion and halt picketers.  

Grower tactics were aimed at protecting their existing order, an industry supported by cheap and 

weak labor forces that generated “one of the most profitable operations in the United States” (p. 

245).  Picketers were arrested, and some were beaten, loud radios were used to drown out the 

voices of marchers, airplanes sprayed fertilizers and insecticides on picketers, tractors were used 

to create dust storms to choke protesters, and field workers were moved to other parts of the 

fields so as to not be intrigued by picketers (p. 245).  Growers also hired strikebreakers and were 

supported by the federal government who purchased grapes and shipped them abroad (p. 246).   

To counteract these conservative and violent attacks by growers and their followers, 

Cesar Chávez and the unions sought out support from liberal media, churches, public figures, 

and various community members.  The union began boycotts of grapes, lettuce, and produce 

stores that sold like products.  The intent of boycotts was to hurt the agribusiness corporations 

and partners in their pockets because it was economic pressure that influenced collective-

bargaining agreements.  The media played an important role in educating the public of the 

union’s moral outrage for striking and boycotting and in turn favored their struggle.  The union 

also utilized community tactics and the arts like El Teatro Campesino founded by Luis Valdés 

and the newspaper El Malcriado.  Both of these art forms brought the struggle of farmworkers to 

the viewer and reader.  Figure 20 below showcases the front page of El Malcriado with artwork 
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by Andy Zermeño, who became the newspapers political cartoonist.  El Teatro Campesino was a 

traveling playhouse that brought real and sensational acts to farmworker communities with 

creative and educational means that built further support and movement for the farmworker 

struggle.  Both forms of artistic intervention heightened the following and movement of the 

farmworker struggle for wages and dignity.  These efforts helped to humxnize farmworkers by 

giving them a face and a sense of validation which was otherwise mischaracterized by terms 

such as “wetback” or “illegal.”   

Furthermore, given the alienation and exploitation of farmworkers by their employers 

during the farmworker movements (and arguably in all its hxstory), it is important to recognize 

the situation created as an innate characteristic of a capitalist system that desires increased profits 

for owners and low wages for workers.  For example, during the early 1960s, much unrest and 

minimal attention was paid to farmworkers before the accomplishments of the newly created 

United Farm Workers Association (UFWA); a merge between NFWA and AWOC.  Of the main 

economic concern, income and wages paid to farmworkers were inadequate for the times, 

creating serious economic deprivation and strain for Mexican farmworkers.  According to 

Gómez-Quiñones (1994), in the early 1960s, “70 percent of the pickers at harvesttime were of 

Mexican descent” (p. 234).  They worked an average of 134 days per year and about 84 percent 

earned below the federal poverty level of $3,100 while the average income per farmworker was 

$1,378 (p. 235).  The hourly rate for farm labor in 1964 was between $1.10 and $1.35, increasing 

to $1.70 in 1968 and doubling in the seventies (p. 235).  Beyond these low-income levels, work 

in the fields were difficult to say the least.  Work crews were on call at all hours of the day and 

night, there was no seniority in the fields, housing was poor and heavily inadequate.  Workers 
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could be fired for any reason at all and labor was segregated between Mexicans, Filipinos, and 

Anglos which created divisions and easy manipulation along ethnic lines.   

This economic discrepancy between owners of agribusiness and farmworkers is unjust 

especially given that the value of California agriculture ran into the billions of dollars during the 

1960s and 70s.  It would seem that, as profits for employers increase at the top, the experiences, 

wages and standard of living would trickle down and benefit workers at the bottom.  Or so we 

would believe.  Gómez-Quiñones (1994) describes U.S. agriculture as a “wealthy, lucrative, and 

politically powerful industry, interconnected with major banks, multinational corporations, 

political parties, and universities” (p. 234).  Due to this, they enjoy billions in profits arguing that 

the larger the agricultural enterprise the better they can keep food prices low, benefitting the 

consumer while at the same time referring to themselves as “small farmers” that uphold 

traditional conservative and anti-union values (p. 234).  Unfortunately, there is no mention of 

how their increase in enterprise benefits an increase in their workers financial status.  Given 

these insights of farmworker economic shortcomings and boasting profit margins for 

agribusiness, it is of importance to frame the struggle for farmworker rights as one of economic 

and class warfare aligned with Marxian class analysis.  For these reasons, it is of no surprise why 

individuals like Cesar Chávez, the UFW movement, and everyday campesina/os sought to 

organize farmworkers and create resistance movements against agribusiness interests.  Figures 

14 to 24 are visual art works that speak to the political, economic, and social directions of 

farmworker organizing in the 1960s.   
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Figure 14. Huelga No Violencia en Salinas, Andy Zermeño, circa 1970, Offset (courtesy of 
CSPG). 
 

Figure 14 speaks, in one aspect, to the desire of no longer experiencing violence 

(“violencia”) for farmworker communities.  I relate the violence being discussed in this 

lithograph as violence from pesticides, violence from back breaking labor, violence from policed 

communities, violence from a state apparatus that marginalizes and exploits farm laborers as 

labels them as criminals, thereby alienating and dehumanizing people who do much to supply 

food and profit to the Californian and U.S. economy.  As well, the inclusion of people, raised 

fists and hands in a upward trajectory alludes to the organizational and community building 

efforts that the farmworker movement was achieving.  There is also a religious iconic image of 

the Christian cross and Jesus Christ reflecting that their cause is a just and honorable one.  

Furthermore, the words that spell out “Huelga” [boycott] is in turn an economic and political 



 35 

outcry that intends to hurt growers and agribusiness monetarily, opening the way for union 

contracts and collective bargaining in the favor of campesina/os.  Therefore, this art piece clearly 

showcases issues of capital, economy, politics, and working and living conditions for 

campesina/os during the era of farmworker unionization in Salinas, California.   

 

 

Figure 15. Braceros, Domingo Ulloa, 1960, oil on Masonite (courtesy of The Autry Museum). 
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Figure 16. Boycott Grapes, Xavier Viramontes/United Farmworkers of America, 1973, Offset 
(Courtesy of CSPG). 

Figure 16 is a visual art piece that serves as a call to action to the general population 

encouraging people to boycott grapes and divest from agribusiness corporations that create 

negative living and working conditions for farmworker campesina/os.  These lithographs were 

mass distributed to communities and as efforts to display farmworker unity and organization.  

The lithograph showcases a brown skinned individual with indigenous features that strengthen 

Chicana/o farmworker identity relations to those of pre-colonial times.  The text at the bottom 

indicates to support the united farmworker union, in turn uniting people of color and 

Chicana/o/Latinx people who are subjected to unfair and violent working conditions. 
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Figure 17. Sun Mad, Ester Hernández, 1981, silkscreen (Bain, 2014). 

Figure 17 is an art poster made by Ester Hernández.  Hernández grew up in Dinuba in the 

San Joaquin Valley where she was surrounded by agricultural production.  Hernández involved 

herself with the UFWA movement led by Dolores Huerta and Cesar Chavez as a means to 

organize for her family and friends who were farmworkers.  According to artinprint.org, 

Hernández learned that the pesticides used for harvesting grapes in her community, “leached into 

the ground and contaminated the town’s water resources.”  Hernández chose to critique sun maid 

raisins because the grapes grown in her community were grown and shipped to the private 

company.  In this way, Hernández became educated about pesticide leachates and the harmful 

effects they have on her and her community’s immediate environment.  Due to this, she was 

motivated to create a piece of artwork that spoke on behalf of those who are silenced.  As a 
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reminder, “Chicano art was, from its very beginning, an art of protest, connected to social 

politics and the labor movement and concerned with creating distinctive work that reflected the 

Mexican experience in the United States” (Bain, 2014).   

 

 

Figure 18. Organizar La Unidad Es La Vida; Sin Ella, No Hay Vida, Self Help Graphics, 1984, 
silkscreen (courtesy of CSPG). 

CSPG describes Figure 18’s poster: 

. . . [It] appears to be from same series as 2287, produced in collaboration with Michael 

Callaghan, Gregor Cullen, Self-Help Graphics and Art, and Redback Graphix.  Artist 

statement: Self Help Graphics & Art is the leading non-profit visual arts center serving 

the predominantly Latino community of Los Angeles.  Self Help Graphics' mission is to 

drive the creation of new work by Chicano and Latino artists through fine art printmaking 

and multiple visual art forms.  The United Farm Workers (UFW) symbol is references on 
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the subject's hat.  Written on back: Redback Graphix (Australia) 1984 For United Farm 

Workers. (CSPG archives) 

To me, this art piece speaks to the necessity of organizing at local levels for campesina/o 

working-class members.  Without unity there is no life.  From this understanding, we can claim 

that without unity and unionization for the laboring campesina/o class, there will be no positivity 

in life and only negative experiences will ensue.  This visual art piece also speaks to the 

ecological and racial discrimination experienced by Chicana/o and Latinx individuals who are 

afforded particular labor roles to fulfill the grand scheme of profit accumulation for agribusiness 

growers and owners.   
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Figure 19. Huelga!, Andy Zermeño, 1966, Offset (Courtesy of CSPG). 

To me, Figure 19 represents the immediacy that is needed in carrying out action and 

organization.  The longer one waits to speak up, boycott, or protest, the more lives are lost, and 

violent acts are carried out against the oppressed class.  Given this visual text of an individual 

running towards something with an open mouth representing some sort of exclamation or grito 

with the words “HUELGA!” [boycott] at the bottom, the viewer can relate feelings of immediate 

threat, insecurity and/or danger in their surroundings.  This visual art piece makes me think of 

the immediacy of actions needed and taken by students of color to protest neoliberal orders in 

university settings.  The immediacy of organizing communities under siege like Black Lives 
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Matter (BLM) in Ferguson, occupation in Palestine, disappearances in Ayotzinapa, and 

environmental negligence with the No Dakota Access Pipeline movement (NODAPL).  These 

are transnational threats on the non-White body for White accommodation on a colonized and 

stolen land.  This visual art piece not only reminds me of the urgency of solving the economic 

and ecological crises that campesina/os face, but also the interconnection between campesina/o 

struggles and those of others organizing for democratic, racial, and gender emancipation. 
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Figure 20. UFWOC AFL-CIO, Andy Zermeño, 1969, Offset (courtesy of CSPG). 

According to the CSPG, the following is stated from their archives: 

El Malcriado: The Voice of the Farm Worker, was published twice monthly by the 

United Farm Workers Organizing Committee, AFL-CIO.  Although it was the union 

newspaper, the union did not financially support the paper to protect the union from 

potential lawsuits.  The paper was supported primarily by advertisements and 

subscriptions from all over the United States.  UFWOC, however, did control the content 
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to a great degree, and opposed discussion of three primary areas: the Viet Nam War, La 

Raza, and Communism.  Although Chavez refused to allow the union to take a position 

on the war in Viet Nam, the editors of El Malcriado got around this by publishing letters 

to the editor which strongly opposed the war.  Chavez also opposed the promotion of La 

Raza, as divisive in a union which from its inception was multi-racial in its membership 

and in its supporters.  Chavez was known for holding strong anti-Communist positions, 

which were published in El Malcriado. (CSPG archives) 

Figure 20 shows the “grand old party” (GOP)—the Republican Party—represented by an 

elephant sitting on campesina/o farm workers while conservative representatives like President 

Nixon, agribusiness owners, and the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) collect the profit 

created by farmworker labor.  This visual art piece speaks to class antagonisms and the 

plundering of one socioeconomic class by another—making the rich richer and the poor poorer. 
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Figure 21. Cesar Vive, Ofelia Esparza, Self Help Graphics and Art, 1994, silkscreen (courtesy of 
CSPG). 

CSPG provides an Artist statement from Ofelia Esparza in which she is cited: 

Cesar Vive (sic.) - is an allegorical composition which signifies what it states.  Cesar 

Chavez lives in the symbolic Corn (Maiz) plant - nurtured by the new workers (new 

sprouts) who will carry on his work - they are nurtured by the ones who have gone before 

them (the skulls in the earth) who continue the cycle - as in the corn plant - to keep not 

only Cesar's memory alive - but his struggle for farmworkers and other poor laborers 

continues - reseeding itself to begin again with new seedlings - thus the red circle - the 

Aztec Eagle, of course, stands for the Farm Workers Union.  The skull kernels signify the 
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cycle of life and death – Cesar’s death awakens the new and old people to bring the 

struggle to life again and again. (CSPG archives) 

 

 

Figure 22. El Imperialismo Crea la Condicion del Bracero, artist unknown, 1980s, silkscreen 
(courtesy of CSPG). 

As stated by the CSPG, Figure 22 is about “Socialism & Communism; Labor; 

imperialism creates the conditions of the bracero that only the revolutionary unity of the workers 

can change” (CSPG archives).  I utilize this visual art silkscreen because of its direct articulation 

of imperialism and capitalism as joint forces that create the impoverished and alienated 

conditions of the bracero working-class campesina/o in a broad sense.  In addition, this argument 

is relevant to today in that, arguably, the only way to change the negative conditions of 

campesina/os is to unite under a revolutionary vanguard of worker alliances for global, social, 
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and economic reorganization that will compete against the conservative protectionist institutions 

erected by the capitalist system, that which agribusiness benefits from.   

 

 

Figure 23. Huelga Delano, artist unknown, date unknown, silkscreen. 

Figure 23 is an art piece that speaks to the organizational hxstory that the central valley of 

California has played in organizing and raising consciousness for campesina/o working-class 

peoples.  This silkscreen art piece is bold and strong with the centering of the UFW eagle and the 

black and red colors used to convey emotion and immediacy of a just cause.  Like many of these 

visual art pieces and posters, they were used in newspapers, books, and magazines so as to be 

widely distributed to as many campesina/os, citizens, and people.  This form of art and mass 

distribution was key in helping raise support for the United Farmworkers movement.   
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Figure 24. UFWOC AFL-CIO, Andrew (Andy) Zermeño and United Farm Workers Organizing 
Committee (1969), Delano, California.  
 

Chicano Art & Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s & 1970s 

My research and methods include participant observation and visual ethnography 

experiencing first-hand the visual art spaces like Barrio Logan and Chicano Park in San Diego; 

the mission murals in San Francisco and spaces like the Galería de la Raza; East L.A. and the 

San Fernando Valley.  I sought these places out for their Chicana/o murals dating to the start of 

the Chicano Movement and the ongoing cultural art movement.  I have also lived in Santa 

Barbara, the birthplace of El Plan de Santa Bárbara, where Chicana/o murals still exist from El 

Movimiento.  I have made it my duty to seek out the visual art and murals of the Chicana/o 

movement in order to see how visual art encompasses campesina/o experiences and Chicana/o 

activism and political struggles.  It has also been important to recognize the material, social, and 

economic conditions that brought about the visual and cultural aesthetic of the Chicano Civil 
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Rights Movement.  I will now pay particular attention to this social movement for radical social 

justice. 

The Chicana/o movement was born out of political, social, and economic struggle to 

address Mexican and Chicana/o positionality within Anglo society.  The objective was to recover 

Chicana/o civil rights as citizens of the United States.  Rubén Salazar is famously quoted for 

asserting that “a Chicano is a Mexican American who does not have an Anglo image of himself” 

(Cockcroft & Barnet-Sánchez, 1993, p. 85).  This separation was culturally revolutionary 

because an Anglo image carried expectations of assimilation into dominant society while 

creating a devaluation of the indigenous, mestizo heritage that is Mexican culture.  Given this 

form of alienation, Chicana/o artists generated new artistic forms of identity politics and anti-

assimilationist practices that criticized Anglo hegemony as a means of eliminating Mexican 

culture, self, and belonging within the United States.  From Marcos Sánchez-Tranquilino’s essay, 

“Murales del Movimiento: Chicano Murals of the Discourses of Art and Americanization” 

published in Signs from the Heart: California Chicano Murals” (Cockcroft & Barnet-Sánchez, 

1993), we learn that Chicano art represented an output by women and men that, “identified 

themselves as being in alliance with the means and ends of el movimiento; believed that art was 

never for its own sake; survived Americanization and sought to reclaim their Mexican heritage as 

necessary to their current U.S. identities,” (p. 86).  Chicana/os, being hxstorically and 

systematically denied civil rights for more than a century dating to the Mexican American war, 

were reduced to second-hand citizenship. Chicana/os saw themselves as a colonized group of 

people who were disenfranchised from economic, political, and civic opportunity by “American 

social structures,” (p. 90).  In the introduction to Signs from the Heart: California Chicano 

murals, Eva Sperling and Holly Barnet-Sánchez reflect that the Civil Rights Movement fought 
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against the idea of a single ‘universal’ culture that was the accepted mainstream society.  It 

challenged the idea of Western and European principles as the pinnacle of “civilization” and that 

everything else was either too “primitive” or backward (Cockcroft & Barnet-Sánchez, 1993, p. 

9).  In this way, cultural artistic expression served as a tool, along with strikes and 

demonstrations, to challenge Anglo hegemony in the United States.   

The Chicano period from 1965 to 1981 is described by Shifra M. Goldman and Tomás 

Ybarra-Frausto in Arte Chicano: A Comprehensive Annotated Bibliography of Chicano Art, 

1965–1981 (1985) as being one that centered cities with the highest numbers of Chicana/os and 

Mexican Americans.  In these cities, issues of concern involved civil rights violations, irrelevant 

and inadequate education, minimal political power, starvation wages, police brutality, poor 

housing, drug abuse, and gang warfare (p. 32).  Goldman and Ybarra-Frausto divide the Chicano 

art movement into two periods, from 1968 to 1975 and from 1975 to 1981.  They describe the 

first movement as being community oriented free from commercial enterprise—by the people, 

for the people.  From it bore art collectives and groups that worked from the heart to inspire and 

move la raza [the people].  The second period is recognized as an observance and reaction to the 

changing dynamics of the art movement that coalesced with an adapting political movement and 

attitude by the dominant society (p. 32).   

In the following chapter, El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán is discussed and presented as being 

adopted in March 1969 at the Denver youth conference.  Large amounts of Chicana/os gathered 

together and brought back to their communities the palabra [the ideas] of those events.  In it 

were points addressing anti-Europeanism, land rights, humanistic and nonmaterialistic ideals, 

admiration and glorification of indigenous brown-skinned heritage, culture, and education (p. 

32).  Part of the Plan states: 
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We must insure that our writers, poets, musicians and artists produce literature and art 

that is appealing to our people and related to our revolutionary cause.  Our cultural values 

of life, family, and home will serve as a powerful weapon to defeat the gringo dollar 

value system and encourage the process of love and brotherhood. (p. 32)  

This call to action informs readers that not only did the followers of El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán 

believe art was a tool to educate and revolutionize their people, but also that strong anti-capitalist 

sentiment was directed towards the economic machine of the Anglo system.  Goldman and 

Ybarra-Frausto further shares struggles that motivated Chicana/os of the time to organize, act, 

and make movement happen.  Areas discussed in this section are the Cuban revolution of 1959; 

the Civil rights movement and radical movements of the Black Panther Party; figures like Angela 

Davis, Malcom X, Dolores Huerta, Cesar Chávez and Martin Luther King, Jr.; labor movements 

and Farmworker movements, El Malcriado: The Voice of the Farmworker and it’s artistic 

cartoons by Andy Zermeño, the black and red thunderbird, El Teatro Campesino; student and 

youth educational movements; the massacre of Tlatelolco on October 2, 1968; and the rise of 

Chicano art teachers in universities, art schools, and public schools.   

In fact, Juan Gomez-Quiñones (1994) is referenced as arguing that Chicanismo was born 

out of the student movements.  The movement immersed itself in a radicalization of politics that 

engaged and made desirable a seeking of national identity, self-worth, pride, and cultural rebirth 

for the young activists (p. 35).  The anti-Vietnam War movement, American Indian Movement 

and Chicano neo-indigenism movement also contributed to the politicization and artistic 

exploration of the Chicana/o artist of the Chicano movement.  Hence, a collaboration between 

Native American people and Chicana/o people flourished under the struggle of Anglo 
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stratification, exploitation, and disempowerment.  In this way, issues of land, home, environment 

and thievery were exclaimed at their Anglo oppressors.   

Furthermore, Jacinto Quirarte (1988) states that Chicana/o artists were inspired by the 

Mexican art movement because it presented examples of artistic practices functioning to educate 

and contribute to “creating a new Mexican identity free of colonial interference” (Jackson, 2009, 

p. 25).  Edward J. McCaughan (2012) writes that artists during these times were the most vocal 

advocates of their communities, using art to inhibit the collective and individual body in new 

ways (p. 168).  Artists of the social movement “disrupted dominant aesthetics and cultural 

politics of the elite art world” where new artistic inventions of Chicana/o and social movement 

art had no place (p. 168).  Social movement artists did this by creating alternative spaces where a 

commitment to building far more egalitarian, democratic and mutual communities could exist (p. 

168).  As an artist I too understand that the importance of creating alternative spaces is an ever-

present need in the Chicana/o community for Chicana/o self-determination and actualization.   
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Figure 25. Chicano Park mural (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2017). 

 

 

Figure 26. Chicano Park historic mural (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2017). 
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Figure 27. Chicano Park mural of Sacred Maíz (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2017). 
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Figure 28. Mural, Ortega Park, Santa Barbara (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2019). 

Figures 28 and 29 are photos of murals from Ortega Park in Santa Barbara.  The murals 

were painted by local artists and community members.  I can say that Figure 29 was painted by 

Chicano muralist Manuel Unzueta among other artists while Figure 28 has similar painting styles 

that may be of his work as well.  In both figures we see paintings of large corn and the 

abundance of growth represented by food, plants, and trees.  Figure 28 is an obvious ode to the 

UFW movement given the black eagle represented, however, it is not an exact image of the 

thunderbird used by the UFW movement as noticed by the head and the number of corners 

represented at the wings.  It is, perhaps, significant of an advanced movement or adapting 

struggle that continues on to this day for local campesina/os of Santa Barbara and Ventura 

County.  Nonetheless, Figure 28 serves to remind the viewer and the community of the 



 55 

relationship Chicana/os have to farm labor and farm labor struggle.  Figure 29, while carrying 

similar notions, also represents rich culture of working the land, of medicinal plants, and of 

education and youth representation.  The dark background supplemented by bright purple paint 

pops to create dreamlike visual experiences that sustain Chicana/o imagination and movement. 

     

 

Figure 29. Mural, Ortega Park, Santa Barbara (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2019). 
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SECTION III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this study, I offer Barrio Consciousness as a theoretical framework that is grounded in 

Marxist class analysis, Environmental Justice and Racial Ecologies.  Barrio Consciousness is 

generated through a critical and creative thinking critique of the world around oneself to 

articulate how mechanisms exist in our everyday lives.  Particular to the Chicana/o experience, 

Barrio Consciousness reflects on working-class labor to identify and tackle issues of fraud, 

poverty, and disenfranchisement of the Chicana/o individual and/or community.  Barrio 

Consciousness in this thesis seeks to uncover agricultural ecology and agricultural economic 

interests that concentrate, segregate, and dictate the lives and experiences of Chicana/o and 

Latinx campesina/os in Fillmore, Ventura County, California, and the United States of America.   

Barrio Consciousness is a knowing of socioeconomic, political, and eco-social 

determinants that negatively affect Chicana/o populations in the United States based on race, 

class, gender, sexuality, spirituality, nationality and indigeneity.  The basis for understanding 

Barrio Consciousness as a framework is an acknowledgement and critique of hxstorical and 

current forms of economic and colonial expansionism that has spurred class systems of exclusion 

and inclusion.  To reference Michael Walzer (1986), “today’s inequalities of opportunity derive 

from yesterday’s victories and defeats; they are inherited from the past, carried not by genetic but 

by social structures, by organized power, wealth, and professional standing” (p. 144).  Walzer’s 

analysis helps us understand modern circumstances within capitalism.  This motivates me to use 

visual art and barrio consciousness as a tool for understanding modern experiences of Chicana/o 

campesina/o working-class people within a capitalist society. 

Barrio Consciousness informs visual art as activism by promoting obvious political issues 

experienced by campesina/os revolving around living and working conditions in small 
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communities like Fillmore, California.  The visual art produced and perceived in this thesis 

reflects experiential knowledge, lived experiences, and acquired knowledge of the Chicana/o 

campesina/o experience.  Therefore, Chicana/o art that presents campesina/o labor in this body 

of work is that of a Chicana/o and Latinx experience within farm labor relations in the United 

States of America.  Therefore, Barrio Consciousness borrows from the theories of Community 

Cultural Wealth by Tara J. Yosso (2005) and Consciousness and Resistance in Chicano Barrio 

Narratives by Ana Arellano Nez (2016).  From these theories, and from my own experiences as a 

brown Xicano male, I offer Barrio Consciousness as critical thinking modes that not only 

question and tackle institutions of oppression but actively seek horizontal spaces of shared 

governance and cultural coexistence that support humxn to human relationships across time and 

space.  For Chicana/o communities of color, I find that knowledge production through 

multidisciplinary means of dissemination such as visual art and written publication, found herein, 

possess the tools for (re)organization of humxn life for Chicana/os, campesina/os and others 

under current socioeconomic strain. 

Lastly, I recognize the sociological background from which I have acquired knowledge to 

theorize the current stasis of humxn to human relationships in modern day society.  Because of 

this, the recognition of Marxism, global capitalism, Sociology, Racial Ecologies, and 

Environmental Justice are foundational tenets to Barrio Consciousness.  I will now dedicate time 

to explain both Marxism and Environmental Justice within Barrio Consciousness.   

Marxism and Barrio Consciousness 

I obtained knowledge of Marxian theory from authors like Raya Dunayevskaya and her 

book, Marxism and Freedom: From 1776 Until Today (1958/2000).  I will be referencing a copy 

of this book re-published in 2000 by Humanity Books.  This book was the companion textbook to 
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Das Kapital, Vol. 1 by Karl Marx used to apply and understand Marxian theory during my 

undergraduate years.  In “Marxism and freedom” we learn that Marxist textbooks have, for 

generations, “repeated the following truisms: (1) capitalism is a form of society in which the 

means of productions and the land are the private property of the capitalists (2) The worker is 

compelled to sell his labor power at the cost of his production and reproduction in order to be 

able to live (3) The motivating force of this mode of production is the desire of the capitalist for 

profit” (Dunayevskaya, 1958/2000, p. 138).  Dunayevskaya adds that the profit gained by 

capitalist production reproduces commodities6 that are sold for money; “the money contains 

what the capitalist spent plus a surplus, part of which is his profit” (p. 138).  As such, “money” in 

the pockets of what is referred to as a private capitalist is essential in purchasing labor power7 

and the means to production.  I argue, we must view campesina/os as labor power that is 

purchased by agribusiness capitalists in order to obtain campesina/os labor power that creates a 

surplus value.8  Surplus value is the absolute law of production in a capitalist society where the 

surplus value from production is stolen by the capitalist in the form of profit.  This relationship 

provides the basis for alienation of the laborer from his/her production of surplus value. 

Moreover, a relationship where campesina/os depend on capitalists for employment, 

while capitalists depend on campesina/os to generate surplus value is born.  Because workers 

produce commodities and profit, capitalists must now expect workers to create that profit and 

 
6 “A commodity is . . . a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or 
another” (Marx, 1887, p. 27). 

7 A “capitalist buys labour-power in order to use it” (Marx, 1887, p. 127).  Capitalist puts laborer 
to produce a particular use-value, in this case campesina/os produce food crops.   

8 “Value created by the unpaid labor of wage workers . . . appropriated without compensation by 
the capitalists” (Vygodsky, 2014).   
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commodity day in and day out so as to stimulate the capitalist economy or the capitalist mode of 

production.  What occurs, given this necessity, is a commodification of labor itself.  Labor 

becomes a commodity to which the capitalist must have access to - and complete rule over – in 

order to continue creating surplus value.  As stated, the worker (campesina/o) must “sell his own 

capacity to labor, as commodity” (Dunayevskaya, 1958/2000, p. 138).  Therefore, campesina/o 

labor is commodified by the capitalist who depends on their production to sell crops to the open 

market and create profit for the capitalist class.  This form of labor relation generates what Karl 

Marx termed “alienated labor” because the direct producer of a commodity (the 

laborer/campesina/o) is alienated from the commodity they produce.  That is to say that they do 

not keep what he/she produces, and they do not own the means to produce that commodity; such 

as the factory, the machines, or the land where the labor occurs.  In the case of Fillmore 

California, such capitalists are agribusiness, citrus business, and government agencies like 

Sunkist Growers, Inc., Saticoy Lemon Association, Calavo, Mission Avocados, Limoneira, and 

the Ventura County Farm Bureau.  The alienation of the worker/campesina/o is further 

compounded by ranch owners and labor contractors who depend on campesina/o labor to 

produce commodities and profit in order to continue the relations of labor-production-

commodity-consumption in the Fillmore Ventura County community.   

Knowing this, I focus considerable attention on Marx’s argument of capital production as 

producing “alienated labor.”  In Marxist theory, this is the alienation and dehumanization of the 

humxn body and psyche:  

. . . labor in class societies—whether they be slave, feudal or capitalist orders—no longer 

means the free development of the physical and intellectual energy of man.  It has 

reached its most alienated aspect under capitalism where not only the product of his labor 
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is alienated from the laborer, but his very mode of activity also. (Dunayevskaya, 

1958/2000, p. 104)  

Dunayevskaya writes that labor has become a “drudgery man must perform to earn a living, and 

not a mode of activity in which he realizes his physical and mental potentialities” (p. 104).  

Given this context of alienated labor, we can turn to analyze campesina/o living and working 

conditions in Fillmore and Ventura County as activities that minimize opportunities for physical 

and mental growth and self-determination.  The labor roles afforded to campesina/os in Fillmore, 

I argue, are exploitative, alienating, and dehumanizing.   

In addition, I also recognize contemporary Marxist critiques of political economy like 

culture, super structure, base structure, hegemony as proposed by Antonio Gramsci, and 

ideological and repressive state apparatuses coined by Louis Althusser.  These theories and 

critiques are prominent articulations of how dominant bourgeois classes exercise and maintain 

power over the rest of the world.  For example, Althusser, Balibar, and Bidet (2014) write that 

repressive state apparatuses is a “repressive machine that enables the dominant classes . . . to 

ensure their domination over the working class in order to subject it to the process of extorting 

surplus value (that is, to capitalist exploitation)” (p. 70).  Therefore, functions of state power like 

the police, the military, and the politico-legal system are apparatuses of the state ‘at the service 

of the dominant classes’ that are used to repress, execute, and intervene against the proletariat (p. 

70).  In addition to the repressive role of the state, Althusser et al. present ideological state 

apparatuses (ISA) as non-physical repression represented by religious, political, cultural, 

scholastic, and familial apparatuses amongst others (p. 75).  Ideological state apparatuses 

function not on violence but on ideology (p. 78).  ISAs however still function under the control 

of the state of the capitalist class (bourgeoisie) representing the ideology of the state or state 
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ideology (p. 81).  “(Bourgeois) holders of state power… exercise their class power through the 

various specialized apparatuses with which the state is endowed,” (p. 87).  Therefore, ISAs serve 

the interests of the bourgeois class by generating ideologies that keep working-class people 

subordinate to bourgeois dictatorship. For example, the ideological culture promoted in modern 

society reflects popular culture, music, sports, theater amongst others.  Is it not the power of 

media, owned by corporate classes, that feeds sports games and movies to an American base that 

consumes it religiously?  Are not commercials sensationalized to posit a luxurious style of 

consumption?  Cultural ideology in today’s capitalist society fashions industrial agriculture as a 

safe and unharmful site of production while realistically laborers are exploited and killed for the 

continuous reproduction of capitalism.  Religion teaches subordination and complacency . . . that 

praying will solve poverty and humxn oppression is humxn fault for stealing fruit from the tree 

of knowledge.  All this while corporate lobbyists expunge civil liberties and seek to militarize 

space!  

On Hegemony, James Lull (1995) quotes Stuart Hall (1985) stating that hegemony is 

“dominance and subordination in the field of relations structured by power” (p. 33).  Lull 

discusses Antonio Gramsci’s theory of hegemony as a “necessary development in an era when 

communications technology is such a pervasive and potent ideological medium (p. 33).  

Gramsci’s theory of ideological hegemony is described as tools of mass media that ruling elites 

use to “perpetuate their power, wealth, and status [by popularizing] their own philosophy, culture 

and morality” (Boggs, 1976, p. 39, as cited in Lull, 1995, p. 33).  Stuart Hall (1977) defines 

hegemony: 

. . . framing of all competing definitions within [the dominant class’s] range bringing all 

alternatives within their horizons of thought.  [The dominant class] sets the limit–mental 
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and structural—within which the subordinate classes “live” and make sense of their 

subordination in such a way as to sustain the dominance of those ruling over them. (p. 

333, as cited in Lull, 1995, p. 34)   

In this way, ideology takes control of subordinate classes, perpetuating their oppression.  

Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is rooted in ideology and culture and how both serve the 

dominant class similar to ideological state apparatuses as proposed by Althusser et al. (2014).  

Hegemony proposes a willing agreement of the people to be governed by laws, rules, and 

principles they believe “operate in their best interests, even though in actual practice they may 

not” (p. 34).  Raymond Williams (1976) is quoted stating, “the idea of hegemony . . . is 

especially important in societies [where] electoral politics and public opinion are significant 

factors, and in which social practice is seen to depend on consent to certain dominant ideas 

which in fact express the needs of a dominant class” (p. 145, as cited in Lull, 1995, p. 34).  So, 

for example, in the United States where citizens vote every four years, it can be argued that 

voters use this opportunity as a way to enact change they perceive will have meaningful 

consequence in liberating their oppression.  This action is non-violent and offers consent of a 

majority of American citizens to be governed until the next four years when voting takes place 

again and little has been achieved.   

The theories critiquing political economy through a Marxist lens are important in 

uncovering how capitalism is experienced and reproduced in modern society.  Capitalism has 

adapted to the revolutions and uprisings of Mexican Americans and Chicana/os in the United 

States dating to the unionization efforts of the 1930s and 1940s and the Civil Rights Movement 

of the 1960s and 1970s.  This hxstorical experience of political economy endured by Mexican 

Americans, Chicana/os and those of working-class background in the United States informs 
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Barrio Consciousness.  They explain why current forms of alienation and exploitation of 

Chicana/os and campesina/os continue to exist.  And it motivates us to become aware of the 

political implications that dictate our lives and creatively tackle them so as to liberate Chicana/os 

from oppression.   

Environmental Justice and Barrio Consciousness 

I also reference the ecology of Fillmore and Ventura County in this creative thesis project 

with help from research frameworks like Research Justice by Jolivétte (2015) and Racial 

Ecologies by Nishime and Hester Williams (2018).  For example, Jolivétte’s Research Justice 

framework is an ideology based on “community driven research as a vehicle for the community 

to reclaim, own and wield all forms of knowledge and information as political ammunition in 

their own hands, in ways that are consistent with the community’s unique cultural and spiritual 

identity, and values and traditions” (Lee, 2015).  As a member of the Fillmore community, with a 

Chicano/Mexican American background, I recognize Research Justice as a framework to reclaim 

and call out the negative and overlooked labor relations my family members and fellow peers 

experience in spaces like Fillmore, California.  Because I view the current circumstances of 

campesina/os in Fillmore as exploitative and unjust, I engage with what Jolivétte describes as the 

role of research justice to centralize communities of color so as to disrupt and contend “colonial 

policies and institutional practices that contribute to the (re)production of social inequalities in 

research and public policy” (p. 5).  In reference to Jolivétte’s work as recognizing marginalized 

communities as experts, I recognize myself as an organic intellectual and community leader in 

understanding and knowing my community of Fillmore, its environment, and my relationship to 

farmworker and agricultural labor.   
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The strategies proposed by Research Justice, moreover, are used as foundations in 

analyzing and creating visual art for my creative thesis project of the campesina/o experience in 

Fillmore.  The three strategies to Research Justice are to strategize for knowledge construction 

and self-determination, for community mobilization, and for social transformation and policy 

reform (Jolivétte, 2015, p. 6).  As an artivist (activist + artist) my work is grounded in this 

principle of transformation and justice acquisition for communities hxstorically left out or 

pushed out.  With this theoretical framework, I will analyze and uncover how campesina/o 

working and living conditions in Fillmore are flaws to environmental justice because 

campesina/os lack forms of equity, self-determination, unionization, resources, and fruitful 

leisure.  Jolivétte describes this unfair phenomenon as having to do with the production of 

knowledge in the world today that is, “typically constructed, transmitted, and maintained by 

those with the most power and privilege in society” (p. 6).  Certainly, Chicana/os, campesina/os 

do not occupy these seats in social hierarchies or of privilege, or else–one would think–we would 

at least render our Chicana/o communities somewhat better off than our current lot.  Next, I turn 

to Racial Ecologies, by Nishime and Hester Williams (2018).   

My relationship to migration, field work, and the Ventura community as a brown laborer 

and a son of migrant laborers, I claim, is tied to Racialized Ecologies like those theorized by 

Nishime and Hester Williams (2018).  Because of these racialized causal factors, and my current 

role in academia, I call upon my past experience, first-hand account, and family circumstances to 

define and investigate the role of agribusiness in my community; a role that has created, what I 

hypothesize to be, minimal living conditions of subsistence and income inequality for Chicana/o 

individuals in Fillmore.  Borrowing from Racial Ecologies, the framework attempts to, 

“persuasively demonstrate that environmental concerns are intertwined with differences of race, 
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indigeneity, class, gender, and nation” (xi).  Given this statement, I apply and realize that 

campesina/os in Fillmore work in environments that are differentiated by their race, their 

nationality, their class standings, and indigeneity.  In addition, given the hxstorical relationship 

Chicana/os have to colonization, genocide, and enslavement since 1492, the offspring of our 

ancestors have been bound to laboring the land in order to pay false debts to European colonists.  

It is but a passing of roles, from one subservient generation to the next.  Thus, Racial Ecologies 

remind me that the features of colonialism are intertwined with historic and ongoing aspects of, 

“capitalist resource extraction, and racialized and gendered labor exploitation . . .” (xi).  That is 

to say that colonialism and capitalism produce a racialized and gendered exploitation of labor 

that campesina/os live through.  This can be seen within the parameters of citrus and agriculture 

business in Fillmore and Ventura County, California.   

Racial Ecologies helps inform my creative thesis project as an artist who brings forth the 

struggles of campesina/os through visual art.  This artistic activism is also described by Julie Sze 

who writes that, “environmental activists, writers, critics and artists engage pollution across 

space and time using imagination and cultural ideas…Imagination is a key resource in 

responding to environmental problems” (xiii).  My imagination and my curiosity, to seek 

understanding of the world around me, compels me to create, to learn, and to investigate the 

campesina/o experience in Fillmore, California in relation to capitalism and environmental 

racism around the world. 
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SECTION IV. METHODOLOGY 

The methodological approach of this research study sought to understand how visual art 

can represent living and working conditions of campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura County, 

California.  Multiple methods were used to gather information and insight into campesina/o 

working and living conditions and artistic representation.  The underlying theory guiding this 

research methodology was a Barrio Consciousness framework rooted in Marxist class analysis 

and environmental justice.  Marxist class analysis detailed campesina/o economic and political 

experiences while environmental justice recognized land and living experiences of campesina/os 

as relative outcomes to economic injustices.  The following methods were used in the study. 

• Historical research 

• Archival research 

• Visual Art creation  

• Photography 

• Field observation 

• GIS mapping 

• Informal interviews 

Historical research was used to examine the United Farmworkers movement of the 1960s 

and the Bracero Program between the United States and Mexico between 1942 and 1964.  The 

book Merchants of Labor by Ernesto Galarza (1964) details the harsh and political realities of 

the Bracero Program on its workers.  Videos like “Harvest of Loneliness” by directors Vivian 

Price, Gilbert G.  Gonzalez, and Adrian Salinas provided ethnographic data and visual imagery 

of Mexican braceros reflecting on their experiences working in the fields.  This initial analysis 

led to further investigation of labor struggles and agricultural production in California prior to 
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1942.  Gilbert G. Gonzalez’ book Labor and Community: Mexican Citrus Worker Communities 

in a Southern California County, 1900–1950 offers insight to how agriculture developed in the 

Southwest United States prior to the Bracero Program of 1942.   

Historical research identified agricultural production in Fillmore and Ventura County 

dating back to the 1850s.  The Fillmore Historical Museum provided hxstory of the founding of 

Fillmore, California and its relationship to Ventura County.  The book Mexican Outsiders: A 

Community History of Marginalization and Discrimination in California by Martha Menchaca 

(1995) provides an hxstorical account of Mexican farmworkers in Santa Paula dating back to 

citrus cultivation and land grant disputes of the 1860s.  Menchaca briefly discusses land and 

water rights battles in current day Fillmore.  Historical articles by the Gianni Foundation of 

Agricultural Economics, court documents of farmworker unionization struggles in Fillmore, and 

reports by the Ventura County Farm Bureau, the Ventura County Agricultural Commission, and 

the Central Coast Alliance for A Sustainable Economy (CAUSE) illustrated campesina/o 

experiences in Ventura County past and present.   

Archival research of visual art from the Chicana/o Civil Rights Movement led to working 

with the Center for the Study of Political Graphics (CSPG) in Culver City, Los Angeles.  CSPG 

holds archived templates of political art graphics from the Chicana/o art movement and the 

UFW’s movement.  These visual art graphics provided insight to organizing efforts, flyers, and 

informational pamphlets that featured visual art rooted in struggle for improved economic 

lifestyles for Chicana/os and campesina/os.  Key words used to search the pool of visual art 

graphics were labor, labor struggle, Chicano art, Chicana art, Chicano politics, boycott, United 

Farmworkers, farmworker, strike, and union.  Archival research uncovered a UFW’s “El 
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Malcriado” newspaper article featuring farmworker struggles in 1970 Fillmore as part of the 

Fillmore-Piru citrus strike.   

In total, 19 visual art pieces (paintings and drawings) were created representing 

campesina/o working and living conditions in Fillmore and Ventura County, California.  The 

visual art pieces created present various medium styles that can be used to achieve political 

messaging through painting and drawing.  Medium styles used were watercolor painting, oil 

paintings, acrylic painting, color pencil drawing, charcoal/graphite drawing, mural sketches, and 

mural paintings.  Artistic creation was informed by familial ties to campesina/o labor, lack of 

representation of campesina/os in Fillmore, and a necessity to humanize exploited laborers.   

Photography was used to capture images of ranches, farms, and laboring campesina/os in 

Fillmore and Ventura County.  The images captured represented steel fences, private property 

signs, and agribusiness labels of corporations doing business in Fillmore like Sunkist Inc., 

Saticoy Lemon Association, Limoneira Co., and Mission Avocados.  Photography captured 

images of laboring campesina/os throughout Ventura County visible from highway 126 and 

commercial street zones.  Some images captured were then transferred into visual art paintings.  

Photography was also used to capture images of the researcher’s body performing the 

campesina/o experience as a study and point of reference for artistic and visual art development.   

Field observation garnered insight into the Chicana/o civil rights movement.  Observation 

was conducted in areas where the Chicana/o movement and Chicana/o art movement 

proliferated.  Spaces and places like The Mission in San Francisco, Barrio Logan and Chicano 

Park in San Diego, East Los Angeles, and the San Fernando Valley provided representations of 

Chicana/o culture, art, and muralism that helped identify hxstoric and contemporary struggles of 

the Chicana/o community.  Field observation proved vital in researching the murals of the 
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Mexican Mural Movement of the 1920s by artists David A. Siqueiros, José Clemente Orozco, 

and Diego Rivera first-hand.  Museums in Mexico City, (CDMX) were visited like the Palacio 

de Bellas Artes, Castillo Chapultepec, Museo Mural Diego Rivera, Sala de Arte Publico 

Siqueiros, and a number of murals within the community, highlighted the revolutionary ethos of 

the mural movement for modern contemporary times.  In addition, field observation in 

Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico led to Mexican muralist José Clemente Orozco’s artwork.  

Orozco’s murals of fiery death, war, genocide, mechanization, and consumption are unapologetic 

in describing the fate of humxns during the world wars.  Orozco’s work, along with Rivera and 

Siqueiros, point to critical interpretations of world struggle and dehumanization that are of 

important reflection in today’s society. 

GIS mapping provided new forms of visualizing farmlands in Fillmore specifically.  GIS 

mapping supported an overview of farmland ecology9 within Fillmore, California and where 

campesina/os work and play.  Visual representation of farmlands and farming operations of 

Fillmore were created using Google maps.  Markers were placed representing the numerous 

farms operating in and around Fillmore, California.  Through the Fillmore farm maps created 

through this research, viewers will have the opportunity to observe where campesina/os live, 

work, and play; taking into account race and space as proposed by George Lipsitz (2007).  GIS 

mapping of Fillmore maps was also used to support a visual painting for exhibit purposes.   

Informal interviews and investigation of local artists creating campesina/o visual art put 

me in contact with other visual artists that also focus on campesina/o working and living 

conditions in Ventura County.  A plethora of Ventura County artists were found who used their 

 
9 Farmland ecology refers to the ecology designated for agricultural production in a given 
community.   
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artistic expertise to discuss their relationship to farmworker lifestyles and experiences.  These 

artists shared with me their familial ties to farmworkers and braceros in their networks and 

extended families.  The visual art found in this research brings Fillmore and Ventura County 

visual artists to the forefront of campesina/o critique, art criticism, and art education.  Informal 

interviews were also conducted with campesina/os in Fillmore and in Oxnard.  Local 

campesina/os in Fillmore were interviewed during Sunday soccer league in Fillmore and while 

volunteering with Mixteco/Indígena Community Organizing Project (MICOP) in Oxnard 

collecting data of campesina/os affected by the Thomas Fire of 2017 and the Woolsey Fire of 

2018.  The following questions were asked: 

• How did the Thomas Fire/Woolsey Fire affect you?  

• How much do they pay you to work in your farm working job?  

• Where do you live?  

• Is the pay enough for you or your family?  

• Have you gotten hurt from farm working or anyone you know?  

• How did you get into this profession?   

Informal interviews also were conducted with my parents about their role in agriculture.  

Questions included: 

• Where did you (mom) work and for how long?  

• How was the work there?   

• How did you (dad) begin working for Saticoy Lemon?   

• What work did you do in Mexico and how was it related to agriculture and farming? 

In conclusion, these methods supported a Marxist class analyses of labor and agricultural 

production in Chicana/o communities.  These methods raise an understanding of Fillmore and 
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Ventura County farmlands that combine education and visual art expression to examine 

campesina/o experiences.   
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SECTION V. FINDINGS 

Campesina/o Working And Living Conditions Today 

According to the United States Department of Labor, the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(BLS), farmworkers in California earned an annual mean wage of $26,240 in a May 2018 report 

(bls.gov).  At the time, California employed 194,850 farmworkers and laborers whom received 

an hourly mean wage of $12.61 (bls.gov).  California had the highest numerical count of 

farmworkers per state (194,850) while the following state, Washington, employed 11,100 

farmworkers–a difference of 183,750 workers.  Given this data, it is evident that the state of 

California employs the highest number of campesina/os in the country, benefitting the near fifty-

billion-dollar industry in 2018 (California Department of Food and Agriculture).  Moreover, the 

annual mean wage reported by BLS for campesina/os reflects “poverty wages” and economic 

insecurities in an increasingly high cost of living in the state of California.  According to the 

article, “At the Company’s Mercy: Protecting Contingent Workers from Unsafe Working 

Conditions,” published by Center for Progressive Reform (2013), it is stated that agriculture 

workers are “some of the most vulnerable workers in the United States” (p. 7).  According to 

their findings from the Department of Labor’s (DOL) National Agricultural Worker Survey, they 

indicate that farmworker average individual incomes were between $10,000 and $12,499 while 

average family incomes were between $15,000 and $17,499 helping to conclude that, “based on 

federal poverty guidelines, 30 percent of all farm workers had a family income below poverty 

guidelines” (p. 7).   

In addition, only 5 percent of campesina/os had completed education beyond high school 

with an average of grade 7 being completed.  Workers not able to speak English at all were 44 

percent, 26 percent stated they could speak English “a little,” and when asked if they could speak 
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English well, 24 percent stated they could (p. 7).  This data indicates a vulnerable working-class 

that lacks the tools to challenge workplace harassment and exploitation.  The CPR states that 

given these low levels of English-language skills, literacy, and education, significant numbers of 

farmworkers are more likely to be unaware of their rights under safety laws and occupational 

health.   

These current and modern estimates of the working and living conditions for 

farmworkers must be acknowledged through the lens of discrimination and racial division.  

Whether it is argued that hxstorical roots of racial segregation are to blame for current 

farmworker experiences, or that these issues manifested in a vacuum, the truth is that 

campesina/o experiences are a result of racial discrimination and capitalist desires for profit.  

Gómez-Quiñones (1994) states that fear, selfishness, profits, and anti-Mexicanism are major 

motives for these outcomes (p. 334).  Mexican laborers were and are discriminated in trade 

unions and by employers even when they had the necessary trade skills, experience, and time in a 

given sector of employment.  This upholds the case that Mexican workers have been (and 

continue to be) exploited and made vulnerable by factors like large-scale immigration and by 

impeding their efforts for collective self-protection.  Gómez-Quiñones writes that “Mexican 

immigrant laborers have been the victims of economics and of politics in the United States” (p. 

334).  He describes that Mexicans have faced a multitude of disparities based on discrimination 

for over a hundred years.  Some of these disparities, evident during the UFW struggles of the 

1960s and present among campesina/os to this day, include poverty wages, exclusion from 

potential job opportunities, discriminatory referral systems, workplace mistreatment, employer 

threats against unionization, threats of deportation, social and economic immobility, lack of 
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educational access for skilled employment, lack of political and organizational resources, and 

oppression of any labor protest (p. 334).   

And as if employment discrimination and economic deprivation were not enough, 

campesina/o job duties are equally as disruptive and dangerous.  As stated by CPR, oppressive 

heat is common in every work area with major agriculture.  Repetitive motion strains the bodies 

of campesina/os and heavy loads stump blood vessels and bones.  Campesina/os can be engulfed 

by pesticides and entrapped in grain silos; the irrigation systems they work so diligently to set up 

across mass acres can electrocute them; they slip, trip, and fall on a regular basis and sustain 

serious injuries that are pushed aside to continue working and generating low income.  The BLS 

indicates that, “on average, more than one farmworker dies and hundreds are injured in work-

related accidents every day,” (CPR 2013, p. 6).  CPR states that these “raw numbers” translate 

fatality rates for campesina/os that are seven times higher than private industry and injury rates 

that are higher by 20 percent than national averages.  As well, issues like musculoskeletal 

injuries from work-related duties is of great concern for campesina/os.  Shoulders, lower backs, 

and upper extremities are abused when campesina/os “engage in repetitive motions in awkward 

positions,” (p. 7).   

According to Mora et al.’s (2015) research study titled “Prevalence of musculoskeletal 

disorders among immigrant Latino farmworkers and non-farmworkers in North Carolina” we 

learn that musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) regard injuries affecting the muscles, ligaments, 

nerves, bones, joints, spinal discs, cartilage and include pain from fractures, sprains, strains, 

hernia, carpel tunnel syndrome, the musculoskeletal system and connective diseases.  In 

industrialized nations there is a shortage of labor required for low skill job duties and thus, in the 

United States, “such occupations are disproportionally occupied by immigrant workers, 
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especially from Latino America,” (p. 136).  The results of the study found that for farmworkers, 

the most common MSDs were rotator cuff syndrome (15.7%), epicondylitis (19%), and lower 

back pain (14%) (p. 139).  Farmworkers were found to have an occupation that is extremely 

dangerous, physically demanding, and performed in extreme environments.  Their constant 

bending, stooping, heavy lifting, carrying, and high-speed production leads workers to develop 

MSDs (p. 140).  The study also showed that MSDs among immigrant Latinos, “who work in 

dangerous manual occupations are the most common of all occupational nonfatal injuries and 

illnesses,” (p. 140).   

These findings indicate that Latino foreign workers in the United States generated greater 

risk of developing MSDs than others.  One example for this was given that because farmworkers 

are often paid piece-rates, they perform labor roles at increased speeds.  I find this argument 

riddled with the idea that working faster and packaging more food will provide more money for 

the campesina/o within the working hour.  This however is also at the expense of his/her bodily 

health.  In the same way that the capitalist increases the rate of productivity in the work day for 

greater capital accumulation, the worker does the same, internalizing the belief that the faster 

they work the more money they will accumulate in wages representing some type of surge in 

happiness or class-position.  Unfortunately, though it may be true that workers do indeed 

capitalize on their efforts to increase their wages for the advancement of their families and self, I 

cannot help but recall the claim that although there is an increase in production and accumulation 

at one pole, there is, at the same time, an accumulation of misery and death at the other end 

experienced by outcomes like MSDs.  In either case, this study showcases that because Latino 

manual workers experience barriers like migration status, they are often led to partake in jobs 

that are hazardous and dangerous to their health.  Add to that the minimal education, minimal 
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English-speaking ability, work visas like H-2A, and fear of losing their job or deportation, 

workers ability to organize against workplace hazards, make claims, and reduce MSDs are 

limited and unlikely (p. 141).   

Another perspective important to consider is that of womxn farmworkers/campesinas 

specifically.  According to “Farm Worker Issues: Women’s Issues” published in the National 

Farmworker Ministry, women in the fields, “are often given the least desired, lowest-paying 

jobs, are the first to be laid off, receive fewer opportunities to advance, and face a culture of 

discrimination and machismo in the workplace.”  Campesinas face the same exploitable levels as 

their male counterparts as well as issues like gender discrimination, pregnancy, sexual 

harassment, sexual assault, and responsibilities like being the primary caregivers to their 

children.  A study by the University of California-Santa Cruz is quoted as stating that, “of 150 

Mexican women working in the Central Valley in California, 80 percent had experienced sexual 

harassment” (National Farm Worker Ministry, 2018).  An experience shared by the website of 

womxn working in and around Fresno, California states that campesinas had to have sex with 

supervisors to obtain and keep their jobs.  They also described having to “put up” with being 

touched, grabbed, or advanced on for sexual favors during work.  In addition, issues of legal 

documentation also add to the impact of these offenses.  Campesinas, for fear of losing their job 

or deportation, seldom recount these acts of violence to others and feel their only option is to 

remain silent.  These examples, within California agribusiness, showcase illegal and exploitable 

features experienced by womxn in agriculture that must also be discussed and tackled via social 

movement for radical social justice.   

Campesinas also face injustices when it comes to reproductive rights.  Given that womxn 

work in fields where pesticides are present, toxins stick to their clothing and enter their bodies 
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through pores in their skin and respiration systems.  These toxic pesticides harm campesinas’ 

reproductive systems and interfere their birthing systems.  With regard to Racial Ecologies and 

environmental justice, the humxn body is an environment in and of itself.  Thus, when toxic 

pesticides enter the body, they intoxicate the environmental make-up that is the campesina body, 

performing atrocious acts upon the body.  For example, a study by Wellesley College links 

exposure to pesticides as causing birth defects in babies, infertility, and miscarriages (National 

Farm Worker Ministry, 2018).   

This brings me to the case of the Immokalee babies in Florida.  According to an article 

published in the Ecologist by Barry Estabrook (2011), three mothers gave birth to babies that 

were born with sever deformities because their mothers were exposed to pesticides while 

harvesting tomatoes.  One baby was born with a rare condition termed tetra-amelia syndrome 

that left the child with no legs or arms.  Another baby was born with a deformity in the jaw and 

the danger of choking on their tongue, thus having to be fed through a tube.  The third baby born 

was born with one ear, one kidney, cleft palate, no anus, no nose, and no visible sexual organs.  

Her birth defects allowed her to live only three days.  The three mothers worked for the same 

tomato company and had the babies within a month of each other.  This inhumxne treatment of 

workers and subsequent violations of reproductive rights shows a connection between 

environment, race, and gender.   

In California, the case of racialized ecologies and reproductive rights of womxn in 

Kettleman City is similar to that above and adds to the threat of agricultural production, waste 

management, and pesticide exposure on campesina and campesino communities.  According to 

Julie Sze’s (2018) article “Denormalizing embodied toxicity: The case of Kettleman City,” 

Kettleman City is a “small and predominantly Latino farmworker community that faces much 
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industrial, air, and environmental pollution” (p. 107).  Kettleman City mothers gave birth to a 

cluster of babies with birth defects and cleft palates.  In 2007, there were ten babies born in 

Kettleman City with deformities and cleft palates, of which 3 died (p. 109).  Initially, the State of 

California tried to withhold information of the cases.  Kettleman City has 1,500 residents, 97 

percent are Latino, mostly farmworkers.  The surroundings of the town are agricultural fields, 

and exposure to pollutants via run off (p. 109).  The water is described to have “elevated levels 

of natural arsenic and benzene from the municipal wells” (p. 109).  In addition, emissions from 

diesel trucks and a locus for sewer sludge from the city of Los Angeles creates a toxic 

environment.  The effects of this generate residents with high reports of cancer, asthma, and 

miscarriages (p. 110).   

Furthermore, the cleft-palate controversy of Kettleman City needs to be recognized in 

relation to the social inequalities and racial pattern of land use in the Central Valley.  Sze (2018) 

summarizes, “This is a society highly stratified by race, class, and immigration status” (p. 110).  

Thus, motherhood is a contested site of struggle for developing fetuses and living and working 

campesinas.  In the Central Valley, poor communities are located close to industrial agriculture 

sites.  Sze writes that there is a lack of clear boundaries between mother and child during 

pregnancy and thus “attempts to protect developing fetuses from industrial pollutants are futile 

when their mothers are exposed to pesticides both at work in the fields and at home” (p. 111).  

How is this case of Kettleman City related to that of the Immokalee babies in Florida?  In both 

cases we see racialized outcomes of environmental racism and labor for campesinas.  We see the 

effects of pesticide exposure and pollution on reproductive rights and developing fetuses/babies.  

Thus, the relationship between ecology, race, and gender are interconnected given these 

examples meaning we must call attention to campesina working and living conditions.  
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Campesinas, their children, and their families deserve access to a sustainable environment that 

nourish the Chicana/o campesina/o family instead of destroying it. 

The Peculiar Case of Campesina/os in Fillmore, California 

Fillmore, California is located off State Route 126 that connects Los Angeles County to 

Ventura County via interstate 5 and U.S. Route 101 (California Highways, 2019).  Fillmore is a 

small agricultural town with rich and fertile soil that runs along the Santa Clara River Valley.  

Fillmore is also recognized as one-third of the business-oriented grouping of towns Santa Paula, 

Piru, and Fillmore termed “Heritage Valley” (Heritage Valley Tourism Bureau, 2019).  The 

Heritage Valley runs along the mostly dry Santa Clara River that has hxstorically provided 

agriculturally rich soil and opportunity seized by citrus and agricultural producers.  Fillmore was 

founded in 1887 with the addition of the Southern Pacific Railroad that ran through the valley 

connecting Santa Barbara and Ventura to Los Angeles.  The economy of Fillmore is driven much 

by agricultural production to this date.  Industrial agriculture businesses in Fillmore are 

supported by oranges, avocados, lemons, tree farming, and row crops.   

Fillmore’s population was 15,420 in 2014 with races in 2016 representing 80.4% 

Hispanic (N=12,471), 19.3% White (N=3,000) and the remainder 0.3% classified as Other (City-

Data, 2019).  Due to the high population percentage termed “Hispanic” and given my personal 

experience as a member of the Fillmore community for 24 years, I make the claim that this, in 

fact, is a Mexican origin and Mexican American community that can be (re)defined as a 

Chicana/o community.  Due to this new classification, it is of significant value to Chicana/o 

Studies scholarship to identify, investigate, and research Chicana/o experiences in Fillmore, 

California for the purpose of future ethnographic data analysis and additional Chicana/o 

experiences within the United States.   
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As I began my research of the community of Fillmore, I visited Fillmore City Hall and 

asked about finding information of campesina/o agricultural records housed by the government 

establishment, to which, I was informed that such documentation is not kept by the City Hall 

because farmlands are outside city limits and thus they have no obligation to house records or 

support me in my quest.  The staff member did direct me towards the Fillmore Historical 

Museum, which I visited and spent ample amount of time going through their exposition.  I was 

not surprised to see little to no representation of Mexican origin people in the museum.  

Moreover, there was very little information on agriculture aside from particular branding and 

collectibles from citrus companies like Sunkist Inc., Saticoy Lemon Association, and the 

California avocado corporation Calavo, Inc.  There were considerable archival photographs that 

showed white men in oil production sites which speak to an alternative hxstory of Fillmore that 

is also minimally recognized.   

Given this lack of campesina/o and agricultural hxstory in the local museum, most of the 

information I collected of the ecology of Fillmore have been from personal visitations, informal 

interviews, and GIS mapping of farms and ranches within and outside of Fillmore city limits.  

This allowed me to paint a picture in my head of how the land was organized and designed for 

agricultural production and how campesina/os lived and worked in Fillmore, California.  What I 

have found by traversing the ecology of the city of Fillmore is a tremendous number of small-

scale farms and ranches that make up the large supply of agriculture crops for agricultural 

corporations.  Many of these farms are fenced off with signs that say private property, the name 

of the ranch/farm, and also their partners in agricultural production.  In repeated cases I came 

across posted signs such as Saticoy Lemon Association, Sunkist Inc., Mission avocados, GAP 

approved, and Progressive land management.  Names of farms and tree nurseries I found 
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included: Bellio Ranch, Nelson Farms, Rancho El Centenario, Brightview Tree Nursery, Emi’s 

Produce, Francisco’s Fruit Farms, Beylik Farms, Bennet Honey Farms, Mejia’s Nursery Inc., 

Normans Nursery, Sespe Creek Organics, and other private, family-owned farms and ranches 

that produce a variety of crops like oranges, lemons, avocados, tree specimen farming, and row 

crops.   

Through an ecological critique and recognition of agricultural production in Fillmore and 

the Heritage Valley, I argue that the Heritage Valley (Santa Paula, Fillmore, Piru) is an 

organized, business-oriented marketing scheme that produces immense agricultural output and 

negative labor experiences for campesina/os in our community.  Examples include predisposition 

to death by way of exposure to pesticides, poverty wages, low subsistence, social exclusion, and 

negative living and working conditions.  Figure 30 is a map of Ventura County and its 

agricultural output by region; Fillmore is located at the top of this map. Figures 31–33 are maps I 

made, one being a visual painting, that focus on the agricultural ecology of Fillmore.  In Figures 

32 and 33, I marked points representing the various farms, ranches, and fields that are used for 

industrialized agriculture production.  In this way, maps play an important role in (re)thinking 

ecology, land distribution, and under what purpose.  It is also a way to think of where, how, and 

to what extent campesina/os occupy, play, and exist in the lands of our community while being 

confined to or afforded minimal parameters of subsistence housing.  With regard to the 

theorization of Barrio Consciousness, these questions of race and space provide new forms of 

understanding the experiences of campesina/os while critiquing industrial agriculture in Fillmore 

and Ventura County, California. 
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Figure 30. Ventura County’s farm landscape. 

 

 

Figure 31. Fillmore Farms Map #1, 2019, acrylic on canvas. 
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Figure 32. Fillmore Farms Map #2, 2019, created on Google Maps. 

 
 

 

Figure 33. Fillmore Farms Map #3, 2019, created on Google Maps. 



 84 

In addition, another visual representation seen on Figure 32 and 33 that are of interest are 

the Santa Clara River, the Sespe Creek River and Pole Creek river represented by yellow 

markers.  These bodies of water have been drying most of my life, but when the rains swell, they 

fill and enrich the surrounding land, soil, and support agriculture production in Fillmore.  These 

rivers are also hxstoric in how they have been beneficial to agriculture production and 

investment for long-term agriculture operations in Fillmore and other towns running along the 

Santa Clara River.  Due to these important bodies of water, the environmental landscape of 

Fillmore has been justified for agricultural production since the town was founded in 1887.   

 

 

Figure 34. Orange Grove mural, Luis Rodriguez, located at Francisco's Fruit Stand, Fillmore, 
CA (photo courtesy of Gabriel Cardenas, 2019). 
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Figure 34 is a large mural done by Luis Rodriguez, a visual artist from Fillmore, 

California.  The mural is located off Highway 126 at Francisco’s fruits in Fillmore.  This 

painting represents orchards of oranges and the Topatopa mountains in the background.  This 

painting represents a beautiful and natural representation of orange production and leaves out 

campesina/os who care after these crops.  In this way, this painting adds to accepted norms of 

agriculture production as beautiful, safe, and free of harm.  Whereas, I argue, industrialized 

mechanisms to agricultural production creates the land and crops unsafe.  For example, the case 

of monocropping is quite harmful to the natural ecology of a piece of land.  The use of 

pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers to harvest one specific type of crop at an accelerated pace 

creates dead soil that, overtime, becomes exhausted and yields lower rates of crop production.  

According to “The Dangers of Monoculture Farming,” by Ben Watts (2018), issues of 

monoculture range from a depletion of ground crops and less nutrients to overuse of synthetic 

fertilizers, insecticides, herbicides, and pesticides.  The author writes that, “chemical substances 

will kill and deplete all manner of plants, and diversity of surrounding ecosystems” creating a 

“system working against the farms natural ecological process.  I make the claim that, in Fillmore, 

monoculture farming is a preferred method of production for oranges, lemons, and avocados.  

Thus, creating and adding to ecological degradation that is not always readily apparent.  This 

slow overuse of land for monoculture production based on profit yield is not sustainable and 

thus, not a pretty picture on the wall.   

  



 86 

Campesina/o Visual Art of Ventura County, Locals Only 

The following showcases visual art from local artists in Ventura County.  These artists 

are individuals who use their artistic expression to detail the experiences of campesina/os in our 

community.  Many of them have relationships to campesina/os in our community and recognize 

the unjust and exploitative tendencies that is Ventura County industrial agriculture.  In addition, 

these artists provide a conversation about how visual art is still being included and necessary in 

shedding light on campesina/o living and working conditions.  They utilize visual art as a 

motivator for public discussion and knowledge sharing.  Campesina/o art of Ventura County is, 

then, carrying the tradition of art as a social movement for radical social change.  Moreover, the 

connection between these artists and their work creates a newfound community similar to any 

other leisure activity or social action that brings individuals together.  Therefore, this section of 

Chicana/o Art Politics engages local art forms as means to tackle local issues of social, political, 

and economic factors that negatively affect the Chicana/o/Latinx experiences in the United 

States. 

The fact that individuals are still making what I refer to as “campesina/o art” and relating 

campesina/o art to levels of poverty and marginalization shows that not much has changed since 

the struggles of the Chicano movement.  Capitalism has expanded globally as the basis for the 

current world order.  The juxtaposition of Marxism, environmental justice, and visual art help 

answer how sociopolitical and eco-social determinants create an overworked, exploited, and an 

unfair life experience for the campesina/o in Fillmore, California.  Hxstorically, Raza and 

indigenous folk have been subjugated to working for the owners and colonizers who disrupted 

their world in 1492.  The visual art found here adds to the already documented visual art and 
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created knowledge that our Chicana/o communities have been organizing for since the 1960s and 

1970s.  The struggle for Chicana/o liberation continues to change and adapt–and so do the artists.   

Figure 35 is an oil painting by Ventura County local artists Nathan Lucero otherwise 

known as @know_gimmicks on Instagram.   

 

Figure 35. Untitled, Nathan Lucero (@know_gimmicks), 2018, oil on wood panel. 

To me, these two paintings give a voice to the voiceless, it brings to attention what is 

seen every day but never really being acknowledged.  To me, farm labor is the backbone 

to our economy, although I have no relatives who have worked in those conditions, the 

appreciation I have is to the fullest. (Lucero, 2018) 
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Figure 36. Untitled, Nathan Lucero (@know_gimmicks), 2018, oil on wood panel. 

With the little time I have to paint these days I’m doing my best to complete this.  We 

owe agricultural workers so much, day in and day out they help with bringing food to our 

families, communities, etc. (Lucero, 2018) 
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Figure 37. El Borracho y El Nopal, Melissa Olague Loera, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 12 x 12 
inches. 
 

Figure 37 is a painting created by local artist Melissa Olague Loera.  Melissa grew up in 

Oxnard and recognized a high rate of alcoholic consumption in her neighborhood.  Melissa 

shared with me that, within Mexican culture, there seems to be a lot of drinking that is 

normalized because of Machismo ideals like working hard and male dominance veiled by toxic 

masculinity.  The artist recognizes with her work of art that alcoholism creates negative coping 

mechanisms to deal with social aloneness, abusive working standards like those of campesino 

men, and the negative repercussions of family separation via migration and/or alcoholism.  Her 

art piece seeks to bring these issues to the fore, motivating self-reflection and reminding us that it 

is okay to ask for help.  
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Figure 38. Manos Santas [Holy Hands], Francisco M. Cervantez, 2018. 

Figure 38 is painting created by Francisco M. Cervantez.  This acrylic painting 

representing “holy hands”/ “manos santos” lifting up or about to catch the harvest of strawberries 

in Oxnard, California.  Oxnard is known for their high strawberry production topping the list of 

top-ten most valuable crops with a value of $654,312,000 in 2017 (Ventura County Agriculture 

Commission, 2018).  In this rendition, artist Francisco M. Cervantez manipulates the 

strawberries to show a skull representing death and toxic pesticides.  The artist proposes that this 

form of production is hailed as positive and healthy, while at the same time harmful and deadly 

to the laboring hands that harvest them (campesina/os).  This painting also casts a value of the 

relationship of production and who/what is given value.  For example, here the strawberries are 

hailed above the laboring campesina/os in the fields showing a relationship between the value of 
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strawberries being higher than the people who produce them.  In this analogy, given that 

strawberries are valued a 654-million dollars a year, while campesina/os make between $16,000 

to $28,000 a year, it can be argued that, to the owners of agribusiness, the strawberries hold more 

immediate value than the campesina/os.  Of course, the strawberries value depends on having the 

labor force (campesina/os) to produce them in the first place, yet little attention is given to 

securing campesina/o livelihood due to an economic agenda that favors profit over people.   

 

 

Figure 39. Protect Mujeres in the Fields, Adriana Arriaga (@adrianalaartista). 
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Figure 40. Honor The Hands That Feed, Adriana Arriaga (@adrianalaartista). 

Figure 40 discusses the laboring hands that harvest and package our food from farm to 

table.  The statement of the artist is that we must honor the hands that feed and produce our food 

crops.  I argue one way to accomplish this is to provide necessary wage demands and working 

demands that benefit farmworkers in the fields and at home.  Through community action and 

organization these needs can be met.  Visual art can help get this message across.  
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Figure 41. The Grass is Always Greener on the Other Pesticide, Esteban Vargas 
(@cavemantatooer). 
 

Figure 41 is painting by Esteban Vargas from Fillmore, California.  This piece represents 

a person saying the words “the grass is always greener on the other pesticide”.  This painting 

seeks to critique the use of pesticides and genetically modified foods.  The larger discussion of 

this comment also seeks to critique how altered and genetic creations are minimizing our human 

relationship to nature.  By promoting that the grass is always greener on the side that has been 

sprayed with pesticides, by genetic alteration, it is better for humxn consumption, thus inviting 

us to leave and dispel that natural order of the world.  By altering the composition of nature and 

of our mind, we are becoming plastic, fake, and pesticide rich organs that are alienated from the 
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natural occurrences of the Earth.  The argument would extend to state that this form of alienation 

deprives us of our freedoms and inverts the natural genetic construct of our nervous systems.  

Could it be we are becoming mechanics of capital, only viewed as consumer markets and points 

of sale for global enterprise? 

Figures 42 to 45 are images of visual art taken from “La Tierra Y Nuestras Manos” Art 

Show, which occurred on October 13, 2018 at Concrete Jungle Brewery (CJB) in Ventura, 

California.  This art show was a community event sponsored by the Oxnard United Farmworkers 

(UFW) organization in collaboration with CJB and various local artists to bring attention to the 

plight of farmworkers in our community.   
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Figure 42. “La Tierra Y Nuestras Manos” Art Show, flyer art by Andrea Mendoza (@little.drea). 
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Figure 43. Honor the Hands that Harvest Your Crops, Imelda Chavira (@imeldazheart). 

I appreciate Figure 43 for its visual representation of what looks like a woman field 

worker.  This image is strong for it represents the cyclical nature of life and death.  It also 

showcases the farm worker being planted just like the roots and berries she is picking from the 

land.  The multiple stages of underground, middle ground, and sky show connections between 

the underworld, that which is unearthed, and the world above ground and into the sky.  Also, 

what looks like bones on her back also add to the body decaying or rotting due to exposure of 

pesticides and back breaking duties carried for more than 8 hours a day at least.  The 

limbs/“brazos” that are used by the laborer are all they have to sell; at an expense that costs them 

their lives.  This painting is really strong in its suggestive realities for women farm workers in 

the agricultural field picking strawberries.   
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Figure 44. Merica, Alma Denning. 
 

Figure 44 showcases labor of a migrant farmworker in the fields ploughing the land.  The 

caption at the top of the watercolor painting reads “MERICA” implying America, the term used 

by many to refer to the United States of America.  The man is also wearing a bandana of the 

United States flag under his hat.  This is a method used by many men and woman farm workers 

who can use the bandana as a guard to the sun all around their neck.  They can also wet the 

bandana every now and again to stay cool under hot conditions and daily sun exposure.  These 

are the precautionary and work-related conditions that farmworkers must be aware of, or else one 

might faint from heat exhaustion.  Moreover, this painting also speaks the national admirations 

and battles between migrant farmworkers of non-U.S. nationality living in the United States with 

its current anti-immigrant rhetoric.  For some farmworkers, the act of being in an unknown 
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territory requires some to fit the mode of assimilation and Americanization on U.S. soil.  Some 

do it for survival and acceptance, while others refuse altogether.   

 

 

Figure 45. Paintings, Elisa Torres (@mujer_arte_revolucion). 
 
 

  



 99 

SECTION VI. VISUAL ART OF CAMPESINA/O LIVING AND WORKING CONDITIONS 

IN FILLMORE, CALIFAZTLÁN 

 

Figure 46. Orange Self, 2019, oil on canvas, 36 x 48 inches. 

Figure 46 is a self-portrait achieved via photography.  This painting questions the 

growing practices of food and citrus in Fillmore, California.  It asks how did oranges come to be 

a staple in Fillmore to begin with and to what extent is my family’s existence in Fillmore related 

to this orange?  The fencing also seeks to bring questions of living spaces and confinement of 

campesina/os to the places they work and the places they are allowed to live in.  The breathing 

mask, beanie, and heavy clothing are meant to relate the unknowing of hazardous foods and 

pesticides attached with the food crop. The hand is left uncovered, representing the strength and 

precariousness that laboring campesina/o hands are.   
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Figure 47. Trabajo, 2019, oil on canvas, 24 x 36 inches. 

Figure 47 represents a day in the life of campesina/os.  I took a photo of this moment in 

time which was used to make this painting.  The photo was taken in the backroads of Fillmore 

and Bardsdale where there are many ranches and farms employing farmworkers.  I found it 

insulting how close the restrooms are and the place of eating/resting is.  I also added the words 

“Peligro” meaning hazard in English across the portable restroom, suggesting danger is near.  

The sky is filled with clouds as well as the trail of smoke left from passing airplanes.   
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Figure 48. Sunkis’t Motion, 2018, watercolor on paper, 14 x 17 inches. 
 

This painting represents womxn empowerment and labor forces employed by Sunkist 

oranges facilities that operated in Fillmore, California.  My mother, grandmother, and two tias 

(aunts) worked for Sunkist Inc.  packaging oranges in Fillmore between 1970s and 1980s.  Their 

labor was a benefit to their employers who shipped oranges all over the nation.  Nowadays, 

Sunkist Inc.  is a multi-billion-dollar company while my mother is legally disabled battling 

arthritis of the wrists and knees due to the demanding labor duties required by agribusiness 

employers like Sunkist.  Womxn farmworkers must be represented and defended when it comes 

to extreme labor roles and outcomes like musculoskeletal diseases.  Proper health care and 
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access to physicians must be a top priority for farmworker support organizations and political 

figures.   

  

 

Figure 49. Mujer Campesina, 2018, graphite on paper, 14 x 17 inches. 

Figure 49 is a graphite pencil drawing of a campesina laborer.  This portrait represents 

womxn farm workers and their resilience.  Campesinas not only do intense labor, they also are 

recognized as the organizers of the household–taking care of children, cooking, and dealing with 

issues of patriarchy and machismo.  The gendered experience of womxn of color, of campesinas, 
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and of Chicanas is a specific, arduous, and life-threatening task.  Thus, this image seeks to honor, 

respect and show admiration towards the womxn farmworker.   

 

 

Figure 50. Mi Vivienda, Tu Salud, 2019, oil on canvas, 36 x 48 inches. 

Figure 50 is a painting inspired by photographer David Bacon.  This is a photo of a 

Purépecha farmworker after picking lemons in Santa Paula, California.  This image represents 

the indigenous laboring farmworkers who work and live in our Fillmore and Santa Paula 

communities.  The image shows a basket full of lemons with none left on the trees.  The 

farmworker shows us his hands indicating that these are the hands that feed, these are the hands 

that labor; that they is master of this moment.  In addition, I added the words, “Mi Vivienda, Tú 

Salud” [My Lifestyle, Your Benefit] to underscore who benefits from this labor (the 
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consumer/growers) and who gets exploited for their labor (in this case the indigenous 

farmworker).   

 

 

Figure 51. Thomas Fire, 2017, watercolor on paper, 8.5 x 11 inches. 

Figure 51 is a watercolor painting about the Thomas Fire that occurred in December 2017 

along the mountains of the Santa Clara River Valley in into Ojai and Carpinteria.  The fire causes 

freeway closures and ensuant mud slides.  Many campesina/os still labored during the fires.  

Many lost work hours due to ranches burning while others were assigned emergency labor roles 

helping save the burning fields.  The painting represents a youth person holding N95 breathing 

masks that were distributed widely to campesina/os in the fields working.  In this painting, 

campesina/os are laboring while pesticides are being sprayed on their backs.  The campesina/os 

have wings attached to them representing heaven-like characteristics that depict them as angels 

doing great deeds by harvesting the food we eat while being exploited by industrial agriculture.  

On the right side, there are rows of crosses representing dead campesina/os and migrant laborers 
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that have worked in the fields of Ventura County and have become ill, sick, or died because of 

their farm work profited by corporations.   

 

 

Figure 52. Cervezeria Olvida Tus Problemas, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 20 x 20 inches. 

Figure 52 is a painting of a campesina/o sitting down on a plastic white chair after work.  

The laborer is tired from their 10-hour plus day working in the fields.  The can of alcohol 

represents an escape and release from the days’ work.  In Fillmore, there is an old Mexican 

working shelter where Mexican men live specifically.  As a kid, I would see some of the men 

walk from “El Campito” to the corner store and walk out with their daily beer.  Growing up 
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across the tracks from “El Campito,” it made me wonder why these men would go to the store 

just about every day and buy alcohol.  How was the working or living situation, the social 

experience of being a campesino, a Mexican migrant in Fillmore, causing them to consume 

alcohol in such high proportion?  This painting is meant to ask questions of social inclusion or 

exclusion that causes alienation like the type experienced by the migrant men.  They are seen as 

social outcasts or non-desirables by locals.   

    

 

Figure 53. Chiques, 2017, oil on canvas, 12 x 12 inches. 

Figure 53 is an oil painting of a womxn laboring in the evening skies of Oxnard 

(Chiques), CA.  This painting was influenced by a friend named Martin who asked if I could add 
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a box of fresas [strawberries] from Oxnard.  Oxnard harvests the greatest number of strawberries 

in Ventura County and is associated with national and local representations of strawberry honors.  

Similar like Lemons in Fillmore, Oxnard and strawberries is a linked relationship. The 

mountains represent the mountains the Santa Clara River Valley finds itself surrounded by.  The 

moon reminds us of the cycling seasons transitioning into new growth and new death.   

 

Figure 54. Sueños de la Tierra, 2019, acrylic on canvas, 9 x 12 inches. 

Figure 54 is a painting I did of a campesino taking a smoking break from working in the 

fields of Fillmore, CA.  The smoke from the tobacco becomes a smoking mirror with the words 

“Sueños de la Tierra” written out.  The words translate to “dreams of the earth”.  This piece 

serves as a piece of irony that asks subliminally, "What are the dreams of planet earth?” and 

“How would the planet want us to treat her?”  This posits Mother Earth as a living being with 

thoughts and emotions exactly like modern humxn beings.  Thus, more questions are asked, 
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“How is the Earth and my body similar or the same?” and “How is industrial agriculture 

sustainable in a way that benefits Mother Earth and her spirit?”  

 

 

Figure 55. Maize / EZLN, 2019, oil on canvas, 30 x 30 inches. 

Figure 55 represents radical campesina/os of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 

Nacional (EZLN) movement of Chiapas, Mexico defending their land and their food under the 

shining light of the moon.  The EZLN raised their arms on January 1, 1994 with the inception of 

the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) that made it impossible for small 

subsistence farmers to compete with transnational corporations in the food markets.  This 
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political agreement between Canada, Mexico, and the United States left campesina/os in the rural 

sectors no alternative but to either migrate towards the cities, el Norte (the North), or stay 

behind, collectivize and defend the little lands they had left.   

 

 

Figure 56. Field of Dreams, 2019, oil on canvas, 36 x 36 inches. 

Figure 56 is an abstract painting of campesina/os walking towards the opposite end of the 

field after picking lemons off the trees.  I took a photo of this image and made a painting of it.  I 

was inspired by the motion that the workers had as they lifted their feet after another with such 

drag almost like moon walking heading towards some destination, I was unaware of.  It seemed 

to me that perhaps they were reviewing the trees to make sure they had gotten all the ripe 

lemons, or they were notified that it was break time.  The time was about 10 o’clock in the 
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morning when this photo was taken.  The workers demeanor instilled much hope and curiosity in 

me making me think where they were from or what their thoughts were in that exact moment.  

One thing for sure is, however abstract that moment was it connected me, as an artist, to a 

moment of seeing farmworkers while to them, perhaps, they were of no care or awareness that I 

was there.  The feeling I get of this painting is that we may not be aware of where the individuals 

are going, but they are moving, in a constant state of movement, reaching for something better, 

algo mas alla de las estrellas, triunfando [something beyond the stars, prevailing].   

 

 

Figure 57. Death by Bracero, 2017, acrylic on canvas. 
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Figure 57 is a depiction of a dead Bracero sitting and resting in his home of a hot desert 

and rural land in Mexico.  This painting is a conversation of the hundreds of thousands of 

braceros that were contracted to work in the fields of the United States from Mexico between 

1942-1964.  My grandfather was a Bracero on my mother’s side and my Grandmother was a 

Bracera on my dad’s side.  It is eye-opening to know this family knowledge and to have so many 

questions but not be able to ask my grandfather, for example, because of his passing in 1996.  

How many bodies have died to feed the industrial machine that is agribusiness? Not only 

Mexicans, but Central Americans and South Americans too; those countries that have suffered at 

the corporate expansion of conglomerates like the United Fruit Company.  This painting serves 

as a dark reminder that, within capitalism, the only way to return to your native soil is by way of 

death.  Issues of land justice and capitalist exploitation is the motive for this painting.   
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Figure 58.  Environmentalists Revenge, 2015, mixed media on canvas, 24 x 30 inches. 

Figure 58 is a painting representing public dissent.  There are smoking tubes representing 

toxic emissions by industrial factories.  The sky is orange red representing a burning globe 

exhausted by over-consumption and resource extraction.  The bodies leading the march are cool 

green blue tones representing life and healing energy like water and nourishment.  I argue the 

public activists, marching and organizing are fighting a just battle against conglomerates 

increasing environmental damage, degradation, and humxn exploitation.  The raised fist is a call 
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to action for all earth persons to join the effort for ecological fairness and social inclusion.  The 

Chicana/o experience, I argue, is an ecological experience related to the land, our labor, and 

socioeconomic determinants since our contact with Spanish conquistadors.   

 

 

Figure 59. Maíz, 2018, Prisma marker on paper, 8 x 8 inches. 
 

Figure 59 represents maíz [corn] growing in all its abundance free from pesticides and 

nurtured only by natural, sacred energy.  This art piece is meant to represent the beauty of corn.  

According to the book Our Sacred Maíz Is Our Mother by Roberto Cintli Rodríguez, we find a 

passage written by Paula Domingo Olivares titled human beings are like kernels of corn.  In this 

passage Olivares recites how humxn beings are similar to kernels of corn in that corn cannot 

grow without the help of humxn beings and humxn beings cannot grow without corn (xvi).  She 

relates that the trunk is the dual energy of masculine and feminine energy like ometeotl, 

embodying fatherly and motherly nurturance.  The cob growing wrapped in the layers of leaves 
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is like a baby wrapped in the womb of her mother, growing with life.  As well, the kernels, when 

harvested, are ready to eat and feed the humxn body and/or be planted again, continuing the 

cycle of life feeding the earth.  Such intrinsic and cultural beauty is represented by maíz that as 

campesina/os and Chicana/os we tend to get lost in the current state of capitalist affairs that plug 

us out from our sacred connection to the earth and all things natural.  This visual art piece serves 

to (re)connect campesina/os and Chicana/os to our indigenous roots via food production and 

sustainable/spiritual farming practices.  It is also the purpose of this visual art piece to critique 

modern forms of industrial food production that relies on heavy pesticides, genetically modified 

organisms and death of the land, the resources, and the campesina/os who do much and are 

afforded so little.   

 

 

Figure 60. 43, 2015, oil on canvas, 22 x 28 inches. 
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Figure 60 is an oil painting of a campesina/o working with their faced covered with a cloth or 

bandana.  Campesina/os cover their faces with bandanas or thick scarfs to shield their faces from 

inhaling toxic pesticides, air, and dirt while doing their job.  Campesina/os are mainly bent in a 

downward position making it easy for chemicals to breach their lungs and bodies.  Bandanas lack 

proper coverage for reducing exposure to such chemicals and health issues.   

 

 

Figure 61. Hands That Feed, 2017, graphite on paper. 

Figure 61 is a drawing sketch for a mural.  The sketch did not materialize into an actual 

mural, but similar representation was chosen for mural in Figure 62.   
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Figure 62. Hands that Feed mural, 2017, mixed media on wall, 6 x 22 feet. 

Figure 62 is a mural I painted in 2017 for a community housing property.  The site 

location provided USDA and low-incoming housing for the Oxnard community.  I was invited to 

paint a mural representing both particular communities sharing space and food through a mural 

representing agricultural labor.   

 

 



 117 

 

Figure 63. Kale University, 2018, oil on canvas, 18 x 24 inches. 

Figure 63 is a painting that represents campesina/o laborers harvesting kale in the fields 

of Fillmore.  I call this painting Kale University as a reference to a non-profit organization and 

brand of clothing that goes by that name.  The organization advertises the name kale as a 

university where organic, vegan, vegetarian knowledge and food consumption is promoted.  My 

critique of this branding organization is that it represents a white, affluent community that, while 

not consuming animal products, consumes the labor of an exploited campesina/o working class.  

That is to say, that while vegans may be reducing their carbon footprint of consumption and of 

the meat industry, they are not free from partaking in the demand of a capitalist society that relies 

on the intensification of labor from campesina/o laborers like those who package kale in 

Fillmore, California.  I would go on to remind consumers that there is no ethical and/or moral 

form of consumption under a capitalist society.   
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Figure 64. Our Sacred Maíz, 2018, charcoal on paper, 11 x 14 inches. 

Figure 64 is a charcoal drawing of maíz [corn].  This image is related to Chicana/o 

indigenism and culture.  In my teachings, I have learned of the sacred corn and the relationship 

our people have to it.  For example, according to the Maya, planting corn was a ritual.  Maize 

was a gift of the gods and, therefore sacred, which meant that planting was accompanied with a 

proper ritual (Von Hagen, 1960).  Maíz is part of the three staple foods that fed our indigenous 

ancestors of Mesoamerica-corn, beans, and squash.  Maíz is sacred because it sustains us to this 

day and thus claims us as people of the corn.  In Aztec mythology, Centeotl is the masculine god 

of corn, while the feminine goddess of corn is Chicomecoatl (Aztec Calendar, 2019).  This visual 

art piece seeks to remind and (re)connect us to our indigenous roots as Chicana/os and 
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campesina/os.  It is also the purpose to reflect on the current state of industrial agriculture and the 

mass production of genetically modified (GMO) corn in the United States and how such levels of 

production have broken our ties to the sacred.  As indigenous Chicana/os and campesina/os we 

must (re)connect with our roots to advance/create new forms of sustainable food production.   

 

 

Figure 65. Viva Lxs Campesinxs, 2019, acrylic on canvas. 

Figure 65 is an acrylic painting of a campesina/o wearing a large straw hat staring into 

their camera and taking a picture.  The writing “viva lxs campesinxs” is a gender-neutral form of 

saying “live the farmworkers.”  On the bottom left the words are written, “from Fillmore to 

Oxnard, from Santa Barbara to Moorpark.  These spaces are places where Campesina/os live, 

work, and play.  This painting is a reminder that farmworkers are an integral component to our 
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Ventura County community and must be provided economic and social benefits that support 

equal pay rates like their corporate bosses.   
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SECTION VII. CONCLUSION 

 This creative thesis project has investigated how visual art can educate readers and 

viewers about campesina/o issues of environmental justice and labor exploitation through visual 

art creation and Barrio Consciousness critique.  I have argued that campesina/os are exploited 

people within the global system of capitalism and within my hometown of Fillmore and Ventura 

County, California.  I have presented on industrial agribusiness from a Marxist framework that 

highlights the living and working conditions of campesina/os by analyzing the ecological 

landscape of my community.  As well, I have compiled various works of visual art that speak to 

campesina/o experiences presented in this research in order to tackle my research question.  As a 

result, this study has shown significance to Chicana/o studies in that Chicana/o art has, again, 

displayed its role in enlightening public discourse of Chicana/o relations to land, labor, and 

social justice.  In addition, this study motivates contemporary visual artists while recognizing 

visual art as a tool for social movement and radical social justice.  This research supports once 

more that visual art can radically transform and educate its viewers, implicating how future 

educators and organizations value visual art as a tool for knowledge production and 

socioeconomic critique.  Thus, the potential benefit of this study for the Chicana/o Latinx 

community is campesina/o education, Marxist and ecological critique, and art as activism that 

can restore healing to a ruptured Chicana/o experience in the United States of America.  

 My research has utilized various methods to reach consensus on the topic of how visual 

art can describe the living and working conditions of campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura 

County, California.  Methods like photography, field observation, and visual art creation have 

been instrumental in meeting the visual art portion of this thesis.  Traveling to areas of the 

Chicana/o art movement like San Diego and The Mission in San Francisco have provided clear 
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examples of how visual art has highlighted Chicana/o and campesina/o relationship to land and 

labor.  Furthermore, investigating farm labor hxstory and using GIS mapping in Fillmore and 

Ventura County has helped raise my consciousness of what paintings to create for this thesis.  

Everything from color choice, word choice, and labor depiction was thought over and over again.  

I created maps to help illustrate the amount of agriculture and farms surrounding and connecting 

Fillmore to neighboring towns like Piru, Santa Paula, and Bardsdale.  These maps help 

understand the ecological make-up of an agricultural community designed for intense crop 

production and profit maximization.  This research also took me to Mexico City and 

Guadalajara, Jalisco, Mexico where I studied the murals of Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros.  I met 

a multitude of graphic artists, painters, and working-class campesina/os who shared their stories 

and life experiences with me.  In Ventura County, I met with local visual artists and witnessed 

their works of art that depict campesina/o experiences in our community.  Their artwork adds to 

the radical tradition of Chicana/o art.  And finally, Barrio Consciousness as a theory has shown 

importance in grounding this research.  Based in Marxism, cultural studies, Racial Ecologies, 

Research Justice, and visual art creation, Barrio Consciousness invents new pathways to 

understanding given spaces and experiences of Chicana/os in the United States of America. 

 Future recommendations I would make for work on this topic would be to include 

interviews from campesina/os in Fillmore and Ventura County and represent their words in 

paintings.  I would also suggest creating local gallery shows in every community across Ventura 

County to share this work; to invite Chicana/os and campesina/os to build community and to 

organize for better working and living conditions.  Chicana/o Art Politics as a pedagogy would 

invite and investigate other issues that negatively affect the Chicana/o experience in the United 
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States and apply a Barrio Consciousness critique to expose and tackle the issue for future 

alleviation.   

 In conclusion, these efforts recognize the need for Chicana/os and campesina/os to exist 

in a world free from violence, prejudice, and exploitation.  We must be willing to educate 

ourselves and our future generations through various practices that can reach the heart and souls 

of our people and our brothers and sisters.  I have argued that visual art is one practice in which 

we can tend to this goal.  However, these accomplishments will mean nothing if we cannot come 

together like family, provide mutual aid, organize, and build together.  Chicana/o Art Politics 

recognizes the possibility of this imagined space and works towards its reality.  
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