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Abstract

Note: In this essay, the term “Chicano” is used because it was the identifier claimed by historical 

participants in the Mexican American Movement in the United States throughout the 1960s and 

1970s. The Mexican American Movement is a term that has been expanded since its inception in the 

mid-1960s and that has addressed many different social, cultural, political, and economic issues, but 

it mostly focused on four: land ownership, workers’ rights, and educational and political equality. 1 In 

the context of this discourse, the authors offer that the Mexican American Movement is synonymous 

with the Chicano Movement. The authors also utilize the contemporary term Latinx to refer to a 

person of Latin American origin or descent. 2

Along with other civil rights movements like Black Power, women’s liberation, and gay rights 

that were initiated and sustained in the United States during the 1960s and 1970s (and beyond), the 

Chicano movement (also known as El Movimiento) advocated for social justice by using independent 

publications to amplify its message. Independent publications are defined in this context as period-

icals produced without approval from established publishers and presses or against the wishes of a 

dominant governmental, or institutional group. 3 Newly accessible and affordable design technologies 

such as offset printing and production technologies brought about a rise of independent publish-
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ing in the U.S. in the 1960s—especially in urban American settings—and helped fuel the rise of the 

American activist-designer. The ability to utilize these types of publications to disperse information 

quickly to targeted audiences allowed for the correction of at least some of the disinformation about 

the Chicano movement that had begun to appear in the traditional, American “white press,” and in 

the so-called mass media of the time. 4 For example, the independent Los Angeles newspaper and 

magazine La Raza observed in 1969 that neither the Los Angeles Times nor the Herald Examiner 

published many stories about Mexican-Americans, and in the stories they did print, 80% had been, in 

the words of one scholar, “sensationalized reports of crimes allegedly committed by Mexican-Amer-

icans.” 5 Activists within the Chicano community designed and wrote these publications to serve as a 

record of social, political, cultural, and economic events, and encourage their readerships to act by 

unionizing, boycotting products, and marching in demonstrations to advocate for social justice. After 

documenting and critically analyzing the Chicano publications archived at research centers at univer-

sities in California and Texas, the authors observed the repeated usage of a unique genre of formal 

patterns utilized in the compositions of the cover designs of many of these Chicano publications. The 

authors are using these critical observations to posit that these graphic compositions constitute a 

distinctive Chicano visual language that consists of original, stylized deployments of imagery, icons, 

and masthead typography, and that this visual language was operationalized to visually communicate 

the socio-cultural locations of the issues these publications were addressing in ways that would effec-

tively resonate with their particular audiences. The visual languages that affected the compositions of 

the covers and, in some cases, the interior page spreads of these independent Chicano publications 

(i.e., newspapers, newsletters, flyers, and small magazines intended for readerships in areas such as 

Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, and California) were critical to the formation and sustenance of the Chi-

cano visual and socio-cultural identity and the role these played in visually communicating the ideals 

of the Chicano movement across the American southwest. 

The visual essay and narrative organized for Dialectic is titled En El Frente, which translates from 

Spanish to English as “On The Front.” It documents and analyzes some of the ways that the asser-

tions and formal arrangements of these uniquely Chicano visual language elements and compositions 

were used in these publications by the designer activists who created them to advocate for social, 

economic, and political justice in and around their communities. Between approximately 1966 and 

late 1979, over 300 Chicano publications from 150 communities (mostly in the American southwest, 

but also in Chicago, Illinois, Brooklyn, New York and Washington, D.C.) were designed and distributed 

across the United States, and together they constitute an important addition to the predominantly 

white American design canon. 6 By making this particular historical analysis of periodical publications 

designed and written by Chicanos more accessible to contemporary design practitioners in the U.S. 

and around the world, the authors seek to expand the canon of historical approaches to engaging in 

and executing visual communication design processes in ways that might positively influence these 

processes, particularly in the U.S., so as to make them more broadly informed, equitable and inclusive.
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En el Frente (On the Front):  
How Activist-Designers in the Chicano Movement Developed a  

Distinctive Visual Language to Fight for Social Justice in the U.S. 

Alexandria Canchola & Joshua Duttweiler

A Contextual Analysis of the Front Covers of Chicano Independent 

Publications

The turbulent economic, political, and societal unrest that shook many areas 

in the U.S. during the 1960s and 1970s fueled the cultural conditions necessary 

to facilitate the activation of the group that evolved into the radical minority 

Chicano movement (or El Movimiento), as well as the rise of movements and 

campaigns for social justice that were facilitated by other parallel American  

political and socio-cultural groups. These included but were not limited to 

Black Power, women’s liberation, and gay rights. 7 The Chicano movement was 

an initial attempt to shape a unified ideology that served the interests of the 

Mexican American working class. 8 Independent publications written, designed, 

and distributed by Chicanos served as important engines that guided and drove 

the construction and sustenance of the Chicano movement. They proved to 

be instrumental in helping Chicanos establish communities and helped define 

both their collective and more localized identities. These publications proved 

to become, in the words of one scholar, the “primary educational tool and pro-

paganda [vehicles that supported]… the movement,” and helped to articulate a 

definition for what it meant to be Chicano. 9 They recorded and critically  

analyzed the injustices and violence faced by Chicano communities across the 

U.S., and issued and promoted calls for Chicano workers to unionize, boycott 

products, and march in demonstrations as ways of organizing and advocating 

7
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for social justice. 10 This visual essay and the narrative that accompanies it 

explores and examines how various aspects of their graphic design work sup-

ported their missions.

The authors began their endeavor by visiting the Special Collections 

archives at the Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, the University of Texas 

Rio Grande Valley, the University of California at Santa Barbara, the University 

of Southern California, and the University of California at Los Angeles. Each of 

these Special Collections housed editions of independent Chicano publications 

that had been published in the 1960s and 1970s in California and Texas. Both of 

these states were hubs of several organizations that were integral to the  

development and sustenance of the Chicano movement and the social, eco-

nomic, and political activism that it guided and fueled during the 1960s and 

1970s. 11 These archives house the corpus of Chicano independent publi-

cations that were written, designed, and distributed in the U.S. during this 

time. Critically assessing the graphic design of these publications, which also 

involved comparing and contrasting the different thematic and aesthetic 

approaches that were undertaken by their designers, would have been diffi-

cult-to-impossible without being able to see and contemplate their wide variety 

firsthand, as many of them have not been digitized. Analyzing them has the 

potential to reveal new design knowledge and understandings, which could 

not have been shared without this undertaking. This process of studying these 

publications within these archives, and particularly the designs of their covers, 

and then compiling and curating a collection from among them to understand 

and expand the historical canon to include the work of Chicano designers and 

authors is akin to that of other contemporary research projects such as Gráfica 

Latina and The People’s Graphic Design Archive. 12

As the 1960s progressed and newly improved offset printing pro-

cesses made the printing of a broad array of publications more affordable, 

the production and distribution of independent publications across the U.S. 

(and much of the rest of the so-called developed world) became much more 

widespread. 13 Within the American Chicano community, the number of pub-

lications grew rapidly, from less than 10 at the end of 1964 to more than a 

hundred by the end of 1969. 14 There was great diversity among these publica-

tions, which included newspapers published by non-governmental  

organizations, such as The United Farm Workers’ El Malcriado (The Spoiled 

One) and The Texas Farm Workers’ Union El Cuhamil, the Brown Beret’s La 

Causa (The Cause) and Regeneración (Regeneration), as well as newspapers 

10
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published by independent community publishers, such as Caracol (Snail), 

which was published in San Antonio, Texas and El Grito del Norte (The Cry of 

the North), which was published in Denver, Colorado, and independent publi-

cations produced by university students, such as UCLA’s La Gente (The People). 

The Chicano Press Association was created by activists in 1969 to serve as an 

internal organ of communications between these publications and their read-

erships by sharing a given community’s local stories about history, literature, 

and news-based concerns with other Chicano publications across the U.S. 15 

This helped this diverse but philosophically united group of publications main-

tain consistent communications and helped galvanize support for the Chicano 

cause across the country. 16

These publications strove to give voice to the issues that mattered 

most to American Chicanos during this time, covering politics, labor rights, 

economic, and social justice concerns to counter and correct much of the 

disinformation disseminated in many American mass media portrayals of the 

Mexican American experience, or to supplement a lack of information about 

it that was then all-too-prevalent in the traditional, mostly white-controlled 

American media of the time. 17 These publications were an important, and, in 

some American locations, the only means for Chicano audiences to gain infor-

mation about, much less interact with, the Chicano movement.

Chicano newspapers were typically distributed on urban street  

corners, where they were stacked in piles for passersby to pick up. To  

attract reader attention, the newspapers that comprised the Chicano Press 

often adopted popular American underground press cover styles of the day that 

incorporated compositional approaches such as the use of photographic col-

lage and simple line drawings to communicate ideas of outrage, protest,  

rebellion, and freedom. They also incorporated several distinctive visual  

elements into these designs that, as the 1960s gave way to the 1970s, became 

recognizable as some of the key components and motifs inherent in the visual 

identity that sought to communicate the core ideas that informed the Chicano 

movement. These components and motifs can be seen throughout the array of 

Chicano press newspaper covers that are depicted within this visual narrative, 

such as imagery that represents or is derivative of Aztec, Mayan, or Olmec art, 

are deployed within geometrically simple combinations of shapes and linework 

in asymmetrically balanced compositions. By incorporating art and design 

work that was socio-culturally significant and relevant to their Chicano target 

audiences, the designers of many of the Chicano press newspapers were able to 

14
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visually communicate messaging that helped mobilize these historically under-

represented groups toward social, political, and economic action. 18

The En El Frente (“On The Front”) visual narrative has been designed 

to function as its own independent Chicano publication. The authors seek to 

engage and enlighten the audiences for our work and the readers of this piece 

by emulating the front pages of historic Chicano newspapers. In each section 

of the visual essay, the authors imitate important elements of editorial design 

and analyze design decisions made by Chicano activists and activist designers 

to make the techniques visible to readers. We employ the unique visual style 

of those publications in our work by incorporating iconography rooted in 

Mexican and Mexican American art and design work, as well as bold phrases 

that were featured in posters of the Mexican revolutionary period (November 

20, 1910–February 5, 1917). Like the Chicano activists, the use of iconography in 

this visual essay creates a conceptual and historical connection to the ongoing 

fight for social justice that historically faced the Mexican people. The visual 

connection to the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and the figures of Pancho Villa, 

Emiliano Zapata, and La Adelina empowered and unified the Chicano move-

ment by emphasizing references to the revolutionary heritage of many Mexican 

American people. 19 Like the Mexican Revolution, the Chicano movement 

strove to empower the poor and the working class by advocating for, and, in 

some instances, directly or indirectly implementing social and political  

reforms. 20 Additionally, the authors make use of printing methods and imagery 

that art historians Charlotte Benton, Tim Benton and Ghislaine Wood refer to 

as “Aztec-inspired art deco,” 21 a genre of art and architecture that employs 

heavily stylized, geometrically basic, block-printing techniques, as well as the 

incorporation of syncopated patterns comprised of abstract forms. 22 Examples 

of this can be seen in the visual essay En El Frente’s masthead (page 1), and in 

the decorative page borders (pages 2, 4–6) as well as in the 1971 and 1972 ver-

sions of front covers of La Gente (page 9). 23

As we navigate our present moments of civil and societal unrest in 

the United States, and the ongoing fight for social justice that has and contin-

ues to accompany it, revisiting parallel moments in American history provides 

an opportunity to learn from how and why past designers devised the visual 

communication strategies that they did, and then created and disseminated 

work guided by these to promote and foment advocacy and activism. Many  

current cultural, social, technological, economic, and political issues that  

affect the lives of Latinx communities in the U.S., such as working in unsafe 
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20
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conditions, earning non-livable wages, and having to deal with immigration 

insecurity and police violence, bear striking resemblance to the labor strikes, 

deportation policies, police violence, and lack of equitable education occurring 

in many areas of the U.S. during the 1960s and 1970s that inspired the Chicano 

movement. The authors hope that this critical examination of the visual lan-

guages, imagery, and compositional structures employed across the design of 

many independent American Chicano newspapers published during the late 

20th century encourages contemporary designers, historians, and design stu-

dents to consider the power of community-focused publications to facilitate 

positive action and social change. Whether the intent is to provide a means to 

alter undesirable sets of circumstances or as a means to engage and support 

contemporary design practice, gaining a deeper understanding of the design 

decision-making that guided the development of this work has the potential to 

yield new design work that is relevant and actionable. 

The increasing disappearance of community-run newspapers —

whether this occurs in the U.S. or anywhere else in the world, and whether 

these appear in print or as online entities—results not only in less-well- 

informed societies, but in the creation of an information vacuum that, especial-

ly since the widespread advent of social media, tends to be filled with mis- and 

dis-information. 24 Social media platforms allow for individuals to report their 

often myopically informed, not deeply considered opinions on local levels and 

these platforms utilize algorithms that control the visibility of certain types 

of content, and, “can modify patterns of individual exposure in opaque ways, 

often prioritizing content that provokes extreme reactions from users.” 25  

In other words, these algorithms can and do limit what many social media 

users see and read within narrowly confined realms of content and context. 

The gradual consolidation of news companies over the past 20 or so years  

has left many American communities without the ability to add their critical 

perspectives to the often singularly biased, white-majority national news sto-

ries that have become prevalent across the U.S. The effect of not reporting, 

much less analyzing, locally sourced and relevant information is felt widely in 

the United States and has resulted in the kinds of societal polarity that exacer-

bates issues such as immigration, labor rights, policing, and responses to the 

Covid-19 pandemic. 

In closing, the authors advocate for contemporary designers in the 

U.S., along with design researchers, scholars, historians, and students, to look 

to the designer activists that helmed the independent Chicano publications 

24
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that were published in the 1960s and 1970s for cues regarding how they might 

effectively advocate for social, economic, and political justice. A few examples 

of independent publications from contemporary designer-activists or organiza-

tions are described as follows.

•	 Isabel Ann Castro, co-founder of St. Sucia, a contemporary Latina/x 

feminist magazine based in San Antonio, Texas from 2014 to 2018 

that covered topics such as reproductive justice, education, gender 

identity, and immigration, used this publication to describe her  

experiences of creating a contemporary publication as a continua-

tion of the independent Chicano publications that operated in the 

U.S. in the 1960s and 1970s. 26
•	 Guadalupe Pardo is a south Texas-based Latinx designer and art-

ist who began producing the zine The History of Policing in the Rio 

Grande Valley in 2019, which makes use of archival material from 

independent Chicano publications from the 1960s and 1970s to 

help frame and inform their examination of the history of abusive 

policing in Texas’ Rio Grande Valley. 27
•	 Latinx artist Julia Arrendondo writes about her experiences  

involving the independent publishing of zines such as Guide to 

Being Broke and Fabulous, Guide to Being Alone, Easy Magic, and Balti-

more Break-ups: A Pop-Up Memoir, as “a practice of empowerment… 

sharing iconography/narratives that attract like-minded individu-

als… when no other platforms were available for support.” 28
•	 Sherwood Forest Zine Library in Austin, TX, USA holds an archive 

of work by contemporary artists and designers who have produced 

independent publications exploring topics such as labor move-

ments, activism, and other grassroots efforts that have paralleled 

the content that was published in independent Chicano publica-

tions across the U.S. from the 1960s and 1970s. 29

Contemporary iterations of these types of publications continue to empower 

local communication from activist-designers who communicate directly with 

their communities, and who provide valuable information concerning their 

collective well-being and assistance as they advocate for social, political, and 

economic justice. They, and the independent Chicano publications that  

appeared in the U.S. during the 1960s and 1970s that preceded them, can serve 

26
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as inspirations for contemporary designers, students, researchers, scholars, 

and historians who seek to address and combat disinformation and injustice 

both within contemporary Latinx communities and beyond them.

Canchola & Duttweiler

Visual Essay Image Citations
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Papers, Special Collections 

and Archives, Mary and Jeff Bell Library, Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, 

Corpus Christi, Texas. 

Chicano Newspapers, 1962-1986, Collection 118, Boxes 1-5, Johnson-Bezdek 
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and Jeff Bell Library, Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, Corpus 

Christi, Texas. 

Chicano Newspapers, 1970-1980, Collection 116, Boxes 1-5, Judge and Mrs. 
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University-Corpus Christi, Corpus Christi, Texas. 
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Cuhamil, 1975-1978, Edinburg Chicano Collection 116, Boxes 1-2, Texas Farm 

Workers Union, Special 

Collections and Archives, University Library, University of Texas Rio Grande 
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“El Gallo.” 1968, Emanuel Martinez Collection, Visual Resources Center, 

Department of Art and Art 
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“Farmworker Movement Documentation Project.” Archives Farmworker 

Movement Documentation 

Project - primary source accounts by the UFW volunteers. UC San Diego 

Library. Online. Available at: https://libraries.ucsd.edu/farmworker-

movement/archives/#malcriado (Accessed 10 April 2022).

JSTOR. “Independent Voices, Latino,” June 2018. 

https://www.jstor.org/site/reveal-digital/independent-voices/latino/ (Accessed 

10 February 2023).
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