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“No Es un Crimen”
Posters, Political Prisoners, and the Mission 
Counterpublics

Tatiana Reinoza

On May 1, 1969, as crowds rallied in support of Black Panther Huey 
Newton outside a federal building in downtown San Francisco, police 
broadcast the names of three suspects wanted for murder (Heins 1972, 
141). Officer Joseph Brodnik, a forty-one-year-old Irish American, had 
been shot to death at 433 Alvarado Street (142). Brodnik and his partner, 
Paul McGoran, undercover officers known as “Mission Eleven,” confronted 
a group of young Latinos outside a residence on suspicion of having stolen 
electronics and furniture, which the young men were unloading from a 
car. Insults led to a physical confrontation, and a shot from McGoran’s 
Magnum claimed the life of his partner.1 The young men fled the scene. 
After a five-day manhunt, Gary Lescallett, the brothers Mario and Tony 
Martínez, Danilo “Bebe” Meléndez, and José Ríos were charged with 
murder, while a seventh suspect, Gio López, remained at large (Summers 
Sandoval 2013, 176).

The arrest and trial of the Central American youths, commonly 
referred to as Los Siete de la Raza, spawned a wave of activism against 
police brutality.2 Artists and community members joined forces to create 
alternative images of these subjects as political prisoners and targets of a 
hyper-vigilant and often hostile San Francisco Police Department. San 
Francisco’s changing demographics, particularly the increase in immi-
grants and people of color, combined with the shift toward a white-collar 
workforce, created racial tensions and invested the police with the power 
to regulate belonging (Ferreira 2011, 33–34). The working-class Mission 
District, in particular, was ground zero for the display of spatial conflict, 
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as the immigrant enclave housed the majority of the city’s 70,000 Latinos 
(Summers Sandoval 2013, 122).

Art on paper became critical to the dissemination of a counter-informa-
tion campaign aimed at dispelling racist characterizations by police and the 
mainstream news media. The San Francisco Chronicle, for example, was quick 
to vilify the suspects: “One of San Francisco’s most highly decorated police 
officers met sudden death at the hands of at least three young hoodlums in Noe 
Valley yesterday. And his police partner, another highly decorated officer, was 
knocked down, kicked in the teeth, and disarmed. The two officers held a 
total of 29 commendations for bravery” (1969, emphasis added). Words such 
as “gang,” “killers,” “thieves,” “hoodlums,” and “Latin types” dominated the 
press coverage (Martinez Diaz 2006, 37–38). In an interview for a California 
Newsreel documentary, the mother of Mario and Tony Martínez, two of the 
accused who had a history of organizing and recruiting barrio youth to college, 
stated in an emotional voice, holding back tears: “En la prensa no dijeron 
ninguna de las verdades. Todo lo que dijo la prensa fue una mentira . . . 
Yo estoy segura que mis hijos son inocentes . . . Solo porque luchan por su 
raza . . . eso no es un crimen luchar por su raza.” (In the newspapers, they didn’t 
say any of the truth. Everything they said was a lie . . . I am certain that my 
sons are innocent . . . Just because they fight for their race . . . that’s not a 
crime to fight for one’s race.)3

In this charged context, community-produced paper—in the form of 
leaflets, posters, and periodicals—was the platform that mediated a critique 
of the police state, which exerted its power unevenly over the lives of 
the brown and the poor. Indeed, paper was also the very materiality that 
enabled the production of a nascent counterpublic. Looking back to the 
radical print culture of the late 1960s and early 1970s, this essay examines 
the experiential field of images on paper that worked to politicize the Latino 
residents of the Mission District.4 Among these subversive paper archives, 
I focus specifically on the Mission District’s printed images that articulated 
connections between prisons, race, and state violence, unearthing a racial 
logic that continues to structure everyday life in the American metropolis. I 
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posit art on paper’s potential to generate what Nancy Fraser calls “subaltern 
counterpublics in order to signal . . . parallel discursive arenas where members 
of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses, which 
in turn permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their 
identities, interests, and needs” (1990, 67).5

Political prisoners—not only outspoken leftists of color jailed by the 
state, but also poor people of color whose lack of opportunities and abuse 
by police made them prime targets for incarceration—created a problem 
of representation that required a new set of image reproduction tactics. I 
do not claim this was the first time artists represented political prisoners. 
After all, plenty of examples abound in the history of socially committed 
printmaking, such as the poster brigades in 1968 Mexico.6 But in the so-
called “urban ghettoes” of the United States, silkscreen workshops and 
offset presses greatly expanded access to DIY aesthetics that could further 
diffuse these ideological concerns.

Referring to three specific case studies—Los Siete, the pintos, and the 
famed Lolita Lebrón—I consider how artists in the Mission District concep-
tually undermined the carceral state by deploying the figures most excluded 
from belonging. The making and consumption of these oppositional print 
cultures remains largely understudied in the discipline of art history, due 
in part to their ambiguous position in a spectrum that reaches from the 
realm of conceptualism to the repudiated sphere of political propaganda. 
As scholar Karen Mary Davalos has rightly pointed out, much of this 
early print culture has been “dismissed [by art historians] as lowbrow or 
simply nonaesthetic” (2012, 186). While acknowledging that artists made 
these works in alignment with particular social movements, I vouch for 
a conceptual reading that allows one to explore their social engagement, 
anti-aesthetic practice, textual interplay, and language politics. Their 
intentionally amateur quality shows how access to image reproduction 
techniques greatly expanded to include the self-taught, apprentices, and 
everyday people from the barrio in collective acts of art making. Conversant 
with the conceptualisms of the global South that originated in repressive 
states with severe media control, the printed objects I analyze question the 
ideological apparatus of what Michel Foucault called the “twin mechanism” 
of the “police-prison system” (1977, 282).7 In doing so, they elucidate the 
ways in which the issue of race and the criminal justice system came into 
sharp focus at all levels of US society in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
foreshadowing our current crisis of officer-involved shootings and soaring 
incarceration rates.



242

Reinoza

Los Siete

A community-based defense committee emerged soon after the arrest of 
the Central American youths, and printed images became an integral 
component of the campaign to promote their cause. As one of the found-
ing members, the artist Yolanda López contributed much of the artwork in 
support of Los Siete, using the same media the press employed to mischar-
acterize the suspects. López’s drawing-turned-poster, Free Los Siete (1969), 
seemingly detonated in the image environment. It was seen at rallies and 
demonstrations, at local high schools and in parks, but its most effective 
placement was in the community newspaper ¡Basta Ya!, which the group 
began printing in June 1969 (Davalos 2008, 30–32).

López’s Free Los Siete demonstrates the extensive social lives of posters 
in the Mission District and warrants a vanguard conceptualist reading, as 
more artists on local, national, and transnational levels began to question 
the racial disparities of the police-prison system. The black and white image 
featured on the cover of the November 1969 issue of ¡Basta Ya! shows a styl-
ized US flag hung vertically over six partially obscured portraits, denoting 
the six incarcerated youths (fig. 1). The thick stripes of the flag foreground 
as prison bars, while thin vertical lines frame the youths’ faces, resembling 
the television lines of an analog monitor. In quick gestural sketches, López 
attempted to capture their likenesses. Five of the men look toward the 
viewer and one looks down, their disheartened and motionless expressions 
pleading for release. Parallel and contour hatching lends some illusion of 
depth to the otherwise disembodied heads that appear to be suspended 
in midair. Along with the upper left canton, which contains the seven 
stars alluding to their moniker, the figures create an x-shaped formation 
that defies or at least questions the symbolic meaning of the flag. A heavy 
padlock reinforces the containment of these national symbols when power 
suspends law in the name of public good.

With this clever combination of image and text, López constituted 
a new counterpublic unwilling to believe the media reports that framed 
the youths as “cop killers.” Handwritten on the perimeter of the flag are 
passages from the Pledge of Allegiance, the same national script often 
recited by public school children. The artist forces the viewer to read the 
pledge in an untraditional manner: top to bottom, right to left, and back 
up to the top: “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the/ UNITED STATES 
OF AMERI / CA one nation under God with free.” López omits the line 
“and to the Republic for which it stands” in order to draw attention to the 
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final phrase (“with liberty and justice for all”), for which she substitutes 
an unusual “with free.” According to cultural critic Chon Noriega, López’s 
poster “expresses the fear that Los Siete would not have the very rights 
promised by the pledge . . . a promise that has been cut off mid-syllable 
(syntactically, one expects ‘freedom’ to appear; symbolically, the word 
contradicts the image it helps ‘frame’)” (2008, xi). Perhaps the artist also 
alludes to the pledge because of the young age of the men, who were barely 
out of high school when arrested.

By distributing her image through an alternative distribution system, 
López rejected the art market and destabilized the myth of aesthetic 
autonomy that calls on art to exist as an independent domain free of 

Figure 1. Yolanda M. López, 
Free Los Siete,  1969. 
Cover of ¡Basta Ya!, issue 
6, November 1969. Image 
courtesy of the artist.



244

Reinoza

moral, religious, or political values. As Davalos explains, “Her work for 
the newspaper required a blurring of the boundaries between artwork, text, 
and viewer” (2012, 197). The conceptual gesture rested in propagating a 
community-owned image of the incarcerated youth while also withholding 
individual authorship. For Noriega, the latter was an index of her radicality, 
though Bay Area poster makers often suppressed their identity, particularly 
those associated with the student movement and political causes (2008, 
xi).8 Rather than making limited editions, as many artists did during the 
print boom of the 1960s, López favored anonymity and community control 
of media resources. ¡Basta Ya!’s full-page rendering of Free Los Siete reached 
a circulation of over 100,000 through the unprecedented multiracial coali-
tion forged with members of the Black Panther Party, which printed the 
periodical (Davalos 2008, 40). In this manner, Free Los Siete transgressed 
the spatial boundaries of the Mission District, moving across the public 
sphere of the Bay but also entering people’s homes, homes with intimate 
corners where audiences read about the trial. And those missing clauses in 
her image, one can speculate, stayed with them long after the newsprint, 
the ephemeral body of the newspaper, had left their hands.

Soon after Free Los Siete began circulating, a number of widely 
publicized trials of leftists of color inspired more artists to tackle the 
subject of prisons and racial violence. David Hammons’s Injustice Case 
(1970) displays a contorted, gagged, and bound figure in profile view.9 
The anonymous subject looks longingly upward at the stars and stripes of 
the American flag that make up the frame of the image. Perhaps his most 
renowned “body print,” made from the artist’s own body covered in mar-
garine and powdered pigment, the image is a ghostly trace of Hammons 
performing the specific incident in which a judge ordered Black Panther 
Bobby Seale to be gagged and bound in a Chicago courtroom (Time 
1969). Considering himself a political prisoner who had been labeled an 
“enemy of the state,” Seale was on trial for conspiracy and inciting a riot 
following the demonstrations at the 1968 Democratic National Conven-
tion. Hammons responded forcefully to the incident by questioning the 
ideals of liberty, equality, and justice represented in the symbol of the 
American flag, as did López. Yet his conceptual approach differed from 
hers. He obscures the figure’s identity and refrains from making Seale an 
icon. Instead, he uses his own body, a body read as black and male in the 
United States, to incite a somatic response, prompting viewers to ask: 
whose freedom and equality? Injustice Case makes visible the racialized 
body as a site subjected to state violence, while Free Los Siete invokes 
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the absence, containment, even the impossibility of brown bodies, which 
remain outside the purview of justice.

Free Los Siete was instrumental in revealing the notion that different 
worlds existed side by side in San Francisco, some with privilege and some 
without, a public and counterpublics, whose lives mattered differentially 
along a color line. But its genealogical position in the history of art of the 
United States clearly marked a turning point when artists began to question 
the biopolitical power of the police-prison system, which insisted on the 
control and management of particular populations.

The Pintos

As interest grew in poster production, given its effectiveness in the Los 
Siete campaign, an unusual alliance gave birth to a community-based 
silkscreen workshop. A bilingual community services organization, La 
Raza Information Center, operated next door to Los Siete de la Raza, 
and volunteers flowed easily between the organizations. The Salvadoran 
American artist Oscar Melara (2014) recalls his generation’s dedication to 
service in the Mission:

I was taking classes at City College. There were a lot of people who took 
classes and also worked in the Mission. There seemed to be a [spirit of] 
volunteerism. That was during the Vietnam War. I fortunately didn’t get 
drafted. I kept going to school and volunteering at organizations. My 
parents who came here from El Salvador in the 1940s, they helped to 
sponsor family members. I could see that in the community, one helping 
the other.

Through a joint program that rehabilitated pintos (ex-convicts) and put 
them to work on community-based programs, Melara met Tómas Morales, 
a former inmate at Tehachapi state prison, who had learned to silkscreen 
in prison.10 Melara (1995) had recently completed his first silkscreen 
course at Heliotrope free university in San Francisco. As the need arose 
for more publicity materials to advertise upcoming programs and rallies in 
these organizations, the two started printing posters in the shared offices 
on 24th Street.

An early example of their collaborative work illustrates the connec-
tions Morales and Melara were making between prisoners, police, and 
racially motivated confinement. Gran Baile para el Beneficio del Pinto (1970) 
advertises a benefit dance at Sacred Heart Church in San Jose. Although 
rudimentary in design, and with a spelling error in the text, the three-color 
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vertical poster exhibits symmetry and the quick gestural marks of handmade 
stenciling (fig. 2). The artists drew on imagery from the Mexican Coat of 
Arms. At center and inside an octagon, an eagle perched on a sphere at 
the center of a stylized cactus bites through a chain. The motif reappears 
in red surrounding the Coat of Arms. In the severed instruments of incar-
ceration and physical restraint, the artists imagined the struggle to move 
beyond confinement.

Gran Baile calls on ethnic unity to overcome the effects of post-prison 
life. The word empleo (employment) hovers above the eagle. Its weight 
makes palpable the primary needs of subjects whose lives are forever 
marked and limited in terms of work opportunities, as well as voting, 
housing, and education. Adjacent to the word “Sacred,” the artists placed 
the Aztec symbol ollin, denoting movement, change, and the purification 
of consciousness. Ollin suggests the transformative nature of rehabilitation.

Figure 2. Oscar Melara and 
Tomás Morales, Gran Baile 
para el Beneficio del Pinto, 
ca. 1970. Silkscreen print on 
paper, dimensions unknown. 
Image courtesy of the artists.
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The poster, and much of this workshop’s subsequent print production, 
displays a shift in the politics of language, a moment in the 1970s when 
bilingualism began to gain ground in Latino cultural geographies.11 Much 
like the colloquial vernacular of Spanglish, Gran Baile code-switches from 
Spanish to English and back in a playful lexicon that constructs a particu-
lar viewer. The poster advocates for an extremely marginalized bilingual 
population that has gone through the prison system and requires commu-
nity support to change a fate often sealed by that very institution. At the 
same time, Gran Baile calls on Latina/o community members, bilingual or 
Spanish-speaking people from the neighborhood, to support the cause of 
rehabilitation. A list of local musicians, including Naked Lunch, a band led 
by the Mission District’s own Abel Zarate, demonstrates the support of a 
larger artistic community. The use of ethnic symbols along with the politics 
of language perhaps raised further awareness that the racial formation of 
certain groups included state-sanctioned forms of social control.

Morales and Melara trained many ex-felons in the printing process, 
providing valuable work experience, but they also attracted young com-
munity members with an interest in art. One of these early volunteers, the 
artist Pete Gallegos, recalled:

The “pintos” were real characters with names like “Gato,” “Shorty,” and 
“Cadillac.” They told interesting stories of the time they spent in jail, 
but what most fascinated me was the art that they along with the local 
artists were producing. In a short time I stopped volunteering in the 
tutoring [program] and began spending most of my time learning how to 
silkscreen. (2004, 21)

It was in this realm of art on paper, of ink and organizing, that many young 
people like Gallegos developed their political and ethnic consciousness. 
Working with former inmates, community artists witnessed the effects of 
post-prison life and gradually understood the severity of being what Giorgio 
Agamben calls bare life, a life subject to the political order but without 
recourse to political agency (1998, 6–9).12 Together, Melara, Morales, Gal-
legos, and Al Borvice launched a silkscreen workshop, La Raza Silkscreen 
Center, which formally incorporated in 1971 as an affiliate of the umbrella 
nonprofit La Raza en Acción Local, and the pinto experience would serve 
as a formative cause for the organization.13 Unlike many workshops whose 
identity formed in the context of campus struggles, La Raza Silkscreen 
Center began as a collaborative venture between former inmates and 
community artists.14



248

Reinoza

By the fall of 1971, prisons and prisoner rights once again made 
national news headlines with the Attica prison riot. Posters by artists from 
around the country, including the artist and educator Rupert Garcia, based 
at San Francisco State College, critiqued the state’s excessive use of force, 
which had resulted in one of the worst state-led massacres of the twentieth 
century. Media reports framed the prisoners as “barbarians,” following 
official accounts from state commissioner Russell Oswald. The New York 
Times reported, “In this worst of recent American prison revolts, several 
of the hostages—prison guards and civilian workers—died when convicts 
slashed their throats with knives. Others were stabbed and beaten with 
clubs and lengths of pipe” (Ferretti 1971).

In the negotiations that followed the prison takeover, prisoners 
demanded improvements in medical care, visitation rights, and an end 
to physical and psychological abuse, among a long list of grievances. 
The severely disproportionate number of African American and Puerto 
Rican men in the prison population, combined with the nearly all-white 
composition of the correctional staff—what Ferretti (1971) called a “pre-
dominantly black body of prisoners being controlled by an armed white 
force”—brought to the fore the unsettling racial logic of the carceral 
state. The prisoners took more than forty officers and civilians hostage to 
negotiate their demands, including amnesty, a key point the state refused 
to consider (Thompson 2014, 164). As negotiations broke down, Commis-
sioner Oswald, with the approval of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, ordered 
the assault on Attica. Nearly 600 state troopers entered the prison yard, 
by air and ground, shooting tear gas and endless rounds of ammunition, 
killing twenty-nine inmates and ten hostages (166). Garcia’s crisp white 
skull in Attica Is Fascismo (1971),15 tilted over a black background, openly 
denounces the extrajudicial murders as well as the fabricated stories of 
prisoner savagery the state used to justify its actions. The allusion to fascism 
compares the US police state to the radical authoritarian nationalisms of 
twentieth-century Europe.

Lolita Lebrón

In these cultures of paper, posters performed as agents of an intellectual field, 
enlivening a debate on the relationship between latinidad and illegality. 
Deployed in specific contexts, the posters asked questions about the state 
of being Latina/o in a given discursive space, as well as the state of being 
construed as illegal or foreign to the national imaginary. Their critique 
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of racial formation and the social control of the prison system called for 
coalitional politics and pan-ethnic consciousness. But there were certain 
Mission District artists who extended that critique further by dwelling on a 
historical genealogy from which to ponder the larger matrix of domination 
of “coloniality” (Quijano 2000, 536). Chicana artist Linda Lucero’s Lolita 
Lebrón: ¡Viva Puerto Rico Libre! (1975) embodied that radical turn (fig. 3).

Figure 3. Linda Lucero, Lolita Lebrón: ¡Viva Puerto Rico Libre!, 1975. Silkscreen print on paper, 
26½ × 187⁄8 inches. Printed at La Raza Silkscreen Center, San Francisco. Image courtesy of the 
artist and the California Ethnic and Multicultural Archives, University of California, Santa Barbara.
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Lucero began her journey with poster making by taking free silkscreen 
classes at La Raza Silkscreen Center around 1972. The collaborative 
silkscreen workshop, led at the time by Melara, Gallegos, and Borvice, 
became her training ground as an artist and cultural worker. She recalled:

I was just walking by one day. . . . I used to live on 16th and Shotwell. . . . 
I remembered seeing all these posters in the window. It was real colorful. 
Someone was out there sweeping or something. I said, “Do you guys give 
classes?” I was going to take or hopefully pay to get a class. And they said, 
“Sure. It’s free. You just come down.” [One of them] in particular came 
out and said “This is something we do for the community.” It made me 
feel both safe and welcome. . . . I might have been at [San Francisco] 
State College then. I was living with roommates and many of them were 
involved in the antiwar movement. But they were white. So this was like 
a real way to both do artwork and to work with raza. (1995)

Lucero was drawn not only to the creative process, but to the immediacy 
of community organizing. What began as a simple hobby transformed into 
an avenue for reinvention: she moved from volunteer to program coordi-
nator to, eventually, executive director of the organization, a rarity in the 
male-dominated field of Chicano and Latino graphic arts (Lucero 2011).

Early on in her training, in an effort to continue her artistic and 
political education, Lucero embarked on a journey to Cuba. In the summer 
of 1974, the artist found herself at the international camp Julio Antonio 
Mella. She traveled to the island as part of the eighth delegation of the 
Venceremos Brigade, an initiative founded by members of Students for a 
Democratic Society, which sent groups of college students to work side 
by side with Cuban workers. Immersed in hard labor, music, posters, and 
conversations with artists and activists, Lucero learned about several politi-
cal prisoners held in the United States. Among them, the figure of Lolita 
Lebrón made a lasting impression on the artist.16

On March 1, 1954, as the House of Representatives debated the flow 
of Mexican farm labor to the United States, Lebrón and her comrades 
entered the visitor’s gallery and began firing their weapons (Knowles 
1954). The assault, which left five members of Congress with critical 
and minor injuries, articulated a clear demand: the island’s independence 
from US colonial control.17 Assailants screamed “¡Viva Puerto Rico!” as 
they emptied their pistols. For leading one of the most infamous attacks 
of domestic terrorism, Lebrón received the maximum sentence of fifty 
years in federal prison (New York Times 1954). As a US citizen through 
the Jones Act of 1917, which granted US citizenship to island-born 
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Puerto Ricans, she was subject to US law and treated as a criminal whose 
imprisonment was a matter of national security. Her legal dilemma became 
the subject of numerous silkscreen posters that pleaded for her release. 
In Cuba, Lucero resolved to revisit this icon, which had been obscured 
from her education, as a way to speak about community formation from 
a state of exception.

From the banished figure of Lebrón, who remained incarcerated at the 
Alderson Federal Prison in Virginia, Lucero constituted a new counterpub-
lic. For a Mission District artist of Mexican American descent, Lebrón was 
an unusual choice. It seemed unlikely that the poster would appear in local 
rallies and demonstrations, given that Puerto Ricans were a tiny fraction of 
the Mission District’s Latino population, and Lebrón had long since ceased 
to be a news item. Lucero’s identification with her cause suggests that the 
artist made a connection with her own experiences of gender, poverty, and 
racial oppression. Despite San Francisco’s emergence as a global financial 
center, the working-class Mission District had the highest unemployment 
rate in the city (Heins 1972, 74). Mission High School, Lucero’s alma 
mater, had the lowest average family income in the school district (74). Her 
representation conceptually beckoned viewers to draw connections between 
these local forms of oppression and Lebrón’s imprisonment. Perhaps her 
story could bolster the “internal colony” thesis, which claimed that a Third 
World existed inside First World San Francisco, and propel the residents 
of the Mission to see they were not all that different from the woman who 
stood behind bars (Young 2006, 156–57).18

Reminiscent of the verticality, symmetry, and textual interplay of 
Cuban political graphics, Lolita Lebrón: ¡Viva Puerto Rico Libre! is a styl-
ized portrait of the nationalist situated above the Puerto Rican flag. The 
upper half shows a profile view of Lebrón with closed eyes. Elegant line 
work contours her distinct facial features: the curve between her nose and 
brow, closed lips, a pointed chin, an angled jaw line. Thick black strokes 
make up the lashes that cover her closed eyes, while thin delicate lines 
signal her cheekbones. A pale yellow background illuminates the portrait, 
adding to the iconicity of the image, and its light appears once again in the 
bright pendant earring that hangs from the subject’s right ear. Although 
Lebrón would be considered white by Puerto Rican standards, Lucero 
chose to highlight her brown skin, using a burnt sienna. Her dark brown 
and wavy hair adds a dynamic element to an otherwise static composition 
by extending beyond its frame, flowing upward and outward as if asserting 
the figure’s uncontainability.
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Mainstream images in the US press often construed Lebrón as a femme 
fatale, whose “lipstick-wearing terrorist” persona referenced the highly 
charged context of Cold War politics, but Lucero insisted on rehumanizing 
the prisoner.19 The figure’s downward gaze shows Lebrón meditating on 
her condition and that of her beloved island. Unlike the heroic images of 
nationalist portraiture, such as Marcos Dimas’s Lolita Lebrón: Puerto Rican 
Freedom Fighter (1971),20 Lucero’s poster suggests contemplation and suffer-
ing, perhaps reinforcing the view that demanding liberty for the nationalists 
was a human rights issue. In the transnational and heavily politicized artistic 
milieu where the concept for the poster emerged, artists believed in armed 
struggle, once legal means were exhausted, to achieve self-determination. 
Lebrón’s actions were not construed as those of a deranged criminal, but 
as a political act to advocate the sovereignty of the island nation that had 
remained under US control since 1898. Lucero portrayed the figure as a 
racialized colonial subject who endured the retribution of an imperial power.

Although produced in the same way as fine art publishing, Lucero’s 
Lolita Lebrón served a public art function. It benefited from an alternative 
distribution system, finding its way into the locally owned stores and orga-
nizations that dotted the Mission District. The poster constituted a public 
through chance encounters in nontraditional gallery spaces, and in this 
manner it claimed place and belonging within the image environment. In 
an early brochure, La Raza Silkscreen Center artists described this local 
resonance: “the windows and walls of small stores, from butcher shops to 
clothing stores, provide public space for a truly popular gallery” (Lippard 
1990, 22). The politics of language shift once again as the poster addresses 
a Spanish-speaking audience. Lucero quotes Lebrón as saying, “Todos somos 
pequeños, solo la patria es grande y está encarcelada” (We are all small, 
only the nation is large and currently imprisoned). In the bottom half, the 
hoist of the Puerto Rican flag appears in a vertical format. A denim blue 
chevron and red stripes recede to the background, while the white text 
“¡Viva Puerto Rico Libre!” repeats itself in various arrangements across the 
body of the flag. Lucero’s primary audience was the bilingual or Spanish-
speaking immigrants who inhabited the Mission and found images that 
spoke of community formation by reclaiming the margins.

Conclusion

In the pages of community newspapers, the walls near Muni bus stops, 
and the windows of local eateries, the residents of the Mission District 
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found themselves surrounded with the people of paper most feared by the 
dominant public. These fears continue to resurface as Latinos endure the 
specter of illegality that renders them external to the nation. Posters such 
as Free Los Siete, Gran Baile para el Beneficio del Pinto, and Lolita Lebrón 
conceptually reversed the double negative of “political prisoner” to open up 
a dialogue on belonging. The cultural historian Cary Cordova reminds us,

The issues at stake in publicly defining the Mission community emerged 
most visibly in the neighborhood’s prolific cultural production. . . . Art-
ists attempted to lay claim to the neighborhood as Chicano, or Latino 
or la Raza, or Pan-American, or Third World, or Leftist, or bohemian, 
or embattled barrio, all of which infiltrated local dialogues about who 
the Mission belonged to, and who belonged in the Mission. (2006, 357)

By laying claim to the subjects most excluded from belonging, poster makers 
in the Mission, perhaps more than any other group in the nation, began 
an ideological critique of mechanisms of social control in the police-prison 
paradigm. As the tally of fatal police shootings increases—more than 800 
for the year 2016 alone—and the rhetoric around “black lives,” “brown 
lives,” “blue lives,” and “all lives” ripples out in public discourse, we must 
return with intense curiosity to these printed objects that in many ways 
predicted this moment in history.21 The people on paper did not transmit a 
message, as some would like to believe, in the overt didacticism of political 
propaganda. Rather, these figures asked unsettling questions in the Mission 
through tactile, visual, and performative ways about why it was so pain-
fully difficult to belong in a place that did not see them as full subjects. In 
doing so, these agents on paper—Los Siete, the pintos, the famed Lolita 
Lebrón—further fragmented the Habermasian notion of the “public sphere” 
into multiple and competing publics vying for power and recognition.

Notes
1. Who fired the fatal shot remained a mystery during the trial. Defense 

attorneys argued that McGoran accidentally shot his partner while aiming at 
the young men, and prosecutors argued that one of the youths intentionally 
shot Brodnik.

2. The young men were of Central American descent: four of the prisoners 
were Salvadoran, one Honduran, and one Nicaraguan. The suspect who remained 
at large is thought to have fled to El Salvador.
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3. Los Siete de la Raza, documentary film (San Francisco: California News-
reel, 1969), my translation.

4. I call it an experiential field of images on paper to denote its multifac-
eted relationship to art making, consumption, technology, performance, display, 
and dissemination.

5. Fraser borrows the term “subaltern” from Gayatri Spivak (1988) and the 
term “counterpublic” from Rita Felski (1989).

6. See, for example, the catalog assembled by Grupo Mira (1982).
7. For more on conceptual art from the global South, see the exhibition 

catalog by Camnitzer, Farver, and Weiss (1999), as well as the article on Colombian 
conceptual art by McDaniel Tarver (2012).

8. The making of unsigned or collectively authored work responded to an 
ethos of collectivism as well as the fear of police reprisals. See also Rossman (1987).

9. The image can be viewed on the website of the Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art, http://collections.lacma.org/node/237826.

10. Melara (2014) recalls, “[Morales] was taking printing in jail. They 
limited him to silkscreen. They had offset but they didn’t allow Mexicans near 
the machines.”

11. The shift in the politics of language responds to the broader struggle to 
incorporate language minorities in the areas of education, housing, employment, 
and voting, and coincides with initiatives in bilingual education.

12. Agamben (1998) dwells on the different meanings between living being 
(zoē) and proper living (bios), corresponding to the Greek etymology of “life.” He 
views the transformation from zoē to bios, or the inclusion of bare life in the polis, 
only in relation to its exclusion as the core operation of sovereign power. But in 
states of exception, such as the prison or concentration camp, as bare life enters 
the political realm it becomes subject and object of the political order, and bios 
and zoē, he argues, become indistinct.

13. Despite the best intentions of the organizers, the group eventually real-
ized that the needs of the pinto population exceeded the services they could offer. 
The shift coincided with the dissolution of Los Siete de la Raza in 1971. La Raza 
en Acción Local chose to discontinue the pinto program but continued supporting 
the legal aid program (Melara 2014).

14. In a detailed account of serigraphy in the Bay Area between 1966 and 
1986, Rossman (1987) argued that the first workshops arose among campus activists. 
He cites Rupert Garcia’s work at San Francisco State University and Malaquias 
Montoya’s work at the University of California, Berkeley, though he acknowledged 
they were eventually forced off campus.

15. The image can be viewed on the website of the Fine Arts Museums of 
San Francisco, https://art.famsf.org/rupert-garcia/attica-fascismo-1990196.

16. For more detailed biographies of Lebrón, see Arroyo (2014) and Vilar 
(1998).

17. The five members of Congress were Alvin Bentley (R-MI), Clifford Davis 
(D-TN), George Fallon (D-MD), Ben Jensen (R-IA), and Kenneth Roberts (D-AL).

18. For more on US leftists of color adopting the internal colony thesis, see 
Young (2006).

http://collections.lacma.org/node/237826
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19. See, for example, the article by Manuel Roig-Franzia featured on the 
cover of the Washington Post Magazine with the headline “When Terror Wore 
Lipstick” (2004).

20. The image can be viewed on the website of the Smithsonian American Art 
Museum, http://americanart.si.edu/exhibitions/online/our_america/art/2013.16.cfm.

21. The Guardian maintains and continuously updates an online database 
called “The Counted,” documenting people killed by police in the United States, 
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/series/counted-us-police-killings.
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