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Mexican Americans lingered through much of 
the twentieth century.

[. . .]
Mel Casas’s response to the issues raised by 

the Chicano movement as well as his own ex-
perience as a Mexican American can be found 
in Humanscape 62: Brownies of the Southwest. 
The painting is a powerful statement of what it 
means to be a Mexican American living in the 
American Southwest. It speaks to the here and 
now as well as the longing for a sense of com-
munal past. In this painting, Casas deliberately 
plays with the shades of meaning, some innocent, 
some pejorative, of the word “brownie,” making 
it a color-based designation for Mexican Ameri-
cans, equivalent to the use of “black” for Afri-
can Americans or “white” for European-descent 
Americans. On the screen Casas paints a monu-
mental plate of chocolate brownies, rendered as 
mouth-watering as those pictured on a package 
of Betty Crocker mix (fig. 20.1). These brownies 
are more than a popular snack; the key ingredi-
ent is chocolate, a food indigenous to Mexico, 

[. . .]
The Mexican American or “Chicano” rights 

movement first came to the attention of middle-
class America in 1965 with television coverage 
of César Chávez organizing migrant workers in 
California. The Chicano movement, or el mov­
imiento, predated the farmworkers’ strikes by at 
least two decades; its roots anchored in the rac-
ism experienced by Mexican Americans during 
and after World War II. It can also be argued 
that the origin of the movement dates back even 
further to the annexation of vast stretches of 
Mexican lands after the U.S.-Mexican War. As 
a result of the territorial concessions granted in 
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), Mexican 
citizens in the Southwest found themselves sud-
denly citizens of the United States and the first 
Mexican Americans. Although legally citizens, 
the process of acceptance into the cultural main-
stream was difficult. The government adminis-
trators and white settlers who moved into these 
new lands saw the Mexican American residents 
as “outsiders.” This nebulous outsider status of 

nancy kelker
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184  ·  nancy kelker

had been a nonperson in American society long 
before general Philip Sheridan opined in 1869 
that the “only good Indian is a dead Indian.”2 
In the early years of the Conquest, natives were 
conveniently believed to be animals, and hunted 
as such. The affirmation of the humanity of the 
American Indian did not come until 1537, when 
Pope Paul III finally issued a papal bull declaring 
that the Indians had souls, thereby making them 
targets of conversion by the Mendicant orders—a 
fate, perhaps, only slightly worse than death. The 
four Mexican peasant women represent the resid-
ual Mexican element, the Mexican heritage of the 
Mexican American that renders him a second-
class American citizen.

In contrast to the “brown” real people, Casas 
paints mythical and imaginary characters: the god 
Xolotl, the double-headed serpent, and the Frito 

its name derived from the Nahuatl (Mexica or 
Aztec) word chocólatl. In this way the brownies 
are part of the Mexican heritage appropriated 
by Anglos and Anglo corporations.

Chocolate or brown is also the color associ-
ated with the types of people (Brownies) who 
make up the audience in this painting: a Brownie 
Girl Scout, an American Indian, and four Mexi-
can women. Casas’s use of brown is not merely 
reflective of the natural condition, but purpose-
ful: “Brown as a color is amplified because pig-
mentation appears to have such vehement social 
relevance. I use it to give social color to what I 
consider significant events.”1 In each case, the 
color brown denotes a second-class status in soci-
ety. The Brownie is a junior grade (second-class) 
member of the organization, not a full-fledged, 
green-uniformed Girl Scout. The American Indian 

FIG. 20.1. Mel Casas, Humanscape 62: Brownies of the Southwest, 1970. Acrylic on canvas, 73 × 97 in. Image courtesy of 
Grace Casas.

This content downloaded from 131.179.156.2 on Mon, 19 Jan 2026 18:05:30 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Mel Casas: Redefining America  ·  185

result of this identity tug-of-war, the Mexican 
American exists in a state of cultural limbo where 
he clings to a fantasy past, which is both his and 
not his, but offers an alternative to the realities 
of a present in which he has no place. Even more 
ominous is the lesson suggested by nature, where 
two-headed snakes are known to occur, although 
rarely. When no head is dominant, these animals 
are doomed. Casas, like Lincoln a century earlier, 
makes the point that a nation or a people so di-
vided cannot long endure.

In addition to redefining the social and racial 
status of the Mexican American, the Chicano 
movement also provided a new definition of 
what it meant to be a “Chicano artist.” As Jacinto 
Quirarte noted, “The Mexican American artist is 
not difficult to identify in the twentieth century. 
His parents, grandparents, or great-grandparents 
may have originally come from Mexico. He may 
have been born in Mexico himself but has spent a 
good part of his life in the United States. He may 
be a first- or a sixth-generation American. The 
important thing is that somewhere there is a tie 
with Mexico.”6

Furthermore, to be an authentically Chicano 
art, the artist’s tie with Mexico must overwhelm 
his connection to the culture of the United States, 
according to Quirarte, if the work is to be truly 
Mexican American art: “Coming back to the 
Mexican American situation, we see that there is 
a desire to move away from the so-called Euro
pean (gabacho or Anglo) approach to the creation 
of a work of art. Coupled with this search for new 
approaches is another, which is related to what 
can only be described as a longing for, a feeling 
of, nostalgia for the ancient past. A search for 
original sources. And by this is meant the indig-
enous, or pre-Columbian, sources.”7

Circumscribed by the politics of the larger 
movement, Chicano art became narrowly codified 
as an art of alienation or outsider art, and as such, 
it needed to be stylistically distinct from that of 
Anglo artists to be authentically “Chicano.” Exhi-
bitions of work by Mexican American artists, even 
when produced by minority curators, frequently 
focused on political and spiritual themes, as if 

Bandito in green. The use of green for these fig-
ures not only marks them as unreal or supernatural 
but also plays on the pre-Columbian Mexican as-
sociation of the color green with “preciousness.” 
In the center of the canvas, Casas depicts a skel-
etal figure that he identifies as Xolotl, the Aztec 
god of monsters and twins.3 Xolotl is normally 
depicted in pre-Hispanic codices with a canine 
head and wearing the ornaments of Quetzalcoatl, 
but Casas’s version calls to mind José Guadalupe 
Posada’s famous calaveras (skeletons), here pos-
ing in the role of the ancient god.4 The grinning 
Frito Bandito, riding piggyback on the Xolotl, is 
its monstrous issue, a Brownie monster. The Frito 
Bandito figure, based on the image of Pancho 
Villa and other peasant leaders of the 1910 Rev-
olution, reinforces the stereotype of Mexicans 
and Mexican Americans as thieves and bandits. 
The Bandito is also a statement of the corporate 
disenfranchisement of the Mexican American: 
they are considered to be so powerless that a 
derogatory caricature of them can be made into 
an eraser and used to market junk food to both 
Mexican American and Anglo children alike.

On either side of the Xolotl is a double-headed 
mosaic serpent perhaps meant to represent the 
Aztec serpent, Xiuhcoatl, a name in Nahuatl 
meaning “turquoise snake.” The model for this 
image is the famous turquoise pectoral, of Aztec-
Mixtec manufacture, in the British Museum. 
Double-headed and entwined snakes were potent 
symbols in ancient Mesoamerica. They could 
be symbolic of the celestial realm, of renewal 
through the act of shedding their skin, and of the 
underworld—the open jaws of the serpent repre-
senting the cave entrance to Mictlan ruled over 
by the fearsome skeletal lord Mictlantecuhtli.

Here, however, according to Casas, the two-
headed serpent characterizes the “schizothymia 
and dichotomous nature of the Mexican Ameri-
can in the Southwest.”5 Thus, the split serpent 
refers to the split classification of the Mexican 
American who, in the social caste systems of both 
Mexico and the United States, is neither Mexican 
nor American, and who can claim neither heri-
tage without implicitly denying the other. As a 
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ciquismo,11 or lack of dedication to the Chicano 
movimiento, and no clear definition of purpose 
for the organization.12 When first approached, 
Casas, in a personally difficult period, was reluc-
tant to take on this responsibility. He told Reyes, 
“Let me think about it a little bit and I’ll get back 
with you.” Casas recalls, “I thought about it a 
couple of days. Maybe my life would change. I 
was divorced. My timeframe was different, and 
I was teaching night and day courses to keep 
my household going. But I decided I would take 
a crack at art. So once I started, I met with the 
young men, and I listened to them and I began 
to realize they really needed to organize.”13 They 
wanted an organization that could not only de-
fine a Chicano aesthetic but also break down the 
barriers erected by the local museums to exclude 
them from exhibitions:

I got that group [Con Safo] going because I got told 
that they were being slighted in San Antonio. They 
were never allowed to show. Only certain people 
showed. I took a look at it. Some of the people in the 
group were very good, some, uh, um . . . ​It brought 
up a question in my mind. I could speak for their 
being denied their right to show. Are they being 
denied because of their racial reality; their subject 
matter in relation to their conscious? I found noth-
ing to ignore. If these people had painted pretty 
English landscapes—no problem. So that was the 
problem then. Culturally these people were see-
ing differently. Second, they put emphasis on other 
things the establishment did not consider that 
important. So the question [was]: do you challenge 
those values?14

Casas organized the group of younger artists 
into an organization he named Con Safo. Casas 
explained, “That’s the old term in Spanish; you 
excuse yourself with con safo. It means I’m not 
responsible for this. I don’t care what you think 
about it. But it’s also an act of defiance that refuses 
to accept responsibility for the action. . . . ​The act 
itself is its own reality whether you like it or not. 
But you find that con safo is usually debasement 
of someone else’s property. So it’s a social state-
ment. I started working with that and carried it to 
extreme levels. I like to do that.”15 The result was 

those were the only terms in which this art could 
be understood by a larger, non-Hispanic, audience. 
This emphasis on ethnicity caused problems for 
the very artists such exhibitions were intended to 
promote. When the only avenue for exposure is an 
exhibition predicated on race, then ethnicity rather 
than aesthetic quality becomes the inviolate pre-
requisite for inclusion.8 Through such exhibitions 
Mexican American artists did gain exposure that 
many of them would not have received other
wise, but recognition came at a cost, as Holland 
Cotter explained, “By binding art to racial, ethnic 
and sexual identity, multiculturalism carved out 
discrete areas of high visibility but kept those areas 
self-contained. Minority artists were introduced to 
the art world power center, only to find themselves, 
with few exceptions, viewing it from culturally spe-
cific ghettos. The deal was, you could get inside the 
gates, but your movements were restricted.”9

Although the advent of the Chicano art move-
ment proved particularly beneficial to younger 
Mexican American artists, being categorized as a 
“Chicano artist” could also limit a career. For art-
ists such as Casas, who had already broken into 
the mainstream, such artistic typecasting was a 
step backward. Although the majority of paint-
ings in Casas’s Humanscapes series comment on 
a wide range of social, political, and cultural is-
sues in contemporary American life, only the half 
dozen or so “Chicano” paintings from the early 
1970s are regularly exhibited or published in the 
art historical literature.

The canvases that have come to define Casas 
as a Chicano artist were, with one or two ex-
ceptions, painted between 1970 and 1973. These 
years also mark Casas’s active involvement with 
a group of young artists organized as Con Safo. 
Casas’s involvement with the group began in late 
1970 when he was approached by several young 
painters who had splintered from the Pintores 
de Aztlán.10 The leader of this disaffected group, 
Felipe Reyes, had been a student of Casas’s at San 
Antonio College and so he turned to his teacher 
for help in organizing a new Chicano artists 
group; their frustration with Pintores de Aztlán 
revolved around leadership problems such as ca­
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diagrams. Each further analyzed and elaborated 
upon the cultural and aesthetic questions faced by 
Chicano artists that negatively impacted the ac
ceptance of their art by mainstream institutions. 
These were problems that Casas saw as readymade 
by society and not those set by artists for them-
selves: “When you are born into a culture you are 
born into readymade solutions. As a result we 
never self-actualize ourselves, we are content to 
play the game by the established rules. If, however, 
you question the values of the system, you become 
marginal, you are cast outside the system.”17

The art establishment, which had dismissed 
Chicano art as merely folk art, was a microcosm 
of the larger Anglo society that, traditionally, had 
rejected the Mexican American, among others 
of color, as inferior. The challenge for American 
society, as a whole, and the art world, in particu
lar, was to break with the dominant Eurocentric 
paradigms that remained as an English colonial 
legacy. Although the United States had achieved 
its national independence early in its history, 
European standards continued to influence the 
societal and artistic discourse. The mainstream 
artistic colloquy remained one exclusively “of the 
West about the West.” Casas saw in Con Safo the 
means to subvert this monolithic, monoethnic 
dialogue and convert it into an open forum:

The essence of Chicano art has emerged from the re-
alities of Chicano life. The result is a coherent Chicano 
visual dialogue. A definition of Chicano art by its very 
nature has to be comprehensive, for it overlaps into 
religion, economics, psychology, sociology, politics 
and aesthetics. It also bridges time—past, present, 
future—and compresses space into family, country, 
continent and world. The Chicano artist is prepared 
to and is actualizing group identity by means of his 
visual language. A language that is governed by his 
own awareness and specific events. The outcome is 
intellectual emancipation and emergence of a Chi-
cano reality through art. Chicano art is not one of 
conformity, but rather, one of diversity of concepts 
and perceptions. Chicano art grew out of the barrios 
in the Southwest and poured into the consciousness 
of the rest of Americana. It removed itself from the 
regional phenomenon and challenged the legacy of 

an exploration of the term in all its nuances that 
reads as free verse.

In December  1971, Casas published a mani-
festo for Con Safo, titled the “Brown Paper Re-
port.” In this two-page document with five pages 
of appendices, Casas laid out the political foun-
dation, aesthetic concept, and action goals of 
the group. Casas began with a redefinition of the 
Mexican American or Chicano role in an Ameri-
can society that had largely ignored them:16

Brown Vision: If Americana was “sensed” through 
blue eyes, now brown vision is demanding equal 
views—polychroma instead of monochrome. 
Brown eyes have visions too. It’s George Washing-
ton and Che Guevara homogenized into one. It’s 
Tejerina reclaiming the southwest and it’s César 
Chávez synthesizing farm workers into the mania 
that is middle class Americana. It’s a promise to 
be—as middle class Americana is a product of a 
promise to pay. Utopian facet??? Brown Dream.

Con Safo: Act of defiance
Is a state of mind
Alienation verbalized
Clandestine Act
Profanity that craves sacredness
Sgraffiti with a purpose
Cry of anguish
Cry for help
State of Anxiety
Social rejection
A demand for identity
Language of the ghetto
Language of the gutter
Language of futility
A demand for acknowledgement
A divorcement from responsibility
A seeking of responsibility of  
  anticipation
I don’t believe I have been recognized?
If you think evil of me—likewise!
We have been here before
Critical Point
Not Pax Americana but the social
consciousness of Americana

In 1973 Casas followed up the “Brown Paper Re-
port” with “Chicano Art: A Saccadic Scanning.” 
In this publication he presented a set of eight 
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center of the screen to almost touch the hand of 
Adam. Considered in light of Casas’s contempo-
raneous organization of Con Safo, the reference 
takes on an antiestablishment context. While is-
sues of race were not an insignificant factor in the 
exclusion of Con Safo artists from museums and 
galleries, Casas avoids a frontal assault on solely 
ethnic grounds and instead attacks what is for 
Casas the core issue: institutional justification of 
denial of exhibition access on aesthetic grounds. 
In the Western tradition, Michelangelo’s Creation 
of Adam panel from the Sistine Chapel is one of 
those rare apogeal works that has come to de-
fine, in the common understanding, true art. The 
powerful focal point of the Creation panel is the 
space between the two reaching hands, through 
which God sparks life and humanity in the mud-
formed Adam. In choosing this particular work 
as a basis for his statement, Casas not only ad-
dresses antiquated aesthetic criteria but also the 
ethnocentric yardstick by which humanity has 
traditionally been measured.

In the audience space across the bottom of 
the canvas, Casas presents a primer of additional 
signs that suggest additional meanings. He begins 
at the lower left with the brown hand of an Indian 
shaking a rattle in protest at the clenched fist of a 
white supremacist; behind them is the anarchist’s 
black flag. In the center, four hands—black, yel-
low, brown, and white—spell the word “love” in 
American Sign Language. The brown hand raises 
two fingers to depict not only the letter “v” in 
“love” but also the V-gesture peace sign of the 
hippie generation. Building on the cultural as-
sociations of the peace symbol, Casas places two 
hands—one male, the other female—at the far 
right. Each holds an item significant to the “Make 
Love Not War” movement, specifically, a mari-
juana joint and a contraceptive pill. A second ref-
erence here is to the Chicano Moratorium against 
the Vietnam War, which had culminated with a 
march in Los Angeles in August of that year. The 
Brown Berets organized the moratorium to pro-
test the high casualty rate of Chicano soldiers in 
Vietnam and a military draft that seemed to draw 
more heavily from the Mexican American than 

one type of American art by creating its own sense 
of history and independent cultural validity.18

While Con Safo was successful in pushing open 
museum and gallery doors in San Antonio and 
gaining well-deserved recognition for Chicano 
artists, Casas knew that there was more to chang-
ing the national ethos than hanging a few exhi-
bitions of Chicano art. He had given the organ
ization the goal/slogan: “Chicano Art is not Art 
for Art’s Sake but Art for Human Sake.”19 This was 
a tall order. In essence, what Casas was proposing 
was nothing short of a full-scale cultural revolu-
tion predicated on new ideas, new aesthetics, and 
new imagery: “We are iconoclasts, not by choice, 
but by circumstances out to destroy stereotypes 
and demolish visual clichés. We hope, in the pro
cess, to encounter new pure forms that will act 
as catalysts for a visual nascence and awaken the 
dormant Chicano potential.”20

Casas’s paintings of the early seventies reflect his 
increasing political radicalization through his in-
volvement with Con Safo. As the main theorist for 
the organization, he had written all of the group’s 
concept papers, adopting a graphic format that bul-
leted the main talking points. Casas now applied 
that working formula to his Humanscapes, creating 
flow charts to explain the complex social statements 
presented in his paintings. Casas believed that the 
content of paintings should be more than just com-
positional or visual effects; they should make clear 
and powerful statements that could be immediately 
understood by the painting’s audience.

Such unambiguous artistic statements are 
even more important when the audience and art-
ist do not share a common language or culture. 
In this situation, communication becomes more 
basic—the drawn image or even sign language. In 
Humanscape 63: Show of Hands (1970) (fig. 20.2), 
Casas focuses in on the symbolic language of 
hand gestures. Depicted in extreme close-up on 
the theater screen are two marmoreal hands that 
pantomime the spark-of-life gesture in Michelan-
gelo’s Creation of Adam on the Sistine Chapel ceil-
ing. The cast shadow of a third hand, with a single 
finger raised in an obscene salute, rises in the 
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what the news media called “the largest farm 
labor strike in U.S. history.”22 Like everyone else, 
Casas saw the worker’s strike and the retaliatory 
actions of the growers played out on the nightly 
network news. Humanscape 65: New Horizons 
was inspired by the Salinas strike. In this paint-
ing the VistaVision screen displays the Chicano 
Farm Workers Union flag: a black huelga eagle 
silhouetted against the sun on a red ground. The 
flag serves to visually identify the theme of the 
painting by establishing a horizon line and it also, 
as Casas explained, “becomes a sunrise or a sun-
set depending on whether one is optimistic or 
pessimistic.” Beneath the screen the blue border 
is transformed into the sea with crashing waves. 
The sea not only serves as a traditional icon of 
fertility and fecundity but also geographically 
locates the vast fields of lettuce that extend from 
the observer’s vantage point to the briny edge of 

from the Anglo community. Casas, a wounded 
veteran of Korea, and against war on principle, 
expressed his solidarity with the antiwar move-
ment in this painting. In the background waves 
the Chicano Farm Workers Union flag as an 
emblem of the larger social movement of which 
the Brown Berets were an important part. Casas 
adds a pop culture subtext to the painting by al-
lowing the third hand, rising from the audience, 
to cast a pall over the hands signing out “love.”21 
This “bird” finger gesture, like George Carlin’s 
contemporaneous monologue on the exple-
tive “F—— You,” is emblematic of the political 
and sexual turmoil that plagued the “Free Love 
Generation.”

The summer of 1970 was an active one for 
César Chávez and the United Farm Workers. Al-
most as soon as the Delano grape strike ended, 
ten thousand lettuce workers went on strike in 

FIG. 20.2. Mel Casas, Humanscape 63: Show of Hands, 1970. Acrylic on canvas, 72 × 96 in. Image courtesy of Grace Casas.
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the spectator in the “theater space” are the real-
istic figures of two Alamo Heights (an exclusive 
community within greater San Antonio) society 
ladies who epitomize the Anglo as exploiter, a 
young Anglo girl and boy who are victims in that 
they are being trained to follow in the footsteps of 
their elders, a Siamese cat strategically placed in 
relation to the maid’s anatomy to read as “pussy” 
twice, and a white bulldog held on a leash by the 
younger Anglo woman to symbolize her status as 
well as her control of money and power.23

Also included in the scene is the requisite (for 
upper-class San Antonio families) Mexican maid, 
who stands just under the running water as a 
symbol of the “wetback.” Casas depicts the maid 
as a cartoon character, a sort of brown-skinned 
“Little Orphan Annie,” which is just as her Anglo 
employers see her. As a servant, her personhood 
is negated in the eyes of her employers: she works 
for them and she has dark skin, therefore, she 
is inferior to them. As Constance Cortez sug-
gests, “Because Casas draws on flat comic-book 
characters in his representation of the maid, she 
becomes less real than those who employ her or 
even their pets. She has been repackaged in non-
threatening Pop Art format—the speech-balloon 
provides us with her automaton responses and 
underlines her transformation into a mechanized 
stereotype. She has become one of many other 
mechanical conveniences in this house. The 
curtain, which has been drawn back, suggests 
domesticity, but it also symbolizes the theatrical 
nature of this human drama.”24

While the Mexican maid is rendered as a two-
dimensional stereotype in contrast to the mod-
eled, three-dimensional Anglo figures and their 
status-denoting pedigreed pets, it is interesting 
that only she is given a voice. The fact that she 
speaks suggests a humanity denied the dumb (in 
both senses of the word) Anglo figures around 
her. In her speech balloon are seemingly rote 
responses to the demands of her employers and 
presumably their pets: “Si, Niño. . . . ​Si, Niña. . . . ​
Si, Senoras. . . . ​Si, Gato. . . . ​Si, Perra . . .” But 
there is more to this maid’s litany than meets the 
eye. Casas is a man who loves languages and who 

the Pacific. The figures of farmworkers stooping 
over the rows are based on a photograph of lettuce 
workers taken by Joe McClelland in 1943. In this 
painting Casas transforms the bent-over workers 
into the modern equivalents of Millet’s anony-
mous peasants in The Gleaners, to drive home 
the point that the hard life of the farmworker has 
changed negligibly in more than a century. In 
New Horizons, we see identically clothed labors 
engaged in the back-breaking work of thinning 
the lettuce, their faces turned earthward or ob-
scured by hats. Like Millet, Casas does not indi-
vidualize the workers, and in not doing so makes 
a statement about the nature of the work they 
perform and its dehumanizing effect on them—
in the fields they become robot-like. Here, too, 
the lettuce is more than produce or a reference 
to the Salinas boycott. Both the English “lettuce” 
and the Spanish “lechuga” are slang terms for 
“money,” in this case “crops” going into only the 
grower’s pocket.

While the lettuce workers’ strike might have 
been the focus of nightly television news pro-
grams, many mainstream Americans had little 
empathy for the concerns of the Filipino (in the 
case of the lettuce strike) or Mexican American 
(the Delano grape strike) farm laborers. Such 
people were seen only in terms of their jobs: farm 
laborers, gardeners, and maids. Their only social 
identity was that of servants in white households. 
Otherwise they went about their daily tasks 
largely unnoticed by their middle- and upper-
class employers. The invisibility of the Mexican 
Americans in Anglo society is the topic of Hu­
manscape 68: Kitchen Spanish. In this painting 
Casas particularizes the domestic worker’s strug
gle. The tag line “Kitchen Spanish” pertains both 
to the ethnicity of domestic servants in Texas 
and to the “Spanglish” typically spoken by upper-
class Anglos to their Mexican servants—just 
enough to tell them what to do but not enough 
to converse. A domestic locale is suggested by 
the projected image of a gleaming, stainless steel 
kitchen sink with running faucet in the back-
ground behind a curtain—suggesting the usu-
ally unseen domestic areas of the house. Facing 
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“fat cat,” while the feminine perra is a “bitch” in 
both senses of that word. The maid is not simply 
answering the demands of the animals, but her 
responses to them express her hostility toward 
her exploitative employers and their dehuman-
izing treatment of her.

As a keen observer of social intercourse in 
American life, Casas realized that the processes of 
human degradation, detailed in Humanscapes 65 
and 68, cannot be accomplished overnight; sup-
pression of ambition and negation of self-worth 
require time and consistency. Dehumanization 
must begin at an insidiously early age to succeed. 
In Humanscape 70: Comic Whitewash (fig. 20.3), 
Casas explores “the message of the medium,” to 
paraphrase Marshall McLuhan. Much of the so-
cial theory of that era revolved around the ways 
in which children learned aggressive behavior. 
The psychologist Albert Bandura proposed that 

is cognizant of not only the power of words but 
also their subtle shades of meaning. The maid’s 
replies to the children and women are in char-
acter with her status as a domestic, but consider 
the responses to the implied demands of the 
animals. Is it just that her status, in the eyes of 
her Anglo employers, is lower than that of the 
household pets? What orders could a dog and 
cat give? Furthermore, why does Casas specifi-
cally sex the animals as the opposite of the stan-
dardized nonspecific species gender designations 
of cats as “she” or “female” and dogs as “he” or 
“male”—especially after making an overt sexual 
point in his placement of the cat against the body 
of the maid? Possibly, it is because the two ani-
mals are intended to be visual red herrings. In 
colloquial Spanish, the masculine gato is not just 
a male cat but also a slang term for a “moneybag,” 
a “rich and miserly person,” or, as in English, a 

FIG. 20.3. Mel Casas, Humanscape 70: Comic Whitewash, 1973. Acrylic on canvas, 72 × 97 in. Image courtesy of Grace Casas.
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riod; instead they present a tourism bureau folk-
loric construction of Tex-Mex salsa culture, and 
this is, of course, the visual conundrum intended 
to make the viewer reexamine his cultural vision 
and concepts. In every decade Casas’s paintings 
reflect the myriad concerns of the time; to brand 
him and his art based on only one concern is to 
miss the point of his work entirely. As Casas has 
said, “The Chicano movement, which I tried to 
help, is just a phase of my life. You know, that 
same way that I was very anti-Nixon, very anti-
Vietnam. That’s another phase of my life.”26
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children acquired behaviors of all kinds through 
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Thus, they mimic the behaviors of older adoles-
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comic books, specifically aimed at them. In this 
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stream. An all-white sextet of comic heroes—
Batman, Superman, Thor, Captain America, Spi-
derman, and Hawkman—emerge from the edges 
of a dark, star-strewn VistaVision screen. The 
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smear of dripping whitewash. The audience for 
this comic book show is a single young boy, possi-
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Casas’s period of Chicano art activism ended 
for all intents and purposes in November  1973 
when he resigned as president of Con Safo over a 
dispute with the membership about their partici-
pation in the preparation of a national grant pro-
posal.25 During the Reagan years, when the West 
and cowboys were back in vogue, Casas painted 
several works that reference Mexican culture. 
However, these later paintings lack the cutting-
edge social commentary of Casas’s “Chicano” pe-
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