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Abstract

Borderlines of Labor:

Margarita Cabrera’s Sculptures and the (un)American 

Dream

by

Sarah Anne Dickerson, M.A.

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014

SUPERVISOR: Cherise Smith 

This thesis contextualizes the work of artist Margarita Cabrera within Chicano, 

postcolonial, and feminist theories, and specifically places her work within discourses 

surrounding the United States-Mexico border. I address the evolution of Cabrera’s 

sculptural work from her initial Desert Plants to the collaborative, community-based 

workshop Space in Between, which prompted her incorporation of Florezca, a for-profit 

social enterprise. I discuss how Cabrera’s collaborative art-making process and founding 

of a corporation are strategic methods to challenge and attempt to change oppressive 

political systems in the United States that disenfranchise undocumented Latino 

immigrants.
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Introduction
“In a capitalistic class system, with its economic and political conditions, art cannot be 

anything else but a protest.”1

 Less than one month into this master’s program I was arrested along with another 

member of an Austin-based police accountability group for filming the police. My official 

misdemeanor charge was “Interfering with Public Duties,” which I was not.  My camera 

was confiscated and never returned to me, and my charges were dropped. At the time of 

my writing, this charge is eligible for expungement. 

For me, The Night Thoreau Spent in Jail is more than a book on a high school 

reading list: there is something about an intimate encounter with the aggression of police 

officers and the degrading experience of jails that is complexly traumatic. Although the 

trauma of my detainment, arrest, and night in jail as a white, United States citizen is still 

very real, it does not compare to the violent racism and corrupt justice system that people 

of color face on a regular basis. That any person has the courage to attempt to cross the 

U.S.-Mexico border illegally, to face the possibility of detention, and encounter the 

justice system is a testament to her or his desperation.

 My involvement with the police accountability organization is a sample of the 

activist organizations in which I have worked, and my organizing experiences make me 

completely sympathetic to the aims of social justice movements that desire completely 

new systems of governance, or none at all. My first experience in activism was working 

1 Malaquias Montoya and Lezlie Salkowitz-Montoya, "A Critical Perspective on the State 
of Chicano Art," Metamórfosis, 3, no. 1 (1980), 4.
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with the new Students for a Democratic Society while at Wellesley College. I worked 

most closely with SDS members at Brown University and Harvard University, where we 

held the Northeastern regional SDS summit. Our collective goals were to eradicate the 

alienating heteronormative, patriarchal, racist structures of the original 1960s SDS, but 

also to develop similar workshops, consciousness-raising sessions, and nonviolent direct 

actions focused on collective liberation. Within SDS, I had my first experience speaking 

to a prison abolitionist and anarchist, a PhD candidate in philosophy at Brown University 

who previously worked as a court-appointed defense attorney. We had a long and difficult 

conversation wherein he would not answer my questions surrounding whether 

perpetrators of gendered assault should be incarcerated. My early experiences in activism 

were a learning experience, and this was the first of many conversations that made me 

cautious about the activist ideologies with which I chose to align myself.

 After college, I joined Occupy Boston and helped to form the Women’s Caucus. I 

marched on the streets of Boston for economic empowerment, but like many protestors, I 

grew increasingly concerned with protestors’ absence of intersectional analysis when it 

came to economic justice issues. Women and people of color received aggressive 

criticism when they spoke up or tried to assume leadership positions, and when the 

Occupy movement dissipated, women and people of color were the first blamed 

(frequently for being “divisive”). At one of the Occupy Boston General Assemblies, a 
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woman “mic-checked”2 sentiments regarding the alienation of women at Camp. “You say 

we are being divisive,” she started, “but we’re already divided.” Her words echo in my 

head whenever I hear the “divisiveness” argument among groups of people working 

together for a common cause because it is always comes from someone in a position of 

power extinguishing voices of dissent because these voices of dissent are challenging 

authority. Pre-existing divisions were what caused these voices of dissent to speak. 

 Similarly, artists who seek to challenge the status quo are frequently unpopular 

and harshly criticized because they challenge cultural hegemony. Politically and socially 

engaged artists creating out of resistance, like those operating within postcolonial and 

Chicano movements, are the real avant-garde. They are on the front lines of a dissenting 

culture and a battle for representation, equality, justice, and ultimately power. Instead of 

simply regurgitating Eurocentric artistic pedagogies, postcolonial artists are creating their 

own narratives and utilizing precolonial artistic heritage.

 When I analyze the criticism surrounding the hierarchical structure of Margarita 

Cabrera’s workshops, I use my research as well as my personal, often tumultuous, 

experience with nonhierarchical organizing. Most recently in Austin, I was part of 

protests at the Texas State Capitol concerning legislature that restricted reproductive 

rights. I joined Rise Up Texas (Levanta Tejas) because they attempted to operate within a 

democratic framework that eradicated consistent hierarchies by implementing rotating 

2 Wherein one person yells “mic-check” and surrounding activists respond “mic-check” 
and commence to repeat and amplify the person’s spoken words Also known as the 
“People’s Mic” or “Human Mic.”
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meeting facilitation and a consensus-based decision-making process. Rise Up also 

prioritized the women most impacted by the legislature: poor, rural women of color 

(predominantly Latina). Additionally, they were the only organized group at the Capitol 

to form affinity groups that performed nonviolent acts of civil disobedience. 3 I was part 

of an affinity group whose members chained themselves to the banisters of the Texas 

Senate Gallery. I was in a support position in my affinity group, so I filmed the action and 

disseminated the group’s message to the media. Many of my friends, who participated in 

acts of nonviolent resistance that summer faced severe police brutality at the hands of the 

Texas Department of Public Safety. During a peaceful sit-in outside the Senate, one of my  

police accountability activist comrades was tasered, picked up by officers, and slammed 

onto the granite floor, knocking him unconscious and splitting his head open. I was with 

him as he regained consciousness on the stretcher to the ambulance. I was also at his 

bedside at a local hospital, months later, when he threatened to commit suicide.

 If the act of political resistance feels like swimming the wrong way up a stream, 

the violence enacted by State power feels like diving into a concrete wall. Even though 

many of us were and are eager to see a new world in which all human life is valued, I see 

red flags when I read definitive radical declarations and manifestos, and as I mature as an 

organizer, I recognize the importance of long-term strategic planning to change 

oppressive systems. I, like many others I know, suffer from the trauma we experienced 

3 Affinity groups naturally form within social movements and are composed of a group of 
people who deeply trust each other. Affinity groups execute civil disobedience as an 
ensemble so that members can keep track of and take care of each other’s safety and well 
being.
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while directly confronting systems of power because the status quo still has the power to 

commit acts of violence with impunity. Deciding not to participate in certain acts of 

resistance does not mean that one lacks courage or complexity, but that one has 

prioritized her own survival. 

 Margarita Cabrera’s formation of Florezca, a for-profit enterprise and artistic 

atelier, to help undocumented immigrants is an example of long-term strategic planning. 

Cabrera has been criticized for profiting off artwork constructed with the help of others, 

particularly undocumented immigrants, but the structure of her collaborative workshops 

has social benefits, and Florezca has the potential to change an oppressive capitalist 

system from within. I have met and read the work of activists who dictate moralistic 

binaries: Either someone is completely dedicated to social change, or s/he is complicit 

with systemic powers of oppression. What most fascinated me about Margarita Cabrera’s 

work was how she complicates the issues of power and survival. The fact that Cabrera 

wants to work within a capitalist structure to enact social change appeared contradictory 

to me at first, but the more I dove into analyzing her work, the more productive I saw the 

gray area in which she works.

 In this thesis I analyze Cabrera’s body of work, Space in Between, by aligning her 

work with feminist, postcolonial, and Chicano movements, which launches a necessary 

discussion of what it means to be Chicano. Rita González, curator of Phantom Sightings: 

Art after the Chicano Movement, writes in the exhibition catalog,

The subtitle to this exhibition, Art after the Chicano Movement, suggests 
both the transformation of aesthetics and activism from the 1970s to the 
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present as informed by changes brought about by revisionist challenges to 
ethnonationalism by feminism and queer theory, changes in arts 
discourses, and arts funding mandates, as well as the influx of new 
immigrant populations transforming Mexican or Chicano urban centers 
into Latino metropolises. The Chicano Movement has been shaped by all 
of these sociopolitical and cultural occurrences–and thus no longer exists 
as singular social protest movements… The artists included in this show 
are aware that identity is situational, rather than intrinsic and essential.”4 

 Many artists included in the exhibition, including Cabrera, eschewed the 

categorization of their work as Chicano.5 Almost two decades after the beginnings of the 

Chicano Movement in the 1960s and 70s, Phantom Sightings initiated further dialogue on 

how the conversations surrounding Chicanismo evolved. The curators discussed their 

approach to “take the Chicano movement as a historical context and as a curatorial point 

of departure, but not as the basis for a proper name for the art or the artists… We wanted 

to explore the gray zone between categories, between inclusion and exclusion, without 

grounding our effort in identity.”6 My approach in analyzing Cabrera’s work through a 

Chicano lens is similar.

 The Phantom Sightings curators note that their methodological approach 

concerning the Chicano movement would generate “considerable debate,”7 and this is a 

legitimate concern considering the pride surrounding what it means to be Chicano. In 

4  Rita González, Howard N. Fox, and Chon A. Noriega, 2008, Phantom Sightings: Art 
after the Chicano Movement, Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 48.

5 Cabrera identifies as a mestiza, a woman of mixed Spanish and indigenous ancestry 
born in Mexico. I discuss this more in Chapter II.

6 González, Phantom Sightings, 13.

7 Ibid.
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their essay “A Critical Perspective on the State of Chicano Art,” Malaquias Montoya and 

Lezlie Salkowitz-Montoya define two opposing groups of artists within the Chicano Art 

movement:

One group, because of the lack of political apperception, tends to play 
with the system and what it has to offer. Through the traditional means of 
recognition (galleries, museums, television, magazines), dedicated 
Chicano artists whose intentions are not opportunistic, are recognized 
alongside Chicano artists who have these inclinations. Unlike the 
opportunists, whose goal is obviously personal recognition, there is a 
group of artists who believe that their art will benefit a wider scope of 
viewers by this participation in the traditional media. In most if not all 
cases, this ingenuous approach has caused their work to be consumed and 
its effectiveness is minimal according to the original goals.8

 I find it difficult to categorize Cabrera’s work in only one of these categories. The 

authors note that Chicano artists “who wish to make a living with their art, both the 

forces of commercialism (those who buy, sell and grant monies) as well as the attempts to 

cash in on what Chicanos are doing end up undermining what is being produced.”9 

My own experience suggests that it is difficult to maintain the division that the 

Montoyas lay out, for artists, even politically engaged ones, need to eat.  I have also 

found it difficult to find examples of artists who fully avoided the commercialization of 

their artwork, and I also wonder about the ability of artists to produce great art without 

making a living. While working within the Occupy movements and with Rise Up Texas, I 

created the Radical Action Screen Printers (RASP). As a changing collective of artists, 

we designed and disseminated hand-pulled, screenprinted items to demonstrators by pay-

8 Montoya, "A Critical Perspective on the State of Chicano Art," 5.

9 Montoya, "A Critical Perspective on the State of Chicano Art," 6.
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what-you can donations. The profits from these donations went back to the organization. 

Unfortunately, I bore the burden of most of the time and money that went into RASP, and 

I have not been able to continue its work. Without concrete guidance on how to 

completely avoid contemporary capitalist structures in art production, I stick to my belief 

that artists who desire change will inevitably have to work within these systems. In 

Chapter III, I discuss ways in which Cabrera attempts to work within capitalist structures, 

and the resulting complications.

 Amalia Mesa-Bains further complicates the Chicano identity by pointing out the 

difference between the men and women, Chicanas, who participated in the Chicano 

movement, “The often-contradictory aspects of race, class, and gender within a family-

centered cultural model, place Chicana activists in a unique position.”10 Indeed, women 

were and, to some extent, continue to be marginalized within the Chicano Movement and 

Chicano discourse.  Mesa-Bains points to the Mujeres Muralistas, a Latina/Chicana artist 

collective participating in the larger Latino muralist movement, who inserted private 

experiences of women into public displays of mural painting. Like Cabrera, the Chicana 

muralists invited community participation to execute socially charged works of art which 

spoke to immigrant experiences. An artist from the collective, Judith F. Baca, expanded 

her own Great Wall muralist project in Los Angeles to a national project, “Incorporating 

over forty scholars, four assisting artists, over a hundred support staff, and 450 

10 See her essay in Diana Burgess Fuller and Daniela Salvioni, 2002, Art, Women, 
California 1950-2000: Parallels and Intersections, Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 130.
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multiracial youth around the country, with each site creating its own mural.”11 This 

expansive and socially engaged project required the participation and labor of multiple 

people, and Baca’s project effectively disseminated messages of Chicano activists and 

immigrants to a nationwide audience. 

 Cabrera’s artwork engages with the complexity of Chicano Art production, at the 

same time that it specifically participates in U.S.-Mexico border discourses. Border artists 

come from either Mexico or the United Sates and may not identify as Chicano, but their 

charged work around issues of nationalism and identity fit within a Chicano narrative. 

Montoya and Salkowitz-Montoya write, “A definition of ‘Chicano Art’ was never 

intended [in the beginning stages of the movement] because to have done so would have 

restricted the artist.”12 

In this thesis, I will explore how Margarita Cabrera uses her project Space in 

Between for political and social-cultural consciousness to empower disenfranchised 

immigrant communities. I will, necessarily, consider issues surrounding labor, gender, 

economy, and the borderlands.  In addition, Chicano theory, postcolonial and feminist 

theories inform my analysis.

11 Mesa-Bains, Art, Women, California 1950-2000: Parallels and Intersections, 134.

12 Montoya, "A Critical Perspective on the State of Chicano Art," 4.
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Chapter I: Crossing the Border

 The sculpture, Saguaro (2010) [Image 1], mimics a cactus indigenous to the 

American southwest, yet its green, leafy structure is formed using the discards of old 

United States Border Patrol uniforms. On the fabric are embroidered images of animals, 

suns, and other desert plants.  At the tip of each cactus limb are bloomed, bright red fabric 

flowers. The threads that construct Saguaro are left exposed: they show the handiwork of 

the sculpture. This work, jointly designed and executed by Maria Lopez, is from 

Margarita Cabrera’s Space in Between (Espacio entre dos culturas). The project 

demonstrates Cabrera’s concern with the manner in which immigrants to the United 

States are anchored in dislocated space. 

 The national border between the United States and Mexico is increasingly 

paradoxical. The United States government is investing more money into Border Patrol 

and surveillance to prevent people from illegally immigrating into the country, yet it 

continues to profit from undocumented workers who have already successfully 

immigrated. The personal stories of immigrants who endure border violence and black 

markets in cities such as Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, and El Paso, Texas, are rarely addressed 

in contemporary mainstream media. The silence surrounding victims of border violence 

and trafficking compels some cultural producers on the border to produce art that raises 

awareness. 

The artist Margarita Cabrera uses an aesthetic and intellectual platform for 

political and social-cultural consciousness to empower disenfranchised immigrant 
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communities. The border between the United States and Mexico exists as both a physical 

location and an intangible, psychological divide. Cabrera expands the meaning of a 

border to incorporate broader, more philosophical implications of this divide on 

immigrant identities. The title for her series, Space in Between, comes from the Nahúatl 

Aztec word nepantla, meaning “the space in the middle.” Cabrera is informed by Chicana 

cultural scholar Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of nepantla, which Anzaldúa associates with 

“states of mind that question old ideas and beliefs, acquire new perspectives, change 

worldviews, and shift from one world to another.”13 As a resident of El Paso, Cabrera 

inhabits this middle space, using her artwork to participate in the dialogues concerning 

economic and cultural relationships between the United States and Mexico.

 The structure of the Border Patrol and the greater prison industrial complex that 

feeds off Rio Grande Valley immigrants exemplifies a clear relationship of domination 

and subordination. Postcolonial theorists view this relationship of Anglo-American 

domination as a continuation of colonialism. In the introduction to the Global Mexican 

Cultural Productions catalog, Tomás Ybarra-Frausto refers to Mary Louise Pratt’s 

concept of borders as “contact zones” to describe the border.14 Pratt defines contact zones 

as “social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often 

in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination–such as colonialism 

13 Gloria E. Anzaldúa, and Analouise Keating, This Bridge We Call Home: Radical 
visions for transformation, Hoboken: Taylor & Francis Group, 2002, 1.

14 Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, De Imágenes y Sueõs [Of Images and Dreams]:Transnational 
Mexican Visual Culture. Global Mexican Cultural Productions, New York City: Palgrave 
MacMillan, 2011, 158.
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and slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out across the globe today.”15 Pratt’s 

definition of border territory applies to the legacy of colonialism and violence along the 

U.S.-Mexico border. Gloria Anzaldúa broadens and humanizes this postcolonial 

perspective, “In our efforts to rethink the borders of race, gender, and identity, we must 

guard against creating new binaries.”16 She writes in This Bridge We Call Home that this 

inclusive perspective does not lead to a reinforcement of binary power relationships, 

rather it is an entirely new way to view them, “Our goal is not to use differences to 

separate us from others, but neither is it to gloss over those differences. Many of us 

identify with groups and social positions not limited to our ethnic, racial, religious, class, 

gender, or national classifications. Though most people self-define by what they exclude, 

we define who we are by what we include–what I call the new tribalism.”17 In bringing 

together communities and by emphasizing collaboration and participation in her work, 

Cabrera strives to foster a transnational understanding among different people.

 In 1990, the University of California, Los Angeles, organized and hosted the 

landmark exhibition Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation and published an extensive 

exhibition catalog. According to the glossary in Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 

which was written to give the organizers a space to re-claim and define for themselves the 

15 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, New York 
City: Routledge, 2007. http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?
p=324986(accessed October 17, 2013), 7.

16 Anzaldúa, This Bridge We Call Home: Radical visions for transformation, 3.

17 Ibid.

http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=324986(accessed
http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=324986(accessed
http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=324986(accessed
http://UTXA.eblib.com/patron/FullRecord.aspx?p=324986(accessed
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terms most intimately connected to the Chicano Art Movement, the term “indigenous” 

means “to be native to the land or region in which one currently resides,” which 

inherently includes Chicanos: “Chicanos have an indigenous relationship to the Americas 

because their ancestors, prior to the Spanish conquest, were native to this continent. 

Indigenous religions, philosophies, customs, and arts are celebrated by Chicanos as a link 

to their ancient past.”18 Mexicans and Mexican Americans claim this indigenous heritage 

as crucial to border discourse because, before the United States border was imposed, their 

ancestors freely traversed the land. 

 What is now considered northern Mexico and the southwestern United States is 

traditionally called Aztlán.19 Aztlán refers to the geographical regions of Utah, New 

Mexico, Arizona, California, and northern Mexican states. This region, now severed by 

the U.S.-Mexico border, held the pre-colonial, indigenous cultures that compose Chicano 

ancestral heritage. According to the Chicano Manifesto published in 1971, Aztlán also 

functions as a spiritual grounding, “We are part of the land, but we need not seek a 

geographic center for our Aztlán; it lies within ourselves, and it is boundless, 

immeasurable, and limited only by our…hesitancy to grasp the truth of our being. We are 

18 Richard Griswold Del Castillo, Teresa McKenna, and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano. 
Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1985. Los Angeles: Wight Art Gallery, 
University of California, 1991, 363.

19Aztlán is defined in the Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation glossary as “A 
Nahuátl term used by the Aztecs as the name of their original homeland. Some scholars 
believe it to be located in what is now the American Southwest. In the early phase of the 
Chicano civil rights movement, Aztlán was the name used for the new Chicano nation 
that would emerge as an outcome of the Movement.” Richard Griswold del Castillo, 
Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 361.
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Aztlán and Aztlán is us.”20 The idea of Azltán is critical in Chicano discourses 

surrounding the U.S.-Mexico border.

 This desire to connect with indigenous culture is part of a larger empowerment 

dialogue within Chicano art and culture. Philip Brookman writes in Chicano Art: 

Resistance and Affirmation, “The border itself is now seen by some as a cruel hoax, a 

scar, a political invective that separates parents from their children and workers… For 

Chicanos, whose creative lives have evolved from a fusion of multiple histories 

(revolution, capitalism, and Hollywood films), the scar is deeper since ancestral Indian 

cultures still hold claim to the land.”21 Brookman expands on how the destructive 

colonialist ideology of theories like “Manifest Destiny” need to be met with artistic 

resistance: “If land is culture, then the theft of land and inherited civil rights leads to the 

theft of culture. These concerns helped configure the ideology of the Chicano Movement 

and, consequently, the methodologies of Chicano artists associated with that movement. 

Chicano struggles like those of the Black Power movement, were intended to return 

economic control to the community.”22 The domination of U.S. control over the border 

continues to reinforce the violence and coercion of colonialist ideology, which border 

artists such as Cabrera confront in their work.

20 Armando B. Rendón, 1971, Chicano Manifesto, New York: Macmillan, 14.

21 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 183.

22 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 184.
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 By using Border Patrol uniforms as an artistic medium and participating in border 

discourses, Margarita Cabrera’s work addresses the construction and enforcement of the 

U.S.-Mexico border. From the beginning of its existence, the United States Border Patrol 

enforced colonial ideology through coercion and force. In 1822, the southwestern United 

States, as we know it now, was still part of Mexico. In 1836, Anglo-American colonists 

fought for independence from Mexico, and in 1845, the United States annexed the 

Republic of Texas. Inspired by the Manifest Destiny colonial ideology, U.S. President 

James Polk felt entitled to the territory of Texas and declared war on Mexico. Mexico 

was suffering economically and lost. The U.S. won and seized the land.  According to 

Kelly Lytle Hernández, author of Migra! A History of the U.S. Border Patrol, “While 

violence, the reservation system, and genocide were popular methods of dispossessing 

indigenous populations, Anglo-Americans most often gained access to Mexican land 

rights through marriage, debt payment, fraud or purchase.”23 By the late nineteenth-

century, the transfer of land from Mexico to the United States was almost complete, and 

in 1924, the Border Patrol formed. Economic agreements between the United States and 

Mexico, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), increased poverty 

in Mexico. This economic depravation along with border drug wars and political unrest in 

Central American countries prompted an influx of immigration. Simultaneously, the 

United States’ focus on the so-called “drug war” intensified efforts around border 

surveillance and militarization. According to Hernandez, “The expansion of the war on 

23 Kelly Lytle Hernandez, Migra!: A History of the U.S. Border Patrol (American 
Crossroads), Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2010, 231.
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drugs also affected the U.S. Border Patrol by fostering a national culture that invested in 

police and prisons as core mechanisms of social control.”24 This historical context helps 

to explain existing power dynamics along the border.

 Space in Between is an ongoing, collaborative artistic project inspired by 

Cabrera’s initial Desert Plants series (2006).  To create Desert Plants, Cabrera cuts 

discarded U.S. Border Patrol uniforms and uses the fabric to mimic the flesh of desert 

plants indigenous to the borderlands. By sewing and stuffing the Border Patrol uniforms, 

she creates life-sized cacti and succulents, which she “plants” in traditional terra cotta 

pots. Threads of each cactus are left exposed to show the labor and handiwork involved 

in its creation. Often Cabrera leaves original markings of the Border Patrol uniform, such 

as a badge, exposed to show the dual nature of the green material as the plant and as a 

signifier of its border habitat. The artificiality of these plants parallels the artificiality of 

their setting in the gallery spaces to which they are confined. Cabrera complicates the 

original intent of the Border Patrol uniform worn by agents who enforce the dominant 

economic order by using the fabric as the foundation of her artistic construction. 

 In 2007 at Finesilver Gallery in Houston, Texas, Cabrera exhibited a group of 

these cactus sculpture in front of a large, makeshift gallery wall whose surface was 

covered with a large sepia photo of a desert scene. The exhibition created both the 

imaginary space of the border, but with the obvious artificiality of the backdrop and the 

fake desert plants. The exhibition shows the ways in which Cabrera’s sculptures recall a 

24 Ibid.
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certain nostalgia and beauty of the traditional Southwestern desert, which the Chicano 

movement longingly referred to as Aztlán, but also the contemporary, politically charged 

situation of these deserts on the border between the U.S. and Mexico.

 The use of Border Patrol uniforms is another way in which Cabrera’s work 

directly references the complex relations at the border. The uniforms are constructed in 

Juárez yet sold in the United States to a government entity specifically dedicated to 

enforcing the division between the two countries. To avoid misuse of the garment, selling 

contemporary finished Border Patrol uniforms is illegal. Despite the illegality of selling 

Border Patrol uniforms, Cabrera found them for sale at local flea markets in El Paso. 

Inspired by the material and shocked by its availability, the artist purchased all the Border 

Patrol uniforms she found until she exhausted the El Paso flea market supply. As she 

continued constructing her desert plants, she researched manufacturers of Border Patrol 

uniforms who sold the outfits to training centers and directly sourced from these 

companies the unfinished garments.25 

 By using the material, Cabrera also notes the longstanding economic partnership 

between the two cities of El Paso and Juárez. “El Paso and Juárez are sharing 

communities, there’s just that fucking line. All of the owners of the maquiladoras are 

here [in El Paso], and all of the workers are there [Juárez]. It’s a fused community that 

economically shares everything.”26 By manipulating Border Patrol uniforms and 

25 Cabrera explained this process to me in a personal interview.

26 Ibid.
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subverting their original function, Cabrera complicates the relationship between the 

immigrant and the Border Patrol. When I asked what inspired her to use Border Patrol 

uniforms as a medium, she noted that turning this green fabric into sculptures subverts its 

function: “The immigrant and viewer have the opportunity to see the Border Patrol 

authority in some sort of hidden and secret kind of position.”27 In Cabrera’s sculptures, 

the stories of undocumented immigrants who have crossed the border are proudly on 

display, and the Border Patrol hides in the fabric leaves of the plant.

 Cabrera’s choice to represent succulents that are indigenous to both Mexico and 

the United States questions why there is such a forceful division between the two 

countries. What is the border trying to keep out, and what is it trying to keep in? The 

succulents are a symbol of life that exists in both the United States and Mexico despite 

geographical restrictions of an arbitrary, state-dictated barrier. As plants that endure 

extreme temperatures and receive little water or nourishment, these cacti are also symbols 

of persistence, perseverance, and resourcefulness.  They act as allegories of 

undocumented immigrants who traverse the United States-Mexico Border, the highest 

trafficked route of immigration to the United States.  

 The cacti, like these immigrants, creatively endure life-threatening obstacles to 

root themselves in questionable situations and unknown territory. As illegal inhabitants of 

new surroundings, the immigrants who survive the border crossing must find ways to 

sustain their lives in a legal system that denies them income and resources. Even if an 

27 Ibid.
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undocumented immigrant is able to obtain resources, she must avoid being discovered 

and ensnared in a debilitating and corrupt system of human traffickers, privatized prisons, 

detention centers, deportation, and vigilante border patrol groups such as the Minutemen. 

Cabrera exhibits Desert Plants sculptures in group shows and surveys of the artist’s work, 

which is evidence of their capacity to exist in isolation as their own border commentary 

and to participate in broader border discourses.

  Margarita Cabrera’s Desert Plants sculptures are metaphors of Mexican 

immigrants themselves, who serve as vital resources in the United States workforce 

economy, but they also depict the limited resources immigrants have in their passage 

across the Southwestern border and once they settle in the United States. Barrel Cactus 

#3 (2006) [Image 2] consists of a small bunch of pleated green bulbs. Cream threads are 

left exposed from the construction of the plant; they mimic the even patterning of barrel 

cactus spines. On the ribs of one bulb is a prominently displayed, bright gold Border 

Patrol badge. This badge is a reminder of the artificiality of the plant and the charged 

content of the work. Despite their prickly spines, an effective defense mechanism, these 

desert succulents serve as important sources of water for animals and humans desperate 

to survive the desert climate. Nopal con Tunas #3 (2006) [Image 3] consists of Cabrera’s 

characteristic white stitching and dangling threads. On the face of the leaves, she sews the 

large red, tunas, aptly called prickly pears, one of the few edible cactus fruits used in 

traditional indigenous and Southwestern medicine and cooking.
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 Cabrera adopted a new, more complex process in producing her desert plant 

sculptures by adapting them into a collaborative community project called Space in 

Between. The artist executed Space in Between with the aid of local, undocumented 

immigrant workers at Houston’s Box13 Artspace (2010) and then again at the McColl 

Center for Art + Innovation in Charlotte, North Carolina (2012).  Both institutions 

provided Cabrera and her assistants a room with industrial sewing machines and 

embroidering tools so that the participants could embroider onto the material their 

personal experiences crossing the border to the United States. Cabrera then sewed the 

material together to create each final plant and potted them in terra cotta pots. 

  Space in Between is a socially transformative artistic workshop that allows 

volunteer participants the opportunity to share their immigration stories. Participants 

design symbols, fractured scenes, and visual narratives of their memories crossing the 

border and stitch them onto the leaves of the plants. On the leaf of one sculpture there is a 

flat figure of a person in a long white shirt and khaki pants, with a carefully stitched belt 

[Image 4]. The figure stands in front of thinly stitched, brown stocks of a plant with 

golden yellow foliage. The figure faces another figure below him who is holding a white 

object in his right hand. Stitched across the back of this figure is a wrought-iron fence. Is 

this the story of a man who crosses the border, represented by the fence, and is now being 

hired to work in agriculture? In another fragmented image, there is a helicopter hovering 

above two figures next to trees and various green plants [Image 5]. Both are bent down as 
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if working in the earth or hiding from the helicopter. Another image is simply of a full, 

yellow sun, with rays extending outward on the fabric. 

 In the initial stages of Space in Between, each participant chooses a plant that has 

specific meaning to his or her own passage across the border to create a process which 

Cabrera says is “very personal, very intense.”28 Cabrera recounts the story of one of the 

workers who chose to construct a plant that grew on the banks of the Colorado River.  As 

this woman illegally crossed the river with her daughter, she held onto this particular 

plant to resist the pull of the current, but her daughter slipped from her arms and she 

never saw her daughter again.  This woman came to Cabrera’s workshop five days after 

the event, and according to Cabrera, cried every day of the production. In our interview, 

Cabrera mentioned that she hired an onsite counselor to help participants work through 

the trauma of their own border crossing as they work to produce their stories.29 

 Cabrera seeks to validate the personal experiences of immigrants who cross the 

border through the technically rigorous and intellectual process of art-making. Holding 

up a piece of Border Patrol uniform fabric, one young woman at the McColl describes her 

embroidery, “What I am representing in this work is a bit of my life. My home was 

destroyed because my husband was deported. They stopped him and deported him. It’s 

been two years since he left and that I have been alone with my three sons. But I am 

fighting for them. They are American citizens. I think they have a great future here. They 

28 Margarita Cabrera, "Margarita Cabrera," Sweeney Art Gallery Podcasts, iTunes, 25 
June 2011.

29 Cabrera, personal interview.
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are the only reason why I am here. To show them that it can be done, that you can make it 

in this country.”30  

The work of traditional craft is largely undervalued in a commodity culture, and 

Cabrera emphasizes the need for traditional Mexican artisans to participate in the 

economy. If the artwork is not being taken seriously, the culture is not being taken 

seriously. The silence surrounding border issues and border victims also indicate that the 

lives of Mexican and indigenous people are devalued, and this is devaluation is 

challenged by Cabrera’s work and postcolonial and Chicano theorists. Space in Between 

gives workshop participants the opportunity to break that silence and speak to their own 

experiences.

  Cabrera’s emphasis on Latino immigrant identity relates to Chicano theory, 

which acknowledges the violence along the border that has led to a fracturing and 

confusion of identity and territory. After a Los Angeles County Museum of Art curator 

told Chicano artists in 1972 that they were being excluded from the LACMA because 

they made graffiti, and not art, the Chicano conceptual art collective Asco tagged their 

names on the museum entrance.31 LACMA then became the art, entitled Spray Paint 

LACMA or Project Pie in De/Face, onto which Asco signed their names. Phantom 

Sightings: Art after the Chicano Movement curator Chon A. Noriega notes this 

30 Margarita Cabrera, “Space In Between,” Web, http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=0qHQkwTsdgA.

31 Rita González, Howard N. Fox, and Chon A. Noriega, 2008, Phantom Sightings: Art 
after the Chicano Movement, Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 38.
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discrepancy between the “othered” status of Chicano art and the widely accepted art 

historical canon: “I suspect that what proves most difficult to historical thinking is the 

introduction of the ‘meanwhile’–that is, those troubling exceptions that were happening 

concurrent with the canonical history, rather than after. Consider the textbooks that in 

subsequent editions added a chapter on women, and later one on minorities, rather than 

shift the paradigm...”32 Based in the heart of the beginnings of the Chicano Art 

Movement, Asco defined an artistic practice wherein Chicano artists used and subverted 

this paradigm. Philip Brookman writes in the Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation 

catalog, “Such cognizance has led artists from the region to create a binational art about 

the border and the issues it engenders. It is neither American nor Mexican; it is a border 

art that provides a footing for new forms of culture.”33 Cabrera’s work operates within a 

Chicano Art framework, and she is specifically participating in border discourses.

 Although Margarita Cabrera’s charged work around border discourses may seem 

controversial, her work is part of a larger contemporary movement drawing attention to 

border violence. While Cabrera works in the United States, Teresa Margolles, a Mexico-

based artist, is another example of someone whose work focuses on border issues. 

Whereas Cabrera’s work seeks out the humanity behind those who cross the border, 

Margolles produces a more crude and morbid perspective on Mexico’s drug war violence. 

In 2009, the country of Mexico exhibited at the Venice Biennale for the first time in 

32 Ibid.

33 Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 183.
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decades. The Mexican Pavilion at the Rota Ivancich Palace hosted an installation by artist  

Teresa Margolles that was curated by Cuauhtémoc Medina. Margolles explicitly 

highlighted the deadly violence in Northern Mexico by using mops purportedly saturated 

with the diluted blood of border violence victims to “clean” the Rota Ivancich Palace 

floors [Image 6]. Without permission, she also draped bloodstained curtains from the 

windows of the United States’ Pavilion. The installation was titled ¿De qué otra cosa 

podríamos hablar? (What Else Could We Talk About?), which referenced the 

overwhelming silence surrounding the deaths of the victims of border violence.

 Border artists, like Cabrera, participate in the immediacy of issues surrounding 

the U.S.-Mexico border. “According to the Mexican press,” writes Mexican curator and 

art critic Cuauhtémoc Medina, “more bullets were fired in 2008 than any other year of the 

country’s recent history.”34  According to statistics, more than 5,000 people died in 

connection to drug trafficking, almost twice as many victims as the year previous.  The 

United States Department of Defense published a report promoting the idea that Mexico’s 

sudden upsurge of violence was due to its gang population.  This report was refuted by 

Mexican diplomats, and the United States developed a more placatory statement, 

acknowledging greater North America’s role in the violence.  Even after Mexican troops 

were sent to the border to quell the violence, over 1,900 died in executions, decapitations, 

and shoot-outs at the beginning of 2009.35

34 Cuahtémoc Medina. What Else Could We Talk About?. México D.F., México: RM 
Verlang for the 53 Biennale di Venezia, 2009, 15.

35 Ibid.
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 The way in which Cabrera’s work engages with border discourses reinforces her 

empathetic position with immigrants in the United States. When I asked the artist whether 

she agreed with the Border Patrol, she immediately said, “No, I don’t agree with the 

Border Patrol. No.” When she initially placed ads to hire studio assistants, a man from the 

Border Patrol responded. She hired him to gain a deeper understanding of the human in 

the uniform, “He said he pretty much let them [immigrants] go.” She told me, “There’s a 

lot of good people being hired to do these things, as well as a lot of people using that 

authority to mistreat the immigrants. Definitely.”36 When I asked about state borders, she 

expanded, “The idea of nationality–I understand the reasons for territorial position, but 

not to give people power over the other community.”37 Although Cabrera is sympathetic 

with the immigrant community, she addresses the complexity of territories and borders, 

“There should be free migration and transition between the countries. There should be a 

systematic recording and documentation of going here or there, but everyone should have 

the freedom of mobility.” Cabrera is not necessarily anti-state, but she makes clear her 

priority of human rights over state rights: “It’s a human right to progress as a human 

being, and if a country or your circumstances don’t allow that, then you should have the 

right to try to survive.”38

36 Cabrera, personal interview.

37 Ibid.

38 Ibid.
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Chapter II: Craft, Consumerism, and Identity

 Margarita Cabrera’s reclamation of traditional, indigenous needlework and craft 

in Space in Between participates in a larger discussion of Chicano and feminist theories. 

Cabrera was born in Mexico so she identifies “as an artist from Mexico, as a 

mestiza…,”39 but her work inevitably relates to the some of the same issues addressed by 

Chicano artists.40 The embroidery that the Space in Between workshop participants 

employ is based on traditional embroidery techniques of the Otomí women in small 

towns near San Pablito, Mexico, and taught by an artisan from the region. By employing 

Mexican and indigenous cultural traditions, Cabrera participates in the legacy of Chicano 

art production. Cabrera also participates in feminist art theory through subverting 

women’s craft into an act of artistic resistance by having workshop participants use 

needlework to narrate their stories of illegal immigration. Feminist and postcolonial 

scholars have long argued that the delineation of craft from art creates hierarchies in 

which women and indigenous peoples are devalued. In an interview with Latinitas 

Cabrera notes, “Crafting is the heart of any country, when that is at risk the culture is at 

risk.”41 The fact that the craft and work of women and indigenous people are not taken 

39 See her Artist’s Statement in Uprooted Dreams, Austin, Texas, Art in Public Places 
program, City of Austin Economic Growth and Redevelopment Services Office, Cultural 
Arts Division, 2012.

40 See her own words on this in Sasha Bergstrom-Katz, "Interview with Margarita 
Cabrera," ArtSlant, 26 June 2008, http:/www.artslant.com/ny/articles/show/1654 
(accessed January 23, 2014).

41 Interview with Laura Werthmann,"Artist Margarita Cabrera," Latinitas, http://
laslatinitas.com/featured/margarita-cabrera (accessed January 22, 2014).
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seriously is an indication that women and indigenous people are not valued or taken 

seriously. Cabrera, like some of Chicano artist-peers, recognizes and responds to this 

affront. 

 After sewing and sculpting her Desert Plant sculptures, Cabrera adopted a new, 

more complex process by adapting these artificial desert plants into a collaborative 

project called Space in Between. For the exhibition at Box 13 Artspace, the artist 

collaborated with the Houston Interfaith Justice Center to generate a list of individuals 

who, according to Cabrera, “Would benefit from performing and being the creators of 

these sculptures.”42 The women then worked in a room together every day for about a 

month sewing and embroidering their personal experiences of crossing the border onto 

scraps of Border Patrol uniforms. 

  Cabrera directs Space in Between using traditional craft making techniques, and 

using craft as a form of political resistance stems from both postcolonial and feminist 

discourses. Cabrera uses traditional embroidery from the indigenous Otomí people in 

Mexico. Her use of this style exhibits a desire to connect to precolonial heritage. 

Likewise, embroidery is traditionally considered to be “women’s work” both in Otomí 

culture and elsewhere. Feminist theory has shown that women-specific work is 

undervalued and under-appreciated because it is gendered. Through using traditional, 

indigenous, female-centric crafting techniques, Cabrera further underscores her goal to 

empower the Latino immigrant community, particularly women.

42 Margarita Cabrera, "Margarita Cabrera," Sweeney Art Gallery Podcasts, iTunes, 25 
June 2011.
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 By directing workshop participants to embroider their own histories, Cabrera 

participates within a larger postcolonial movement. By using indigenous crafting 

techniques to write history, Cabrera makes use of traditional story telling methods, which 

was a large focus of the Third World theories, a postcolonial, Latin American cultural 

movement from the 1960s and 70s which privileged the heritage of so called “Third 

World” countries. One of the major theorists, Teshome H. Gabriel, wrote on the 

importance of traditional storytelling: “Official history tends to arrest the future by means 

of the past. Historians privilege the written word of the text–it serves as their rule of law. 

It claims a ‘centre’ which continuously marginalises others. In this way its ideology 

inhibits people from constructing their own history or histories.”43 Instead of using 

Western art production techniques of figurative oil painting, for example, Space in 

Between workshop participants recreate flat, colorful, scenes of their experiences, which 

are disparate in placement, but coalesce on the sculpture into an overarching story.

 The way in which Otomí cultures weave and embroider their clothing is 

especially unique to the region and its heritage. The colorful flora, fauna, and daily scenes 

embroidered on muslin, named manteles in San Pablito, and elsewhere as tenangos, 

originate from small Hñañhú towns between San Pablito and Tenango de Doria [Image 

7]. The embroidered designs may be derived from paintings in a cave called Nzest’ni near 

43 Teshome H. Gabriel, “Third Cinema as Guardian of Popular Memory: Towards a Third 
Aesthetics,” Questions of Third Cinema, London, BFI Publishing. 1990, 53.
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San Nicolás.44 The Otomí region from which Cabrera derived the style of embroidery she 

uses in Space in Between was largely isolated from not only Spanish colonization, but 

from the Maya and Aztec empires that influenced most of the Mexico. According to one 

book on traditional Mexican embroidery, the Otomí techniques persevere to this day: 

“Women’s costumes reflect the greatest continuity with pre-Hispanic styles. In isolated 

regions the garments worn by many Mixtec, Maya, or Otomí women differ little in form 

from those of their ancestors.”45 Another author also remarks on the isolation of the 

Otomí, “The Otomí constitute one of the largest and oldest indigenous groups on 

Mexico… It is rather amazing that they were never completely absorbed by Olmecs, 

Toltecs, Chichimecs, Aztecs, or the Spanish.”46 Although the Otomí embroidery evolved, 

it is still relatively true to its original art form.

 The function of Mexican succulents for native Otomí weavers adds another layer 

of Cabrera’s symbolic complexity.  The Otomí who inhabited the Mezquital Valley of 

Hidalgo severed the spikes of agave plants, dried and stiffened the fibers, then combed, 

spun, and eventually wove the agave fibers into clothing.47 This gives the fusion of Otomí 

embroidery on the sewn border succulents a more intimate and layered conceptual 

connection. The Otomí people’s resourceful use of border succulents underscores the 

44 Kerin Gould, Living Art: Designs and Crafts of the Otomí in San Pablito, Santa Fe: 
Museum of International Folk Art: Pomegranate, 2009, 31.

45 Chloë Sayer and David Lavender, Arts and Crafts of Mexico, San Francisco: Chronicle 
Books, 1990, 18.

46 Gould, Living Art, 19.

47 Sayer, Arts and Crafts of Mexico, 22.
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importance of these plants to the indigenous cultures that existed and continue to exist 

along the border, and their ancient use of the agave in craft-making enriches Cabrera’s 

use of these plants as allegories.

 Initially, much of the colorful Otomí embroidery technique that Cabrera adapts in 

Space in Between was created using beadwork. As the cost of beads, chaquira, increased 

in Mexico, women artisans switched to cotton and then synthetic thread. Additionally, as 

regions of Otomí population were exposed to tourism and trade, their intricate and 

laborious method of embroidery was commercialized.  Many artisans considered prices 

too low for their meticulous work, but many answered to market demands by utilizing 

cheaper materials and designing more desirable fantastical scenes. Starting in the mid-

twentieth century, women in San Pablito and surrounding towns such as Tenango de 

Doria of Hidalgo, felt the effects of Mexico’s declining economy and struggled to survive 

financially. Consequently, many women began to embroider on white commercial cotton 

fabric and adopted traditional indigenous symbolic themes to sell to an outside market.48

  The commercialization and forgery of traditional indigenous craft is rising in our 

globalized economy. Cabrera has been criticized for her appropriation of indigenous art, 

an indigenous art that has already become so profit-driven, but where is the line between 

appropriation and appreciation? “We know that we are being informed by other people's 

craft,” she tells me, “but we're not labeling ourselves Otomí embroidery. We are going to 

have it influence our work. It's not close to what they do in Hidalgo, but it's a way of 

48 Gould, Living Art, 14.
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having a voice that allows them [her Space in Between contributors] to create a 

narrative.”49 Cabrera discusses the needs of Mexican people, particularly those displaced 

and isolated by a new culture, to connect to their heritage. This connection to indigenous 

heritage not only disregards the nation-state border between the United States and 

Mexico, but it gives roots to contemporary Mexican and Chicano identity. Cabrera is 

likewise transparent about her adaptation and alteration of indigenous Otomí craft. “Look 

at what's been done in our country,” Cabrera insists, “and what they [Mexican people] 

work for and why they do it.”50 She goes on to argue that, when her immigrant workshop 

participant are taught indigenous to employ in their work, they feel much more 

empowered and connected to their home country. “Many immigrants are completely 

detached from cultural communities, so it's to reclaim something they never thought 

about. This is a part of our history!”51 

 Cabrera incorporates indigenous Mexican craft into her community-based 

workshops to empower participants and reinforce a sense of pride in their identities. In 

2012 in Austin, Margarita Cabrera permanently installed a collection of alebrije-inspired 

carvings in the Education Department of the City of Austin Emma S. Barrientos Mexican 

American Cultural Center. Alebrijes are colorful woodcarvings of animals and 

mythological creatures traditionally produced in the Oaxacan State of Mexico. Like 

49 Personal interview.

50 Ibid.

51 Personal interview.
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Space in Between, Uprooted Dreams was structured as a collaborative workshop 

production, and members from the Austin Latino community were invited to produce 

their own sculpture as symbols of their experiences as Austin-based immigrants. Like in 

Space in Between, Cabrera invited a Mexico-based, trained artisan to mentor the group on 

traditional Mexican craft. Former Curator of Public Programs and Exhibitions at Mexic-

Arte Museum in Austin, Claudia Zapata, argues in the catalog for Uprooted Dreams, that 

the project, “extends beyond the notion of community arts as a skill-sharing forum and 

results, instead, in the construction and growth of a safe space for creative dialogue and 

production. In this shift–which encourages the transformation of each participant from 

private individual to public artist–Cabrera makes massive conceptual headway.”52 

Cabrera’s workshop participants tend to validate Cabrera’s desire to empower them 

through adapted indigenous artisanal techniques. Margarita Campos states of her 

experience creating and mounting her alebrije:

I made this piece representing all the monsters that get in our way and the 
rejection that we immigrants experience when we arrive in this country. 
We are criticized for our language and the color of our skin. There is a lot 
of racism towards Mexicans. As I worked on my piece, I wanted to leave 
behind with it all the tears and the internal monsters that tie me down 
emotionally. I would like to be seen as a good person giving a good 
example to my daughters, not be looked down upon by others. I tried to 
infuse my alebrije with all of my anxieties and frustrations, releasing them 
and moving forward with my best effort.53

52 Margarita Cabrera, Uprooted Dreams, Austin, Texas: City of Austin, 2012, 17.

53 Margarita Cabrera, Uprooted Dreams, 15.
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 Not only do workshop participants employ these indigenous artisanal techniques 

in Cabrera’s work, but it is the artist’s hope that they learn this technique as a lifelong art. 

Considering the constant threat of immigration, deportation, alienation, racism, and 

general xenophobia that immigrants face when they settle in the United States, Cabrera’s 

incorporation of indigenous craft heritage and identity in her work is ultimately about 

community and individual survival. “If we know it [indigenous craft and labor] as a part 

of our history, it makes us much more complete as humans,” she told me.54

  Cabrera is trained in studio art, and she received her MFA from Hunter College at 

City University of New York in 2001, so it is possible to see ways in which she 

participates in the larger canon of art history. For example, by collaborating with women 

community workers as they undertake work—embroidery—that is traditionally 

understood to be women’s work, she aligns herself with feminist art histories of the 

1960s-70s. Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party (1974-79) is probably the most well-known 

example. The Dinner Party is a large-scale installation which consists of a large 

triangular shaped table measuring 46.5 feet on each side. The table is covered with a fine 

cloth on which there are thirty-nine, evenly divided place settings. Each place setting 

consists of a painted, sculpted plate that pays homage to female mythological and 

historical figures in Western civilization. Underneath each unique plate is an embroidered 

runner which incorporates the needlework style and technique of the time or culture of 

each woman. 

54 Personal interview.
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 Chicago incorporated embroidery in her work because of a historical lack of 

recognition of needleworkers, “Giving needlework a more significant role in The Dinner 

Party would expand the piece and honor yet another female tradition.”55 According to 

Chicago, “By the time of the Industrial Revolution… needlework had declined and 

become a domestic art: Women were taught patience and ‘ladylike’ behavior through the 

discipline of stitchery.”56 Chicago and her team used what was traditionally seen and 

undervalued as women’s work and incorporated that into the realm of art. This feminist 

act of producing art which spoke to and used materials from women’s lived experiences 

and domestic work was not necessarily well received by the male-dominated and 

minimalist aesthetic preferences of the 1970s art world in which Chicago worked. As 

Helen Molesworth writes in “House Work and Art Work,” “The artists… whose work’s 

content was bound up with domesticity or maintenance and its structural relation to the 

public sphere–have been by and large neglected by the historians and archivists of 

Minimalism, Conceptual art, and Institutional Critique.”57 Molesworth then notes various 

examples of this exclusion. She continues, “What has not been fully appreciated are the 

ways in which this usually ‘degraded’ content actually permits an engagement with 

55 Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party: A Symbol of Our Heritage, Garden City, New York, 
Anchor Books, 1979, 15

56 Chicago, The Dinner Party, 15.

57 Helen Molesworth, "House Work and Art Work," October, 92. (2010): pp. 71-97, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/779234 (accessed November 12, 2012), 81.
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question of value and institutionality that critique the conditions of everyday life as well 

as art.”58 Cabrera’s work similarly underscores the value of overlooked labor.

 The collaborative construction of The Dinner Party is similar to the community-

based approach of Space in Between. However, the history of embroidery and the 

iconography that Chicago employs is based on Euro-ethnic heritage. Although there is a 

similar link to women and divinity in both Space in Between and The Dinner Party, 

Chicago clearly derives her historical concept of sewing and her iconography from 

European religious ancestry, as evidenced by the embroidery along the runners of the 

table. One side of the table comprises of “Pre-History to Rome” and primarily includes 

ancient goddesses of Mesopotamia and Greece, such as Sophia and the Amazon, although 

the Indian deity Kali makes an appearance. The second side is the “Beginning of 

Christianity to the Reformation” and includes prominent female figures from Christian 

and medieval history as well as Christian iconography, such as the Celtic cross. The final 

side is defined as, “From the American Revolution to the Women’s Revolution,” and 

includes the iconography of many key Anglo-American figures of the early twentieth 

century, except for two spaces reserved for Sacajawea and Sojourner Truth.59 Chicago’s 

58 Helen Molesworth, "House Work and Art Work,” 82.

59 Amelia Jones expands on criticism of Sojourner Truth’s plate, as it was the only plate 
to not dually function as a symbolic vagina, the implication being that Chicago was 
unable or unwilling to see Black women as women (Jones, 421-422). In her explanation 
of the Sacajawea place setting, Chicago misses a crucial moment to highlight the rape 
and coercion of indigenous women: “The only woman on the Lewis and Clark 
expedition, Sacajawea was their interpreter and guide, although it was her husband who 
had been formally hired…” Judy Chicago, Embroidering Our Heritage: The Dinner 
Party Needlework, Garden City, NY, Anchor Books, 1980, 203. 
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emphasis on European heritage and Anglo-American women perpetuates colonial 

feminist ideals, which compromise Chicano and indigenous identity. This emphasis on 

colonial identity also excludes from this feminist project any non-Anglo, Judeo-Christian, 

descendant.

 Contributors to the Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation catalog, Holly 

Marnet-Sanchez and Dana Leibsohn write, “Over the past 400 years European conquest 

and domination nearly destroyed the indigenous legacy of the Chicano people. For this 

reason, Chicano activists of the 1960s energetically sought to reclaim the pre-Columbian, 

Native American, and Mexican components of their cultural identity. This activity 

increased the awareness among Chicanos of their binational and bicultural history and 

cultural heritage.”60 Although Chicago states, “I had concluded that the general lack of 

knowledge of our heritage as women was pivotal in our continued oppression,”61 her use 

of female representation from “Western civilization” is limited by the women she is 

bringing to the Table. Although her goal was to recognize that, “Women had always made 

significant contributions to the development of human civilization, but these were 

consistently ignored, denied, or trivialized,”62 she perpetuates that very alienation and 

oppression by labeling and limiting this heritage to “Western civilization.”63

60 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 203.

61 Chicago, Embroidering Our Heritage, 8.

62 Chicago, Embroidering Our Heritage, 8.

63 This is Chicago’s framing, Embroidering Our Heritage, 9.
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 While both The Dinner Party and Space in Between echo themes of “women’s 

work” as sewing and embroidery, The Dinner Party exhibited the same social prejudices 

of mainstream American feminism. Scholar Judith L Huacuja Pearson in her dissertation 

explains how Chicana feminism naturally fractures from white feminism: “One of the 

most significant contributions by Chicana feminists has been the confrontation of the 

U.S. white feminist movement and the Chicano Liberation movement for their 

discriminatory, oppressive practices… Making visible the discriminating practices within 

the white feminist movement has forged open new spaces and produced new strategies 

through which a broad range of voices are asserted.”64 Notably, Amelia Jones obtained 

from Judy Chicago’s archives a letter penned by Estelle Chacon, a member of the 

National Women’s Political Caucus, in which Chacon expressed her dismay with the 

absence of Latina women in The Dinner Party: 

The Hispanas do not have a role model in this art project that through the 
genius of a Feminist Artist, combines art, history, and politics… I am truly  
sad that like men historians that have constantly overlooked the 
achievements of our Chicanos… Chicago, who claims to hurt about the 
omission of women in history, turns and hurts millions of Hispanas by not 
considering, not even one of us, to be an honored guest at her The Dinner 
Party. Like most Anglos she thinks the New World ends at the Rio 
Grande… [and she believes that] Hispanics are not important enough to be 
considered in History or in art.65

64 Judith L. Huacuja Pearson, “California Chicana Collectives and the Development of a 
Liberatory Artistic Praxis in America,” PhD Dissertation, University of California Santa 
Barbara, 2000, 24.

65 Jones, 421.
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 Both Chicago and Cabrera reclaim sewing, embroidery, and women’s labor as 

intellectual, artistic endeavors. As scholar Amelia Jones points out, the dominant 

perspective on art in the mid twentieth century was dictated by the theorist Clement 

Greenberg, and he did not look favorably on what he viewed as women’s or “folk art.” 

For example, Greenberg delineated avant-garde art from low culture “kitsch” in his essay 

Avant-Garde and Kitsch (1939), “Kitsch, destined for those who, insensible to the values 

of genuine culture, are hungry nevertheless for the diversion that only culture of some 

sort can provide. Kitsch, using for raw material the debased and academicized simulacra 

of genuine culture, welcomes and cultivates this insensibility.”66 However what 

Greenberg popularized as the concept of kitsch may be reclaimed as Tomas Ybarro-

Frausto’s rasquachismo or Amalia Mesa-Bains’s domesticana. 

 In his description of Chicano art, Rupert Garcia notes, “European and Anglo-

American theoreticians of post-modernism rarely and insufficiently addressed issues of 

race and ethnicity. They infrequently recognized that many U.S. ‘artists of color’ were by 

definition opposed to modernism.” Alternatively, Ybarro-Frausto commemorates a 

rasquache sensibility as a way of reclaiming Chicano culture and identity, “The very 

essence of a bicultural, lived reality was scorned as un-American by the dominant 

culture.”67 Rasquachismo therefore “assumes a vantage point from the bottom up.”68 

66 Clement Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch," Horizon 1, no. 4 (1940): 255-73, 
Accessed October 7, 2014, http://www.unz.org/Pub/Horizon-1940apr, 262.

67 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 159.

68 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 160
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Whereas Greenberg defined kitsch as subordinate to avant-garde art, Ybarro-Frausto is 

creating an entirely new system of evaluating Chicano art by defining rasquache as both 

kitsch and avant-garde. According to  Ybarro-Frausto, rasquache is “the recuperation and 

recontextualization of vernacular sensibilities and art forms….”69

 Cabrera’s artistic handicraft in Space in Between engages with these theories of 

kitsch and rasquache because she uses industrial craft-making tools: Singer sewing 

machines, synthetic materials, Border Patrol uniforms, appliances, and synthetic thread, 

and she subverts their original, practical purposes. For these reasons, I would more 

closely align Cabrera’s work with what Chicana theorist Amalia Mesa-Bains defines as 

domesticana, the Chicana rasquache. Mesa-Bains defines domesticana as growing from 

women’s restrictions within the dominant culture, “Female rasquachismo defies the 

cultural identity imposed by Anglo Americans and defies the restrictive gender identity 

imposed by the Chicano culture. In the work of Chicana artists, techniques of subversion 

play with traditional imagery and cultural material…”70 In Space in Between, Cabrera 

subverts the cultural material of Border Patrol uniforms by sculpting them into border 

plants. She then uses the traditional imagery of Otomí embroidery methods through 

which her workshop participants, predominantly Latina immigrant women, express their 

personal experiences crossing the border.

69 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 161.

70 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 132.
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 Space in Between necessarily builds on the discourse surrounding “women’s 

work,” but Margarita Cabrera’s work more closely aligns with Chicana theorists. Amalia 

Mesa-Bains describes how Chicanas operated during the Chicano Movement: “…The 

resistance of Chicanas to the cultural oppression of the majority was matched by their 

resistance to the intracultural roles through which males dominated many aspects of 

family life and the arts community. Chicana artists focused on their cultural identity using 

the female lenses of narrative, domestic space, social critique, and ceremony, which 

filtered these nutrient experiences, contradictory roles, and community structures.”71 In 

cultures with limited education and stifled creative opportunities, embroidery and craft 

were often the only means of self expression for women.  

 Space in Between workshop participants engage in domesticana’s subversion of 

traditional imagery. One woman holds up the leaf on which she embroiders and explains 

that the outline of her image is the country of Mexico, and the red circles below are “the 

little drops that… represent the suffering that Mexico is experiencing today.”72 [Image 8] 

Another anonymous participant describes a leaf on which she embroidered two long, 

black, vertical lines filled in with white lines, which divide the composition. This body of 

lines represents the Rio Grande, and on the right-hand side of the river, there is a small 

kneeling woman, represented by her pink clothing, working within a field that is framed 

by a large tree. On the left-hand side, a man in jeans and a white blouse reposed against a 

71 Richard Griswold del Castillo, Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 131.

72 Margarita Cabrera. “Space In Between,” Web (Video).
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rock and his wide-brimmed hat is shading his face from the bright yellow rays of the 

embroidered sun above [Image 9]: 

I’m trying to represent in my work immigration, poverty and women who 
stay back alone in Mexico and in other Latin American countries. Alone 
because their husbands come to work and leave their families behind. 
Sometimes they suffer a lot–they cross the river and die drowning. They 
die in the desert alone without saying goodbye to their family. This is what 
has touched my heart the most. 73

 Craft is generally thought of in terms of functionality, but Cabrera uses and 

displays indigenous women’s labor of embroidery as art. Cabrera participates in feminist 

art theory through her reclamation of craft and sewing, but her work specifically 

addresses the women who live, suffer, and die at the border. One of the workshop 

participants of the McColl Center’s Space in Between explains how her use of symbols 

describes her life and death experiences crossing the border [Image 10]. 

I was at the point of death. We traveled from Chiapas to Mexico 
City in a trailer. We traveled two to three days, day and night. On 
the way there was no water. They wouldn’t open the door so we 
were running out of oxygen People were fainting and vomiting. We 
found a steel beam on the floor and punctured a hole in the top part 
of the trailer. They put a person up through the hole. He climbed to 
the front of the truck to alert the driver to stop. We do not know 
what happened to that person. We never saw him again.74

73 Ibid.

74 Margarita Cabrera. “Space In Between,” Web, http://www.youtube.com/watch?
v=0qHQkwTsdgA, Accessed October 8, 2014.
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 Ybarro-Frausto believes Margarita Cabrera’s act of sewing is an homage to barrio 

costueras (neighborhood seamstresses) as well as maquila workers.75 Cabrera’s use of 

sewing and handiwork is not unique to Space in Between, but is part of a much larger 

repertoire of soft sculptures and commentary on relations between women in Mexico and 

the United States. Cabrera’s site-specific workshop on the border between Ciudad Juárez 

and El Paso speaks to her work on maquiladoras, which often employ and abuse young 

women who produce appliances for more privileged women. The artist created her soft 

sculpture, Pink Blender [Image 11], by removing all parts of a blender not manufactured 

in Mexico and then reassembling the blender exactly how it is assembled in maquiladora 

factories on the border.  This performative work is part Cabrera’s larger series of soft 

sculptures of appliances which mimic everyday American consumer goods. Cabrera takes 

the structure of original appliances fabricated in Mexico, strips them of all parts not 

manufactured in Mexico and then reassembles them exactly how they are assembled by 

women in maquiladora factories. The artist then replaces the strong, toxic, plastic, 

structural material made in Mexico with plush, sewn vinyl. The artist performs the 

maquiladora worker’s labor as she reconstructs these appliances, paradoxically meant to 

make less labor for women across the border in the United Sates. 

 It may be a performative act, an act of solidarity, but Cabrera refuses to use an 

electric sewing machine and instead pumps away at a vintage Singer treadle to the 

75 Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, De Imágenes y Sueõs [Of Images and Dreams]:Transnational 
Mexican Visual Culture. Global Mexican Cultural Productions, Edited by Rosana 
Blanco-Cano and Rita E. Urquijo-Ruiz, New York City: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011, 167.
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rhythm of the maquiladora workers only miles away across the border. Even the site of 

Space in Between, Box 13 Artspace in Houston, Texas, was originally a Singer sewing 

machine showroom. In her studio practice, Cabrera hand sews the materials for her 

artwork, or she uses the same treadle sewing machines used in maquiladoras. I pointed 

out the treadle sewing machine as I left our interview in her El Paso studio. Space in 

Between is a continuance of Cabrera’s efforts to perform the maquiladora’s work as she 

constructs her art.

 As in Space in Between, the exposed stitching in Cabrera’s reconstruction recalls 

the hand labor involved in creating these American commodities. The artist leaves the 

threads uncut and exposed to show the factory workers’ hand labor, which is lost in the 

serial reproduction of each appliance. Cabrera pays homage to these invisible women by 

mimicking their work and leaving behind the evidence, the threads, of their labor. In 

Coffee Maker [Image 12], the physical deflation of the coffee maker structure after 

Cabrera replaces parts made in maquiladoras exposes the shallow, superfluous existence 

of the appliance. Are the consequences of the physical and economic exploitation of 

factory workers worth these commodities? Cabrera simultaneously evaluates the 

economic disparity between the two countries by underscoring in her performative 

reconstruction and resulting sculpture the overworked, underpaid, maquiladora worker to 

the American consumer buying these domestic appliances to reduce her workload.

 The maquiladoras grew in number after NAFTA, and many of the factory 

workers relocated from poor, rural areas to Ciudad Juárez. The public is refused 



44

admittance into these factories which are infamous for their abuse and neglect of the 

women and families they employ. Women who leave the factories are often beaten, raped, 

and killed. This femicide is largely ignored by the media, while the drug war is amplified. 

Though Cabrera’s soft, colorful appliances seem cheerful and childlike, they are saturated 

with somber irony; the abuse and murders of these women is in stark contrast to the 

women of leisure who have the means to purchase these commodities. For example, Pink 

Blender is a direct reference to the pink crosses that the victims’ family members erect 

along the border as a public display of remembrance and resistance.

 Cabrera’s choice to live and work on the border immerses her in the issues of 

violence against women along the U.S.-Mexico border. The gender-based violence as 

well as sex trafficking of women and girls crossing the border is frequent and recurring 

but is paradoxically not often discussed in the media. One of Cabrera’s earlier 

installations titled Piled up Tension Along the Rio Grande [Image 13] is a pile of dental 

imprints that recall those used to identify otherwise indistinguishable corpses. The dental 

imprints echo the disappeared lives of border-crossing victims, but the act itself of 

pressing a jaw into the mold is the physical, corporeal expression of that tension.

 Margarita Cabrera’s expression of the violence and disappearance at the border is 

part of a larger canon of artists working on border issues. In Chapter I, I introduced 

Mexican contemporary artist Teresa Margolles’s work, which addresses border violence. 

Both Cabrera and Margolles use the labor and craft of women, specifically Mexican 

women, as the foundation for their art-making process. For Cabrera, the fabric is the 
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Border Patrol uniform, and for Margolles, it is fabric soaked in the blood of victims of 

border violence.  Both artists also use embroidery, an act culturally designated as 

women’s work. Embroidery, which would normally function as a decorative textile 

embellishment, functions as a politically charged artistic medium in Margolles’s 

installation, What Else Could We Talk About? Narcomensajes (Narcomessages). 

Margolles and her assistants pierced fabric impregnated with blood gathered from sites of 

violence south of the U.S.-Mexico border. The fabrics were progressively embroidered 

with gold thread during the Venice Biennial, with words from real narcomensajes. 

Narcomensajes are used by drug cartels and perpetrators of organized crime in Mexico to 

threaten violence against their enemies and are often displayed on banners, billboards, 

and graffiti. Margolles fractures narcomensajes left after violent crimes into poetic-like 

fragments. She then hung the collective of embroidered messages into one room in her 

installation at the 2009 Venice Biennale [Image 14].

 Through her use of sewing and Otomí indigenous embroidery techniques, 

Margarita Cabrera engages with and expands on feminist, Chicano and postcolonial art 

theories to empower her workshop participants. Although Space in Between is 

conceptually similar to the feminism underlying Judy Chicago’s craft and community-

based installation The Dinner Party, Space in Between necessarily builds on this feminist 

theory and more closely aligns with a legacy of Chicana art production. Paramount to 

Chicana feminist art production is the acknowledgement, consciousness raising of, and 

resistance to femicide along the United States and Mexico border. Through her work with 
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immigrant women who have crossed that border in Space in Between as well as projects, 

like Domestic Appliances, that address the exploitative nature of maquila factories, 

Margarita Cabrera is part of a crucial and urgent group of socially-engaged artists 

participating in contemporary art production.
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 Chapter III: Labor and the Evolution of Space in Between to Florezca

 Margarita Cabrera’s project Space in Between engages in feminist and Chicano art 

history by employing traditional women’s and indigenous craftmaking techniques and 

community-based collaborative work. Cabrera also engages in discourses surrounding 

economic disparity and violence, notably gendered violence against women and 

maquiladora workers, along the U.S.-Mexico border. Space in Between was also the first 

collaborative artistic work which launched Cabrera’s for-profit enterprise, Florezca. 

Because Cabrera engages immigrant workers to complete Space in Between and similar 

projects under the umbrella of Florezca, her work might be seen as a continuation of the 

exploitation of immigrant women’s labor. 

The issues surrounding immigrant labor and capitalist artistic production are 

complex, but Cabrera is not the first artist to employ paid assistants and volunteers to 

execute her art work. In addition to being a Latina artist who successfully lives off her 

artwork, Cabrera also worked for a large part of her career as a single mother. Perhaps 

these components of Cabrera’s identity and barriers to her career contribute to a 

fascination with whether her artistic practice, informed by the exploitation of immigrant 

and women’s labor, is fundamentally contradictory.

 Florezca functions as a social enterprise. It is a for-profit company with a social 

mission. As of my writing, it functions as a multinational corporation that addresses 

issues of globalization and its effects on labor, civil rights, and international 
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communities.76 With Florezca, Cabrera wants to host workshops within different 

immigrant communities that are similar to Space in Between and employ traditional 

Mexican crafting techniques.77 In 2010 in Houston, while Cabrera first worked on Space 

in Between, there were multiple police raids in local immigrant neighborhoods. 

Simultaneously, the United States Government debated the Constitutional definition of 

personhood and ultimately decided to include corporations as constitutionally protected 

“persons.”78 The fact that undocumented immigrants were not being considered 

“persons” with Constitutional rights, but corporations were, was paradoxical. In the 

context of Cabrera’s border discourse, personhood status in the United States was granted 

to the maquiladora factories, yet the maquiladora workers who attempt to immigrate into 

the United States were not equally protected or granted rights.

 The undocumented immigrants Cabrera addresses can not afford to live in their 

home countries due to the effects of corporate globalization, so they immigrate to the 

United States. However, after crossing the border they are not recognized as people and 

do not have the same legal protections as U.S. citizens, while the corporations responsible 

for their poverty possess those legal and civil rights. The intent behind Florezca is to 

create a corporation that speaks to these issues and empowers the immigrant community.  

The “most important product,” Florezca’s website states, is “cultural capitol.”  The final 

76  Florezca/About, (Accessed April 30, 2014), http://florezcacreativa.com/about.html.

77 Florezca / About, Web.

78 Margarita Cabrera, "Margarita Cabrera," Sweeney Art Gallery Podcasts, iTunes, 25 
June 2011.
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products are art works that are exhibited and sold in the contemporary art market, so 

Cabrera places a final emphasis on creating art that addresses important issues for the 

immigrant community.

  The criticism surrounding whether Cabrera is exploiting the artists she works 

with is based on her own identity as a privileged, documented immigrant whose family 

was invited and paid to immigrate to the United States. There is a disconnect between 

Cabrera’s experiences and the struggles of immigration of the undocumented, low-

income, less educated immigrant workshop participants she employs in Space in 

Between. According to Cabrera, her father was a miner who was continually promoted 

and given the opportunity to get a master’s degree in Colorado. As a child, Cabrera’s 

father was offered a position in Salt Lake City, where her family immigrated and she 

attended school. She received a private, Montessori education and was able to attend 

college and graduate with a master of fine arts degree from Hunter College. These 

economic, educational, and general class privileges contrast with her workshop 

participants, but these privileges are comparable to other professional artists. 

 Although there is a clear hierarchy between Cabrera-the-artist and the sometimes 

unnamed immigrant workshop participants, it is difficult to say that Cabrera exploits 

immigrant labor, and it is impossible to measure the valuable immaterial gains that both 

Cabrera and the workshop participants exchange through their participation. Cabrera 

emphasized that point to me, “I know as a student, I would have been thinking the same 

thing –that I'm exploiting– but I'm not exploiting. Everyone has benefitted from 
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participating."79 Dr. Jane Chin Davidson puts these criticisms into perspective, “… 

Florezca’s support of labour, immigration, and citizenship is hardly commensurate with 

Wall Street greed. Cabrera’s literal interpretation of the corporate ‘corpus’ would 

eventually make every artisan working in Florezca into a shareholder. Her goal is 

ambitious as she aims to organize a legitimate global franchise that can serve in artistic 

manufacturing and adopt legal pathways for distributing artistic works.”80 I agree that 

Cabrera’s vision for Florezca is ambitious, and it is challenging to comprehensively 

analyze Florezca while it is still in the process of formation.

 When I spoke to Cabrera about Florezca, her explanation of the corporation was 

convoluted and contradictory. She told me she felt that the most challenging aspect of 

Florezca was the “misconception” of Florezca. The fact that Cabrera does not have a 

coherent structure for Florezca speaks to both the ambition of her altruistic enterprise and 

the confusing nature of her intentions. For Space in Between, Cabrera attempts to credit 

the immigrant workers as co-authors of the work, but she is not always consistent in this 

attribution. Cabrera’s delineation between authorship under Margarita Cabrera as an 

independent artist and Florezca is not clearly defined. Although Cabrera claims to elevate 

her workshop participants to a co-author status, they are rarely equally credited. This lack 

of consistency on Cabrera’s part led to criticism from more than one art critic. According 

79 Personal interview.

80 Jane Chin Davidson, "Affirmative Precarity: Ai Weiwei and Margarita Cabrera," 
Journal of Visual Culture, no. 128 (2013): 128-47, http://vcu.sagepub.com/content/
12/1/128 (accessed September 21, 2013), 142.
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to an interview between curator Kate Bonansinga and Cabrera this discrepancy is because 

Florezca did not exist at the time of these workshops, thus the works from Space in 

Between are under Cabrera’s name.81 This is increasingly confusing as Space in Between 

is listed as a Florezca project on the Florezca website, making it seem as if the project 

was retroactively categorized. To determine whether a sculpture is made by Cabrera or 

Florezca, the artist states, “If it is made in a Florezca workshop, it is Florezca. If it is 

made by me or by me with assistants, it is Cabrera.”82 According to Walter Maciel, the 

gallerist who deals Cabrera’s work, Cabrera receives profits from what is made in her 

studio, but the revenue generated by Florezca goes back into maintaining the 

corporation.83

 Space in Between prompted the creation of Florezca, Margarita Cabrera’s for-

profit enterprise, which functions as a multinational corporation to create and sell original 

works of art that address issues impacting immigrant and migrant communities. The 

collaborative nature of Space in Between first inspired Cabrera to share the proceeds with 

workshop participants and this distribution of money led to her founding Florezca. The 

legal protections that come with incorporating Florezca also allow Cabrera to make 

workshop participants shareholders in the corporation. The first official shareholder 

meeting was itself a performative work of art, which Cabrera titled Florezca Board of 

81 Kate Bonansinga, Curating at the Edge: Artists Respond to the U.S.-Mexico Border, 
(Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 2014), 138.

82 Bonansinga, Curating at the Edge, 138.

83 Bonansinga, Curating at the Edge, 139.
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Directors: Performance, and it was held in 2011 at the Culver Center of the Arts, 

Sweeney Art Gallery, University of California, Riverside.84 The Florezca Board of 

Directors performance consisted of Cabrera and potential beneficiaries of the DREAM 

(Development, Relief, and Eduction for Alien Minors) Act, a California State law which, 

“provides a way for undocumented immigrant students to become eligible to apply for 

college admission and financial aid.”85 Florezca Board of Directors was part of a daylong 

series of artistic actions around the DREAM Act. 

 Cabrera renamed Florezca Board of Directors, Florezca’s Round Table, and on the 

Florezca website, the Round Table is compared to the legend of King Arthur and the 

Knights of the Round Table, where King Arthur and the nights gathered so that no one 

person was the head of the table. Performers stood around a 12 foot wooden table and 

spoke “in circumference formation… as they address issues relevant to the characters.”86 

Participants ranged from immigrants to corporate entities and represented the 

relationships within Florezca. According to the website, “The symbolism of place in 

Florezca’s Round Table is something that is felt equally: Here, no person ranks above or 

below another, and thoughts about status get replaced with a shared, collective spirit to 

creatively construct a positive, community vision.”87 The performance of Round Table 

84 Jane Chin Davidson outlines the performative nature of this work in her essay, 
Davidson, "Affirmative Precarity.”

85 Davidson, "Affirmative Precarity,” 141.

86 Florezca / About, Web.

87 Florezca / About, Web.
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symbolizes Cabrera’s idealization of Florezca and her desire to make it a non-hierarchical 

corporation.

 According to Cabrera, there is a difference between a Florezca workshop 

participant and a studio assistant: “Workshops are organized and a community-based 

organization is usually involved in finding the participants. They have input. On the other 

hand, I hire assistants if I need help executing my own ideas.”88 Although Cabrera may 

protect herself by not disclosing what she pays undocumented workers, she admits she 

pays them a studio assistant’s wage, and according to one scholar, Caroline Sara Owen 

this is minimum wage: “The employment of the workers was negotiated through short-

term contracts and Cabrera paid them minimum wage. I was informed in our interview 

only because I asked Cabrera directly.”89 Though the wages she pays are a fraction of her 

own income from these projects, Cabrera is illegally paying undocumented immigrants 

and thus putting herself at legal risk. Sensitive to their immigration status, she also 

assigns them tax identification numbers. If immigration amnesty would be passed into 

law, having a tax identification number would get them one step closer to U.S. 

citizenship. According to Cabrera, workers also receive a share of the profit from the 

sales of the art works.  Initially Cabrera hired assistants to execute her studio work, and 

88 Bonansinga, 138.

89 Caroline Sara Owen, Allan Sekula, Margarita Cabrera and Vik Muniz: Representations 
of the Social Conditions and Capital Relations of Labor.,University of California, 
Riverside, 2011, ProQuest, UMI Dissertations Publishing (1505605), http://
ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/
docview/918687840?accountid=7118, (Accessed: November 7, 2013), 56.
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she justifies her process of hiring studio assistants and workshop participants, “If I'm 

going to pay someone I may as well employ someone who's been affected by NAFTA.”90 

Cabrera makes the point that, due to the North American Free Trade Agreement, 

maquiladoras and sewing work moved from El Paso to Ciudad Juárez, where business 

could profit from cheap labor and less operating restrictions. However, this meant that 

those working in the United States sewing industry were left unemployed. 

 Cabrera argues that she empowers her assistants by giving them work that centers 

on cultural identity and the production of craft. She adds that, in stark contrast to their 

previous maquiladora employment, her workshops are clean and easygoing.91 The textile 

itself is a charged medium with which to work. Using industrial sewing machines on 

mass produced textiles, such as the serial Border Patrol uniforms, carries the stigma of 

commodity production and sweatshop exploitation. Without being able to visualize 

Cabrera’s collective sewing production in Space in Between, the project seems to mimic 

sweatshop work conditions. Having a group of immigrant women in a room sewing and 

constructing Cabrera’s work would have sweatshop implications, and in fact, Houston’s 

Box 13 used to be a Singer sewing machine showroom, a sewing school, and then a 

repair factory. 

90 Personal interview.

91 Cabrera emphasized this point in our interview, but the healthy and productive 
atmosphere she creates is also evidenced by the photographic, video, and textual 
documentation of her workshops.
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 However, I argue that Cabrera’s collaborative work is foremost community-based 

and thus aligns with feminist and Chicano theory. According to the artist, Judith Baca: 

“Chicano art comes from the creation of community. In a society that does not affirm 

your culture or your experience Chicano art is making visible our own reality, a particular 

reality–by doing so we become an irritant to the mainstream vision.”92 Space in Between 

intentionally fosters community among, primarily Latino, undocumented people who 

would otherwise be culturally isolated and vulnerable. Cabrera also demonstrates her 

respect for their individual artistic visions and for their labor. Cabrera brings together 

otherwise isolated, disenfranchised, immigrant diaspora. This method of art production 

fosters a humanist and feminist community building by encouraging the women to 

collaborate with each other.

 Florezca’s conceptual framework as a corporation that seeks to protect immigrant 

labor from corporate exploitation may be flawed in certain regards. Michael Bise, an 

artist in Houston, describes how Space in Between is problematic in that Cabrera, as the 

primary artist behind the work produced, does not just benefit socially and financially 

from the final sculptures, but from the effects of the artistic production itself. “Cabrera 

continues to benefit from the authenticity accrued to her work by the people she has 

hired. The value of this authenticity manifests in the form of inclusion in museum and 

gallery exhibitions, admission to residencies and employment in teaching positions. From 

92 Richard Griswold Del Castillo, Teresa McKenna, and Yvonne Yarbro-Bejarano, 
Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1985, Los Angeles: Wight Art Gallery, 
University of California, 1991, 21.
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this perspective, Cabrera’s designation of her employees as co-authors is problematic. 

Ultimately, Cabrera’s sculptures enter into the cultural economy of the art world as 

Margarita Cabrera works.”93 Cabrera is not the first artist to employ people who help her 

execute her work. The fact that she, as the primary artist, is the one who receives 

recognition is the reality of all artistic production in our individualistic economy. Bise 

lists example performance artists who create nonhierarchical productions, but even 

temporal, so-called anti-capitalist, performance art is still documented and disseminated 

after its initial existence, and the artist who conceived of it is still credited.

  Is Margarita Cabrera receiving disproportionately heavier criticism than her 

white male peers? In the previous chapter, I compared Space in Between with Judy 

Chicago’s The Dinner Party.  The University of Houston–Clear Lake also drew these 

parallels between Margarita Cabrera’s use of collaborative craft and that of Judy 

Chicago’s when they included Cabrera’s work at Houston’s Box 13 in their 2011 

exhibition catalog for Setting the Table: Preparing Judy Chicago’s The Dinner Party and 

also invited her to speak about Space in Between on an accompanying panel. Besides 

being criticized for incorporating craft and feminist themes into an artistic project, 

Chicago was criticized for being the artist “in charge” who got credit for the piece, even 

while she insisted it was a cooperative effort. Amelia Jones calls out this criticism and 

describes the response of one critic, Hilton Kramer, to The Dinner Party “as the response 

93 Michael Bise, "Margarita Cabrera: Box 13 Artspace, Houston Through February 13, 
2010," http://www.fluentcollab.org/mbg/index.php/reviews/review/141/225 (accessed 
January 22, 2014).
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of a critic whose system of values is being threatened.”94 According to Jones, The Dinner 

Party was evaluated by “modernist critics such as Kramer as epitomizing a loss of 

‘artistic standards.’”95 Jones frames Kramer’s response as one of many, which “confirms 

the transgressiveness of the piece within the conservative codes of modernist art 

discourse.”96 I argue that critics of Cabrera’s Space in Between and Florezca are being 

similarly challenged. Jones continues, “Chicago is by no means the only feminist to have 

maintained a desire to have her work exhibited and discussed within high-art institutions 

and discourses while attempting to critique them at the same time. In fact, as I have 

argued elsewhere, this contradiction is common to almost all feminist practice from 1970 

to the present.”97 According to Jones, Chicago received criticism from a number of 

feminist art theorists who viewed her decision to act as the managing author of The 

Dinner Party as contradictory to feminist ideologies of nonhierarchical, collective work. 

Amelia Jones argues that much of the feminist criticism directed at Chicago was because 

she was replicating “masculinist conceptions of greatness or genius.”98 Chicago did not 

shy away from identifying as the directing artist of her atelier and compared herself to 

94 Amelia Jones, The "Sexual Politics" of the The Dinner Party. Reclaiming Female 
Agency: Feminist Art History after Postmodernism, Edited by Norma Broude and Mary 
D. Garrard. Los Angeles: University of California Press, Ltd., 2005, 411.

95 Jones refers to Hilton Kramer’s article, “Does Feminism Conflict with Artistic 
Standards?” New York Times, 27 January 1980, sec. 2, “In which he implies, of course, 
that it does.” Jones, "Sexual Politics," 409.

96 Jones, "Sexual Politics," 410.

97 Jones, "Sexual Politics," 411.

98 Jones, "Sexual Politics," 425.
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Michelangelo. According to Jones, “Chicago clearly took full credit for the conception 

and creation of the book,” although Chicago “scrupulously documented the contributions 

of participants in each portion of the project,”99 this acknowledgment of those who 

helped execute her initial artistic conception would be unfathomable to her “grand 

master” predecessors.

 Both Chicago and Cabrera make use of a millennia-long tradition of artistic 

ateliers in which teams of artists and assistants helped to execute an oeuvre. Traditionally, 

artists were seen as master artisans of a workshop that facilitated the production of their 

work. Ancient artists worked in teams to execute monumental works of art and craft. In 

the words of art historian Marilyn Stokstad, “The master (and sometimes mistress) of a 

workshop was the controlling intellect, the organizer, and the inspiration for others.”100 

Due to the large amount of labor needed to execute large works of art, multiple 

participants are vital. Stokstad notes the various relationships that went, and continue to 

go into, large conceptual oeuvres, “Since ancient times artists have worked in teams to 

produce great buildings, paintings, and stained glass… each work takes on a new life in 

accordance with the mind, eye, and hand of each owner-patron.”101 Cabrera participates 

in this legacy of artistic ateliers by employing volunteers and paid laborers. Under 

Cabrera’s creative direction and through the creation of Florezca, the workshop 

99 Jones, "Sexual Politics," 424.

100 Marilyn Stokstad et al., Art History: Revised Edition, Vol. II, ed. Marilyn Stokstad 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1999), 22.

101 Ibid.
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participants end up as partial owner-patrons of both their intellectual expression and 

profits from the work. In Space in Between, workshop participants act as apprentices to 

Cabrera’s vision and artistic skill. When Cabrera travels to Mexico to learn traditional 

Mexican craft-making techniques, such as Otomí embroidery or alebrije sculpting, she 

also acts as an apprentice to a more experienced artisan. The artistic exchange and 

hierarchy of artistic ateliers exist to produce a work of art that is too great for a single 

artist. Space in Between is an inevitable product of the atelier.

 Like Cabrera, Chicago is criticized for the ways in which she profits of the work 

of assistants and workshop participants. Chicago compared herself to Michelangelo in the 

construction of The Dinner Party. Michelangelo operated in Italy during the High 

Renaissance, when artists began to view themselves as “divinely inspired creative 

geniuses rather than as team workers.”102 Chicago rightly elevates herself to artists who 

conceived of and dictated the direction of elaborate intellectual works. In artistic ateliers, 

artists also made use of apprenticeships to more experienced and refined artisans. 

Stokstad also writes on how the Mughal Empire emperor Akbar created an “imperial 

atelier of painters, which he placed under the direction of two artists from the Persian 

court. Learning from these two masters, the Indian painters of the atelier soon 

transformed Persian styles into the more rigorous, naturalistic styles that mark the 

Mughal school [of Indian painting].”103 Additionally Japanese temples at the turn of the 

102 Ibid.

103 Stokstad, Art History, 827.
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sixteenth-century “formed ateliers staffed by monks who specialized in art rather than 

religious ritual or teaching,” so these could execute multiple ink paintings in high 

demand.104 The atelier has retained its necessity throughout time and not necessarily 

within a Western framework.

 By collaborating with a group of immigrant women who assist in constructing her 

work, Cabrera aligns herself with the tradition of ateliers and artists’ workshops, but her 

participation in capitalist commodity production prompts questions surrounding whether 

she herself is exploiting immigrant women’s labor. The difference between criticism of 

Chicago’s The Dinner Party and Cabrera’s Space in Between is that Cabrera intentionally 

attempts to share authorship in Florezca whereas Chicago never made that claim. Jones 

expands on this reality, “Chicago clearly took full credit for the conception and creation 

of the piece. This is hardly hypocritical, however, since she has never subscribed to the 

notion… that feminism entails a complete abdication of authorial identity and authority in 

general.”105 Although Cabrera is not consistent in assigning authorship to her Florezca 

body of work, she too has not abdicated her own authorial identity and never said she 

would until Florezca is a public corporation with established shareholders, which it is 

not. Even when Florezca is established in the way that the artist envisions, Florezca will 

always have originated as Margarita Cabrera’s artistic conception and entrepreneurial 

vision.

104 Stokstad, Art History, 857.

105 Jones, "Sexual Politics," 424-425.
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 Male Minimalist artists operating during the same time frame as Chicago, 

including Donald Judd, Tony Smith, and Sol LeWitt, who also outsourced fabrication of 

their pieces have not been equally criticized. Many of these artists, most notably Andy 

Warhol, embraced capitalism, “But their methods empower the artist and strengthen 

distribution channels for the art. Cabrera, on the other hand, intends to empower artisans 

and immigrants,” argues Bonansinga.106 Kate Bonansinga notes that, “Cabrera’s 

sculptures are simultaneously the successors of and the antithesis to Pop Art of the mid 

1960s.”107 For example, Bonansinga contrasts Cabrera’s sculptures with the work of 

Andy Warhol, “Cabrera observes that an underpaid and unacknowledged workforce 

creates the objects that characterize our domestic space and, by extension, our private 

lives. Warhol’s aim was to achieve a machine-made look in art created by humans.”108 

Bonansinga also contrasts Cabrera’s work to Claes Oldenburg’s surrealistic sculptures, 

“Whereas Oldenburg’s works toy with the surreal, Cabrera’s sculptures are firmly rooted 

in today’s realities.”109 Cabrera’s work is comparable to the male modernist artists of the 

1960s, yet her work is already being criticized for exploitation while these modernists, 

who proudly worked within capitalist paradigms, are not equally criticized.

 Cabrera’s soft sculptures have been frequently compared to the aesthetics of Claes 

Oldenburg’s soft sculptures, and both Cabrera and Oldenburg engage with the 

106 Kate Bonansinga, Maquila, Austin, Texas: Women and Their Work, 2004.

107 Ibid.

108 Ibid.

109 Ibid.
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commodification of art production. Oldenburg said, “My dream is actually to be running 

something like a museum, a noncommercial institution to promote my ideas on culture… 

The commercial has always disgusted me, it always destroys.”110 Oldenburg vocalizes his 

opposition to the commercialism of art, yet is there any discourse surrounding the labor 

involved in producing his artistic commodities? Oldenburg’s early soft sculptures were 

created with the assistance of his wife Patty Mucha, who was a skilled seamstress. The 

criticism of whether Oldenburg may have exploited the labor of women in his work is 

largely undeveloped. In the 1960s, women were still legally bound to men for most 

financial transactions. I find it difficult to find writing that addresses the treatment of his 

wife and other assistants and whether this compromises his intellectual engagement with 

capitalist commodity production. Eventually Oldenburg collaborated with his later 

spouse, Coosje van Bruggen, an artist in her own right who shared authorship in some of 

his works.111

 Cabrera seeks to recognize and affirm immigrant communities and immigrant 

labor, however Florezca has the potential to reinforce the exploitation of immigrant 

workers. According to Owen, “…She [Cabrera] is reproducing and affirming the 

exploitative conditions of capitalism in its least refined form… Cabrera has produced a 

micro-economy by replicating the corporate model. The authored artworks, which 

110 Achim Hochdörfer, and Barbara Schröder, Claes Oldenburg: The Sixties, (Prestel 
Publishing, 2012), 50.

111 Perhaps this is because she was an art historian herself and had the foresight to ensure 
her contributions were well-documented.
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Cabrera claims are co-authored by the workers, and products of her so-called socio-

economically ameliorative workshops, become a source of profit and a part of the 

creative industry that she seeks to establish.”112 Cabrera also laments this fact in an 

interview with Latinitas, a magazine devoted to the Latina community: “Being an 

immigrant myself, my art relates to immigration, a lot of my objects are commodities in 

the United States Culture and become that injustice.”113 Cabrera clearly intends to create 

a humanitarian corporation in which her workshop participants are respected and valued.

 The hierarchical nature in Space in Between is clear. Cabrera is dictating her 

artistic vision to the workshop participants who ultimately execute her overarching 

concept. Cabrera is from a more privileged class and was formally educated, but even if 

she wanted to renounce this privilege in the name of Florezca, it is still because she had 

the privilege to make that decision. I agree that she is reinforcing capitalist commodity 

production, but she also does not autonomously exist or operate outside of the American 

capitalist economy; she is caught in its web.  Cabrera is intentionally inserting herself 

into capitalist production by creating a corporation, and her idea that Florezca can evade 

the hierarchical, individualist nature inherent to capitalism is ambitious. Florezca is still 

being structured and fully realized and has the potential to influence other socially 

engaged artists who seek to come to terms with the capitalist systems in which they 

operate.

112 Owen, Representations, 59.

113 Laura Werthmann, "Artist Margarita Cabrera," Latinitas, http://laslatinitas.com/
featured/margarita-cabrera (accessed January 22, 2014).
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Is Cabrera perpetuating the exploitation of immigrant labor she seeks to 

denounce? According to Davidson, “Cabrera’s understanding of the artist’s privilege 

within the globalized market becomes clear to the viewer as Florezca’s corporatization of 

the artist is really an act of complicity with the system of global power.”114 Cabrera is 

attempting to subvert the American corporate system from within, and it is inevitable that 

she will face these contradictions. The Black, feminist, lesbian theorist Audre Lorde 

famously wrote an essay poignantly titled, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the 

Master’s House,” which referred to the futility of working within an oppressive system to 

enact change. Rupert Garcia, a contributor to Phantom Sightings: Art after the Chicano 

Movement, wrote, “Most of the artists who are openly critical of the state are currently 

being shot by the seemingly invisible arrows of commodification,”115 however Cabrera is 

acknowledging, embracing, and attempting to reverse the direction of these arrows. Will 

the establishment of Florezca set a precedent for other socially engaged artists who wish 

to work within American capitalist structures, or will Florezca be a corporation which 

ultimately exacerbates the capitalist problems it seeks to criticize? It will be fascinating 

for artists and art critics alike to see how Florezca develops.

114 Davidson, "Affirmative Precarity,” 144.

115 Rita González, Howard N. Fox, and Chon A. Noriega, 2008, Phantom Sightings: Art 
after the Chicano Movement, Berkeley, Calif: University of California Press, 32.
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Conclusion

 After years of creating soft sculptures that engaged in discourses surrounding the 

United States-Mexico border in her studio, Margarita Cabrera organized the 

collaborative, community-based workshop Space in Between. Space in Between was 

based on her Desert Plants series, in which she sewed border patrol uniforms into life-

sized cacti and potted them as if they were live plants. Cabrera kept the aesthetic of these 

Desert Plants, but created a public workshop wherein immigrants from the local 

community were invited to embroider their experiences of crossing the U.S.-Mexico 

border by using techniques native to the Otomí people of Hidalgo, Mexico. Because of 

her political engagement with issues surrounding Latino immigration to the United 

States, citizenship and nationalism, and gender and women’s issues, I framed Cabrera’s 

work within feminist and Chicano contexts. Cabrera also used indigenous craft 

techniques and a collaborative, socially engaged, art-making workshop, so I analyzed 

Space in Between through feminist and postcolonial lenses. Space in Between was the 

impetus for Cabrera starting her for-profit social enterprise, Florezca, which provides 

creative and financial collaboration on artistic projects within immigrant communities. I 

argued that the scrutiny Cabrera is receiving in the early stages of the formation of her 

for-profit artistic enterprise, Florezca, is suspiciously premature. Like others who are 

writing on Cabrera’s work, I am in anticipation of what Florezca will become.

 Cabrera’s work speaks to immediate issues of immigration into the United States, 

and her work is part of the avant-garde of artists who work to improve human life. Two 
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weeks before the due date of this thesis, United States President Barack Obama enacted 

an Executive Order that will give temporary amnesty to over five million undocumented 

immigrants. Those eligible for this temporary amnesty include immigrants who came to 

the United States over five years ago as well as some immigrants who came to the United 

States as children. Rights for these immigrants include work permits and the ability to 

travel back and forth to their home country, so long as they register with the State. Issues 

surrounding immigration to the United States are very immediate and very real. As 

Cabrera’s work progresses, issues surrounding immigration and human rights at the U.S.-

Mexico border continue to evolve.
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Appendix: List of Images

Image 1

Margarita 
Cabrera & Maria 
Lopez, Saguaro,

2010.

Image 1

Margarita 
Cabrera & Maria 
Lopez, Saguaro,

2010.



68

Image 2

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
Barrel Cactus 
#3,
2006.

Image 2

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
Barrel Cactus 
#3,
2006.

Image 3

Margarita 
Cabrera,
Nopal can Tunas 
#3,
2006.

Image 3

Margarita 
Cabrera,
Nopal can Tunas 
#3,
2006.
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Image 4

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
unknown from 
Space in 
Between.

Image 4

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
unknown from 
Space in 
Between.
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Image 5

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
unknown from 
Space in 
Between.

Image 5

Margarita 
Cabrera, 
unknown from 
Space in 
Between.
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Image 6

Teresa 
Margolles,
Cleaning from 
What Else Could 
We Talk About?, 
2009.

Image 6

Teresa 
Margolles,
Cleaning from 
What Else Could 
We Talk About?, 
2009.
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Image 7

Otomí people, 
San Pablito, 
Puebla, or 
Tenango de 
Doria, Hidalgo, 
Mexico, 
Embroidered 
cotton cloth, 
1960s.

Image 7

Otomí people, 
San Pablito, 
Puebla, or 
Tenango de 
Doria, Hidalgo, 
Mexico, 
Embroidered 
cotton cloth, 
1960s.
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Image 8

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
leaf.

Image 8

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
leaf.

Image 9

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
Mexico.

Image 9

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
Mexico.
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Image 10

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
truck.

Image 10

Space in 
Between, Video 
still: detail of 
truck.
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Image 11

Margarita 
Cabrera, Pink 
Blender, 2002. 

Image 11

Margarita 
Cabrera, Pink 
Blender, 2002. 

Image 12

Margarita 
Cabrera, Coffee 
Maker, 2001.

Image 12

Margarita 
Cabrera, Coffee 
Maker, 2001.
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Image 13

Margarita 
Cabrera, Piled 
up Tension 
Along the Rio 
Grande, 2001.

Image 13

Margarita 
Cabrera, Piled 
up Tension 
Along the Rio 
Grande, 2001.

Image 14

Teresa 
Margolles,
Narcomensajes 
from What Else 
Could We Talk 
About?, 2009.

Image 14

Teresa 
Margolles,
Narcomensajes 
from What Else 
Could We Talk 
About?, 2009.
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