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Chapter 1

1 Depiction of Mexican Workers in Canada and Mexico

As a Mexican artist based in Canada, | use the term labour to refer not only to physical or
paid work, but also to a wide range of human activities that create social, economic, and
cultural value. My understanding of labour is shaped by Karl Marx’s distinction between
labour and labour-power, where labour is not just a task, but a relationship shaped by
systems of power, value, and extraction.* While this project focuses on Mexican workers
in the automotive sector, | also consider other forms of labour that are often unpaid or
undervalued, including domestic and reproductive work, as well as the emotional labour
embedded in many service-oriented roles. Silvia Federici reminds us, these forms of
labour are often carried out by racialized and gendered bodies. They remain essential to
the functioning of capitalism yet are frequently overlooked.? In Canada, Jason Russell’s
work shows how labour has been shaped by class, migration, and state policy, and how
labour history must be understood in relation to shifting industrial systems and broader
social change.® These perspectives shape the way | approach Mexican labour as an artist
and help me think through the complex ways it is represented and circulated across

different contexts.

For over a century, photography has served as the primary mode of representation
within modern industrial capitalism. With the rise of digital technology, the prevalence of
photography has expanded, resulting in an unprecedented proliferation of images in
contemporary visual culture.* Moreover, neoliberal economic systems accumulate and

colonize through digital images, making the complexities of digital economies and their

! Karl Marx, Wage-Labour and Capital; and Value, Price and Profit (New York: International Publishers,
1976), 5-13.

2 Silvia Federici, Patriarchy of the Wage: Notes on Marx, Gender, and Feminism (Oakland: PM Press,
2021), 8-14, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/west/detail.action?doclD=6645884.

3 Jason Russell, Canada, a Working History (Toronto: Dundurn, 2021), 11.

4 Martin Lister, The Photographic Image in Digital Culture (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2013), 1-21.



entanglement with colonial legacies in contemporary society central to this project.
According to Christian Fuchs, digital economies—functioning within a profit-driven
society—are the dimension in which processes of capital accumulation, decision-making
power, and reputation are mediated and organized with the aid of digital technologies.
Simultaneously, the economic, political, and cultural processes within digital economies

give rise to digital structures and goods.®

Equally important, the volume of images produced, and their function, has
evolved. In the digital age, photography has become deeply interwoven with society,
embedded across various social, political, and cultural forms. Furthermore, the mobility
and portability of devices, such as smartphones, compact cameras, and others, have
contributed to the omnipresence of digital photography.® Rethinking the meaning and
value of images requires considering the concepts of movement and place. Images are
both produced and consumed as we navigate through various environments, challenging
the primacy of the visual and situating them within the broader context of experiential
engagement with spaces.’

How do digital images influence our perception of Mexican labour in both today’s
Canada and Mexico, and what role do they play in shaping our perception of this labour
across these contexts?® By analyzing the intricate relationship between photography and
the portrayal of workers in contemporary society, | argue that today’s representations of
labour trace back to depictions from the Industrial Revolution. As a product of that
transformative era, photography is inherently intertwined with the depiction of workers
and industry. These representations have, in turn, wielded substantial influence in shaping

individual, community, and national identities.

5 Christian Fuchs, Digital Capitalism: Media, Communication and Society Volume Three (Routledge &
CRC Press, 2022), 144.

& Martin Hand, Ubiquitous Photography (Hoboken: Wiley, 2013), 1-24.

7 Sarah Pink, “Sensory Digital Photography: Re-Thinking ‘Moving’ and the Image,” Visual Studies 26, no.
1 (March 15, 2011): 4-13, https://doi.org/10.1080/1472586x.2011.548484.

8 By using the terms “today’s Mexico” and “today’s Canada,” | acknowledge that both societies continue to
engage in colonial actions against Indigenous peoples and are constructions of colonial legacies.



For instance, to understand the visual culture relationship between today’s
Mexico and Canada, its essential to examine the political foundations on which this
relationship was built. | propose that the visual culture connections between these two
Lands are deeply intertwined with their political, economic, and social interactions. These
interactions laid the groundwork for cultural exchanges that have enriched the artistic
landscapes of both Lands. In the words of Duncan Wood, “Though the Canadian
government does not always admit it, it would be fair to say that Canada’s relations with
the world of the Americas begin with Mexico.”® Canada’s hesitation to view Mexico as
an equal partner in NAFTA dates back to the agreement’s inception. After securing a free
trade deal with the USA, Canada felt its privileged access to U.S. markets was threatened
by a push from Carlos Salinas de Gortari, Mexican president during that time, push to
sign the first trade agreement between a “developed” and “developing” nation.*° In
response, Canada proposed a three-way deal to maintain its status by forming a regional
bloc to rival the European Union. However, many in Canada saw Mexico as a distant and
unreliable partner. Ultimately, Canada realized that staying out of the agreement would

risk its position in USA markets.?

Afterward, a process of “discovery” unfolded, gradually evolving the relationship
between today’s Canada and Mexico. Through diplomatic channels, business
connections, cultural exchanges, and tourism, their economic partnership strengthened
significantly. As pointed out by Wood, by the late 1990s over a million Canadians visited
Mexico annually, transforming it from an exotic destination into a “normal” counterpart
for Canada.*? The highlight of the emerging bilateral relationship in the early years of
NAFTA was not the volume of imports, exports, or foreign direct investment, but rather a

small program that allowed Mexican agricultural workers to come to Canada on a

® Duncan Wood, “Canada-Mexico Relations: Moving beyond 65 Years of Stunted Growth,” in Canada
Looks South (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 117-148.

10 Throughout this chapter, I use terms like “developed,” “developing,” “reasonable cost,” “normal,”
“crucial partner,” and “offers” in quotations to convey verbal irony, questioning how systems of power
assign these labels to certain countries and agreements.

1 Wood, “Canada-Mexico Relations,” 118.

12 Wood, “Canada-Mexico Relations,” 119.
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seasonal basis. The Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP), established over
forty years ago to address labour shortages in Canadian agriculture, expanded to include
Mexico in 1974, resulting in the Mexican Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program
(M/SAWP). Significantly, the program has grown extensively, and Mexican
commentators often compared the treatment of these workers to those in the USA, noting
the comparatively “generous wages and benefits” of the Canadian program. Despite some
emerging issues, the M/SAWP has become a flagship of the bilateral relationship, clearly
benefiting Canada by meeting seasonal labour demands in key agricultural sectors at a

“reasonable cost.”

In the same vein, photographs from various documentary series and media
representations often depict Mexican workers in scenarios that highlight labour
exploitation and economic migration. These images often chronicle the struggles and
hardships of Mexican workers in foreign lands, but also reveal their resilience and
dedication, reinforcing the stereotype of Mexico as an extracted labour force. Likewise,
the visual motifs found in such imagery perpetuate stereotypes of Mexican workers as
part of a singular extractive network and often flatten out the diverse and multifaceted
contributions Mexico “offers” to Canada. How does this perception reinforce the idea
that Mexico is not a “crucial partner” in North America, but rather serves primarily as a
source of extraction of labour? In continually depicting Mexico in these terms,
photography not only shapes popular consciousness, but also perpetuates policies and
practices that think of today’s Mexico as extractive labour bodies and Lands. Therefore, I
will delve into various photographic projects that depict Mexican labour within and for
Canada, drawing upon theories of photography as an event, the impact of media and the
representation of historic Mexican workers connecting similar visual cues that projects

share in common.



1.1 Photography as an Event

The understanding of what is photography has shifted with technological advancements
and the evolving purposes and functions of photography. Across the span of the history
of photography, numerous artists, curators, and historians have offered varying
perspectives on the medium as it evolved. For example: William Henry Fox Talbot, one
of the early pioneers of photography, referred to photographs as “sun pictures.” He aimed
to demonstrate that the art of photography could capture intricate details, enhancing the
accuracy and realism of representation.™® In 1931, Walter Benjamin explored the concept
of time travel through photographs, rejecting the idea of time as linear. He suggested that
viewers can move between the past, present, and future when engaging with images.4
Furthermore, Susan Sontag argued that photographs neither depict reality nor truth. She
questioned their impact, suggesting that repeated exposure to images of atrocities
desensitizes us.'® Similarly, John Tagg introduces the idea of photography not as
something that holds fixed meaning on its own, but as something whose significance is
shaped by the institutional frameworks surrounding it; a discursive formation. He
suggests that what gives a photograph its authority, as evidence or as truth, is not the
image itself, but the historical and institutional systems that structure how it is produced,
circulated, and understood.® In his reflections, Marvin Heiferman, curator and writer,
emphasized that photography changes everything, noting that 60%-80% of human brain
activity is dedicated to visual processing. He stresses the importance of constantly
interpreting and reinterpreting photographs, questioning how images are constructed,

13 William Henry Fox Talbot, The Pencil of Nature (London: Longman, Brown, Green, & Longmans.,
1844).

14 Howard Caygill, “The Work of Art,” in The Colour of Experience (Taylor & Francis Group, 1998), 80.
15 Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: Farrar, Straus an Giroux, 1977), 178-181.

16 John Tagg, “Introduction,” in The Disciplinary Frame: Photographic Truths and the Capture of Meaning
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 28-29.



who made and edited them, why they were created, and what images are omitted or

censored.t’

In this project, | focus on understanding and using photography as a political
event, one that involves the social dynamics between the subjects, the photographer, the
camera, the distributor, the medium, and the photograph as an object. Notably,
photography cannot be simplified to just a camera operated by an individual; it is an
apparatus that encompasses a broader network of participants and the market. For
instance, Ariella Azoulay argues that photography reinforces the status quo by creating
interpretive codes and institutions that sustain it. Within the photographic event,
exclusion occurs, and regimes of citizenship are formed. To be a “citizen” of
photography means to bridge the relationship between the image and the event itself—the
interaction between the photographer and the photographed. Therefore, Azoulay’s
concept of the “civil contract” of photography revises the power relations that underlie
and give meaning to photographs. Her approach to photography has profoundly
influenced how | view and research visual imagery that engages with labour and Mexican
worker representation in photography. These visual archives reveal a power dynamic
between the worker, the photographer, and the institutions where these images are
archived and shared through the media. The positioning of the labourers’ bodies and the
framing strategies employed often emphasize the depiction of a collective mass. This
underscores the importance of viewing the depiction of labour as a photographic event,
one in constant flux, where the participants actively shape and perpetuate labour

stereotypes.'®

Consequently, with constant change and movement, reproductions continue to be
generated, from photographic copies in the late 19th century to today’s digital platforms.

The digital age has transformed the ways we create photographs, engage with visual

17 Marvin Heiferman, “Photography Changes Everything,” in Photography Changes Everything, 1st ed.
(Aperture, 2012), 11-21.
18 Ariella Azoulay, Civil Imagination: A Political Ontology of Photography (London: Verso, 2015), 130.



narratives, and interpret their meanings. Nevertheless, thinking that photography does not
create representations of reality and truth, viewing photography as an event allows for
reinterpretation and manipulation within the process itself. For instance, Tom Wheeler
and Tim Gleason introduced the term “photofiction” to describe images where
manipulation alters the audience’s perception of meaning.*® They suggest that the focus
should not just be on the impact of digital imaging on unsuspecting viewers, but on how
these changes affect the social dynamics behind image creation and distribution.

1.2 Stereotypes and Representations

In the circulation and repetition of images, stereotypes and representations are created.
Stuart Hall explains that representation is a key part of how meaning is produced and
shared within a culture. It involves the use of language, signs, and images that do not
simply stand in for things, but actively produce meaning within specific discourses.
These are systems of thought and communication that shape how knowledge and power
are constructed and understood. At the heart of the meaning-making process in culture
are these systems of representation, which enable us to give meaning to the world by
drawing connections or creating equivalencies between people, objects, events, and

abstract ideas.?°

Hall suggests that stereotypes are employed to reinforce and uphold distinctions
between different groups of people. This can be observed in stereotypes constructed
through surrounding images of Mexicans or, in this particular project, images of Mexican
workers, which have been thoroughly used by media, Hollywood and photographic
projects. Hence, Hall’s insights on the nature of stereotypes and their implications

resonate with me. He argues that simply reversing a stereotype does not inherently

19 Tom Wheeler and Tim Gleason, “Photography or Photofiction: An Ethical Protocol for the Digital Age,”
Visual Communication Quarterly 2, no. 1 (January 1995): 8-12,
https://doi.org/10.1080/15551393.1995.10387515.

20 Stuart Hall, “The Work of Representation,” in The Applied Theatre Reader, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge,
2020), 74-77.



subvert or dismantle the underlying power dynamics; rather, it often leads individuals to
become trapped in the opposite stereotype. Notably, such binaries perpetuate a cycle
where one side is labelled as “good” and the other as “bad,” trapping individuals and
groups in predefined categories and hindering the possibility of genuine liberation from

the overarching system of stereotyping.?*

As a photographer, one of my primary concerns in my artistic practice throughout
this project was to avoid perpetuating stereotypes in my photographs. During my
master’s program, I hesitated to make photographs about this theme and instead | focused
on creating new visual narratives about labour, believing this approach would help me
navigate my concerns more effectively—it did not. For instance, Hall argues that rather
than merely introducing new content, we should critically examine the forms of
representation and acknowledge the fluidity of meaning. This work enters into a struggle
over representation, recognizing that meanings can never be definitively fixed and that
there are no ultimate victories, only ongoing negotiations. In this context, instead of
shying away from the representation of the Mexican bodies, | embrace this strategy as a
key method for subverting from within. By intentionally engaging with the intersections
that create these stereotypes, this approach challenges dominant portrayals of difference.
Moreover, this counter-strategy makes a conscious effort to “make strange” the act of
looking by highlighting what is often overlooked. It does not shy away from utilizing
humour as a tool to critique stereotypes, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of
how Mexican labour is portrayed in visual culture. Ultimately, instead of rejecting the
complexities associated with representation; by engaging with Hall’s ideas, I am turning

them into opportunities for critical engagement and deeper understanding.??

Homi K. Bhabha analyzes how stereotypes function in colonial contexts. His

arguments on colonial discourse highlight how fixity serves as a paradoxical form of

2 Stuart Hall, “The Spectacle of the Other,” in Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying
Practices (London: Sage and Open University., 1997), 225-277.
22 Hall, “The Spectacle of the Other,” 275.



representation that signifies cultural, historical, or racial differences. It implies both a
rigid, unchanging structure and simultaneously suggests disorder, degeneration, and
relentless repetition. Similarly, the stereotype—central to this form of discourse—is a
way of understanding and identifying that shifts between what is considered fixed or
familiar and something that needs to be constantly reinforced through anxious repetition.
Ambivalence is an ambiguous practice between the colonized and the colonizer.
Moreover, the colonizer regards the colonized as inferior and exotic, while the colonized
regards the colonizer as enviable and corrupt. The colonial discourse defines the
colonized population in an effort to justify conquest and establish systems of
administration and instruction.? | position ambivalence as vital practice in the colonial
discourses of stereotyping. Bhabha highlights that colonial discourses are a productive
process of othering through colonial fantasy and power, an argument that | have

developed within my own photographic projects and participatory work.
1.3 The Impact of Media on Photography

In the current digital age, with the overwhelming presence of online images, mass
media—including print, publishing, news, photography, cinema, and advertising—
images play a crucial role in shaping our perception of the world. American journalist
Ben Bagdikian argues that mass media holds the power to define truth and fiction,
controlling public perception. Media outlets, largely owned and influenced by elite
interests, shape narratives and control information in ways that serve those interests. For
instance, in Canada, corporations such as CBC, Village Media, Bell Media, Rogers
Sports & Media, and Postmedia Network Inc. dominate the media landscape.?* In the

USA, corporations such as Comcast, Disney, News Corporation, AT&T, and National

23 Homi K Bhabha, “The Other Question...” Screen 24, no. 5 (1983): 18-36,
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1093/screen/24.6.18.

24 John Tang, “Canadian Media Ownership Index,” The Future of Media Project, accessed October 2024,
https://projects.ig.harvard.edu/futureofmedia/canadian-media-ownership.
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Amusements hold significant global influence, and similar media monopolies exist

worldwide.®

When we think of the term “propaganda,” it is usually associated with oppressive
nations, but Alex Carey argues that propaganda, in fact, has become more refined and
advanced in democratic societies where the use of direct control over the public is much
less common and acceptable.?® In Manufacturing Consent, Edward S. Herman and Noam
Chomsky explain how a small number of large media corporations increasingly dominate
global production and distribution. As participants in the capitalist system, these media
companies share interests with other profit-driven businesses and the government. This
profit motive leads to a heavy dependence on advertising for revenue, ultimately
prioritizing content that satisfies advertisers over the needs of the audience.?’

In considering photography as an event, I reflect on Heiferman’s and Azoulay’s
insights regarding the timing and distribution of images, along with Hall’s ideas about
stereotypes and Bhabha’s arguments on representation. This leads me to question the role
that photographs of Mexican workers play in Canadian media and art overall. What
purposes do these images serve for society, government objectives, and corporate
interests? In 2022, during my first year of PhD studies, | was contacted by CBC London
for a radio interview. Although it was a brief phone call and aired on the morning
program, they expressed interest in one piece from a group exhibition | was part of at
Cambridge Galleries, Show.21. This work, part of my MFA thesis project, featured over
200 cardboard boxes that showcased Mexican goods, engaging with the brands, slogans,
and iconography typically found in advertisements for these products. Essentially, it

discussed stereotypical representations, prompting viewers to consider the purpose and

25 Alan MacLeod, Propaganda in the Information Age: Still Manufacturing Consent (London: Routledge,
Taylor & Francis Group, 2019).

% Alex Carey and Andrew Lohrey, Taking the Risk out of Democracy : Corporate Propaganda versus
Freedom and Liberty (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2017), 11-17.

27 Edward S. Herman, Noam Chomsky, and John Pruden, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy
of the Mass Media (Old Saybrook: Tantor Audio, Recorded Books, 2017), 14.
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origins of these visual cues.?® However, the interview shifted focus to my personal views
on seasonal workers in the region, as there were trending media discussions about the
program at that time. While my work addresses the broader topic of Mexican labour and
its various industries in Canada, the media seemed primarily interested in framing it
within the agricultural sector. After this experience, | began to question whether my work

in Canada would always be associated with the agriculture sector in the media.

For my artistic practice, | explore digital photography and its complexities. It is
challenging to view digital photography as a singular cultural form, as it has become
what Daniel Rubinstein and Katrina Sluis refer to as an “algorithmic image.” This
concept suggests that a digital photograph should be understood as a type of program, a
process created, expressed, and mediated through software. Ultimately, digital
photographs are now computational and programmable, with algorithms shaping not only
their production but also how we experience and view them online.?® Many of the
photographs | have researched for my artistic practice and project have been sourced
from online archives or platforms such as websites, Instagram, and others. When
considering the concept of the “algorithmic image,” one of the key challenges is that the
diffusion of photography into general computation makes it unclear where the image
actually “exists.” Digital photographs now form endless constellations connected by
metadata, circulating across multiple platforms and archives simultaneously. They
multiply, are recontextualized, and are represented in various ways, constantly moving in

different directions.
1.4 Mexican Workers Imagery

Over the course of my MFA and PhD studies, | have been deeply engaged with searching
online databases for terms such as “Mexican People,” “Mexican Workers,” “Mexican

Workers in Canada,” and “Mexicans.” While the images have changed over the years,

28 The boxes display hats, mangos with mustaches, charros, and other icons.
29 |ister, The Photographic Image in Digital Culture, 30.
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certain elements remain consistent across this visual repertoire: masses of people working
in the fields, scenes of people celebrating, the Mexican flag, representations of
Catholicism, and more. Most of these images, particularly when sourced through Google
Image searches, are derived from news outlets, private companies’ advertising

campaigns, stock images, tourism ads, non-profit organizations, and others.

In The Age of the World Picture, Heidegger identifies representation as central to
modernity. He argues that the world is transformed into a “picture,” while humans
become “subjects.” Heidegger links these changes to Descartes’ metaphysics, where
representation becomes the foundation of true knowledge. Furthermore, representation
does not mean showing or viewing a picture, but is a diagram of conditions of possibility
that allow one to grasp the world as an image. Judovitz concludes, based on Heidegger’s
observations, that the human subject is seen as a rational being, able to objectify the

world, and can only understand it through aspects that can be represented rationally.°

The relationship between visual culture and Mexican national identity is one that
John Mraz explores in Looking for Mexico: Modern Visual Culture and National Identity.
However, in light of the Mexicans’ preoccupation with identity, Mraz examines the
visual culture stemming from historical events—notably, the Independence, Revolution,
and Mexico’s overarching colonial project. The romanticization and exoticism of
“Mexican types” enable Mexican mass culture to arise in modes of mass production and
circulation of visual images, which contribute to a stereotypical image of Mexico.3! The
shared image environment is where Roberto Tejada demonstrates how images have
shaped identities in Mexico and the borderlands. Tejada’s study positions Mexican

photographic production as a transnational activity where cultural exchanges between

30 Martin Heidegger, The Age of the World View (Chicago: Regnery, 1951), 127.
31 John Mraz, Looking for Mexico: Modern Visual Culture and National Identity (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2009), 59-105.
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Mexico, the United States, and Europe are central to creating a shared visual environment

generated by native and foreign artists in or about Mexico.?

The Bracero Program, a labour agreement between Mexico and the USA that ran
from 1942 to 1964, was created to meet labour shortages in the USA by bringing
Mexican workers, mostly for agricultural jobs, on a temporary basis.® It shaped the
movement of labour across the border for more than two decades. Within this context, the
work of the photographers known as Mayo brothers is key when thinking about Mexican
workers in North America. As John Mraz and Jaime Vélez Storey describe, “their work is
a peculiar mix of social, cultural, and visual history.” The photographs they took during
the Bracero Program offer a glimpse into the temporary nature of working conditions and
speak to the larger political relationship between both countries through images. This can
be observed in the project, where the photographers depicted the process of requirements,
immigration, families’ farewells, transportation, and more. The images capture moments
where people congregate, waiting to sign their seasonal contracts, with waves of
individuals standing, waiting, and being moved through the process. The Bracero
labourers mostly performed in constructing the railway and agriculture in the United
States. While the Mayo brothers documented the process and the lives of those involved
in the program, they also depicted the undocumented migrants that crossed the United

States to work, highlighting the struggles of such journeys.3*

In the 1940s, Mexican photojournalism gained prominence, expanding into the
broader cultural sphere and redefining what it meant to be a photographer. Throughout
the last century, notable photojournalist collectives and photojournalists such as Agustin
Victor Casasola, the Mayo Brothers, Enrique Diaz, Nacho Ldpez, Manuel L6pez Bravo,
Héctor Garcia, Berenice Kolko, Rodrigo Moya, Antonio Reynoso, and others held

32 Roberto Tejada, National Camera: Photography and Mexico's Image Environment (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 1-18.

33 John Mraz and Jaime Velez Storey, Uprooted: Braceros in The Hermanos Mayo Lens (Arte Plblico
Press, 2017), 5.

3 Mraz and Velez, Uprooted, 140.
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exhibitions primarily in Mexico City. These exhibitions extended the life of their images
beyond the usual 24-hour cycle of newspaper circulation.® This was possible because
these photographers retained control of their negatives, rather than media outlets. Their
work produced critical imagery, including the Bracero photographic project, and captured
a burgeoning interest in documenting daily life. The Mayo Brothers focused on a wide
range of subjects, producing photo essays that portrayed the lives of workers,

bureaucrats, and factory laborers from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, while Nacho
Lopez successfully explored Mexican identity in projects such as México: Dolor y
Sangre, Pasion y Alma and México Mistico.*® | argue that the Bracero project from the
Mayo Brothers, was the starting point of how Mexican workers were perceived within the
North American economic and visual culture context. Many of the same visual cues
presented in the Mayo Brothers photographic project are evident in more recent

photographic portrayals of Mexican workers in Canada.

The Mayo Brothers extensively documented the registration process of Mexican
workers under the Bracero program. From medical exams and waiting in plazas to
signing contracts and boarding the trains headed to the USA. They also captured images
of undocumented migrants riding on top of the train cars in the 1950s, which closely
resemble the photographs taken by Moysés Zafiga in the 2000s. These images often
portray workers as a mass; anonymous and grouped. One photograph that stood out to me
was not from the agricultural sector, but rather from the automotive sector, taken on
March 17, 1952. It shows Mexican workers standing alongside machinery at the Ford
Motor Company in Hermosillo, Sonora, Mexico.®” While the workers and company are
not the same, more than seventy years later, this composition still appears online when
searching for the automotive industry in my hometown, now featuring General Motors.
This continuity in visual framing and bodies shows how Mexican labour continues to be

depicted as collective, anonymous, and shaped by North American demand.

35 Mraz, Looking for Mexico, 167-199.
3 Mraz, Looking for Mexico, 171-172.
37 Mraz and Velez, Uprooted, 64.
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1.5 Mexican Labour Depiction in Canada

Although the relationship between Canada and Mexico is relatively recent when
compared to Mexico’s ties with the USA, it has nonetheless become an important one,
especially when thinking about labour and migration. In this section, I look at how
Mexican labour is depicted in selected artworks created or exhibited in Canada. By
examining these visual representations, | set the ground for discussing my own work and

how it contributes to this conversation.

Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge are conceptual artists and political activists
whose collaborative work explores issues of labour, class, and social justice in Canada.
This can be observed in their projects reflecting broader themes of labour, and some of
them have engaged with Mexican workers. Martha Langford argues that the artists’
visuals reveal how cultural work is depicted in their art. Their images are the result of
extensive research and collaboration between visual artists, specialists, and others. One of
the most compelling aspects of their work is the way they highlight the labour involved in
picturing labour, not just in the subject matter, but in how the images are constructed.
Their compositions push back against the conventions of documentary realism, allowing
memory and imagination to shape the narratives they stage.® Salt of the Earth (2008), a
series produced in collaboration with migrant farm workers in Southern Ontario and the
United Food and Commercial Workers, draws upon the translation of workers’ memories
into images which mimic advertisement imagery. Condé and Beveridge respond to the
collaboration with workers’ unions as a two-sided strategy, “On one side, it was to bring
a cultural politics into the union and social movements. On the other, it was to develop a

community-based arts practice to challenge the individualized and elite practices of

38 Martha Langford, Scissors, Paper, Stone: Expressions of Memory in Contemporary Photographic Art
(Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2014), 200 - 216.
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modernist art.”3® In doing so, their work offers portraits of migrant workers by centring

their voices and perspectives in the image-making process.

As most projects about Mexican labour in Canada focus on agriculture, Speaking
Fruit—a hybrid sculpture/organizing hub fruit-stand and design studio project from
Toronto-based artist Farrah Miranda—moves between the gallery and the public sphere.
The piece, a mobile fruit-stand, shares strategies and alliances between movements
adressing food, racial and labour injustice in the Southern Ontario region. Miranda
questions, “If the fruit you grow could speak from dinner tables, refrigerators and grocery
aisles, what would you want it to say?” Based on that question, written and audio
responses from migrant agricultural workers from such regions, alongside artists, activists
and allies, can be found in the artwork. Miranda evokes direct action to the labour

issues.*0

Furthermore, Vincenzo Pietropaolo’s photographic work, Harvest Pilgrims,
comes to mind. The project depicts the process of the SAWP (Seasonal Agriculture
Working Program), airport scenes, and working conditions. The workers are depicted in
an agricultural landscape. In his documentary photographic work, Pietropaolo inserts
Mexican and Caribbean labourers into Ontario farms fields, engaging with pastoral and
local constructions. The series depicts their working conditions and financial precarity.
Pietropaolo also followed several workers to their respective homes in Mexico and
Jamaica. The work shows complete documentation of the pilgrim and the seasonal
workers’ journeys.*! His work, often in black and white, resembles compositions similar
to those found in photographic documentation from the Bracero Program in the 1940s.

The imagery often focuses on hands, bent bodies, large groups in motion, and religious

39 Carole Condé and Karl Beveridge, “Art and Politics” (Canadian Dimension Publication, Ltd., 2012),
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A313439104/A0ONE?u=Ilond95336&sid=bookmark-AONE&xid=3494d044.
40 Miranda Farrah, “Speaking Fruit,” Miranda Farrah, accessed December 14, 2022,
http://farrahmiranda.com/speaking-fr/kvbjvnrumztid8gajilpx5trkrsdbc.

41 Vincenzo Pietropaolo, “Harvest Pilgrims,” Vincenzo Pietropaolo Photography, accessed September 13,
2022, https://vincepietropaolo.com/harvest-pilgrims.



https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A313439104/AONE?u=lond95336&sid=bookmark-AONE&xid=3494d044
http://farrahmiranda.com/speaking-fr/kvbjvnrumztid8gajilpx5trkrsdbc
https://vincepietropaolo.com/harvest-pilgrims
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references. This becomes an interesting reference point when analyzing the portrayal of
Mexican workers. Additionally, in Tortillas and Tomatoes: Transmigrant Mexican
Harvesters in Canada, Tanya Basok examines how Mexican seasonal workers have
become a structural necessity in certain sectors and how they play a vital role in Canadian

agriculture.*?

Deborah Koenker, with her work Grapes and Tortillas, focus on workers in the
Okanagan Valley of BC. Workers were invited to write on tortillas, information about
them and thoughts to share in a gallery space.*® Gu Xiong explores the iconic Canadian
place of Niagara Falls, highlighting the migrant workers with the installation Illuminated
Niagara Falls. The installation consisted of 4,000 photos of foreign migrant workers, five
souvenir bottles of “illuminated” water from Niagara Falls, and four fruit baskets from
Ontario farms.** Carlos Colin’s exhibition Little Mexico included sculptural installations,
screen-prints, text-based works, and photographs examining SAWP participants’ lives

and experiences, aiming to make their labour visible.*

The visual arts projects previously discussed focus on representing Mexican
workers and the agricultural sector of Southwest Ontario and British Columbia, akin to
the work of the Mayo Brothers along the Mexico-U.S. border. While | appreciate how
these initiatives highlight the injustices faced by seasonal workers in agriculture, there
remains a significant gap in research and artistic production in exploring other forms of
Mexican labour within Canada. One that caught my interest, was the automative industry.
My connections to the automotive industry are particularly relevant, as my hometown of

Saltillo, Coahuila, is recognized as a key hub for automotive manufacturing in today’s

42 Tanya Basok, Tortillas and Tomatoes: Transmigrant Mexican Harvesters in Canada (Montréal: McGill-
Queen's University Press, 2014).

43 Deborah Koenker, “Grapes & Tortillas: Installation: Deborah Koenker: Kelowna Art Gallery,” Deborah
Koenker, accessed December 14, 2022, https://deborahkoenker.com/installations/grapes-and-tortillas.

4 Gu Xiong, “Migrations Exhibition,” Gu Xiong, accessed December 14, 2022, http://quxiong.ca/en/solo-
exhibition/migrations/.

4 Carlos Colin, “Little México,” Carlos Colin, accessed February 11, 2023,
http://carloscolin.mx/portfolio/uncategorized/little-mexico/.
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Mexico. In Canada, there was a significant automotive centre in Southwest Ontario, near
Leamington, known as the “Tomato City of Canada,” which relies heavily on seasonal
Mexican workers for more than half its population. When examining the impact of labour
movement or Mexican labourers in that region, the agricultural sector often overshadows
the automotive industry. | argue that this is because the agricultural sector is more
frequently discussed in media and research due to its visible involvement of migrant
workers and the growing concerns about the agriculture sector in Canada. In his book
Ford City, Herb Colling investigates Windsor’s automotive history, starting in 1908 with
its ties to Studebaker. He notes that by 1913, it had become the city's second-largest
employer. He further explores the impact of the automotive industry in the region during

World War II, along with the city’s enduring relationships with Ford and Chrysler.

In considering the automotive industry that connects both Lands and my artistic
practice, my research creation explores how Mexican labour can be represented through
photography and participatory artworks. This practice enables me to investigate the role
of photography in shaping our understanding of complex issues, such as the relationship
between contemporary Mexico and Canada and the portrayal of Mexican workers within
a North American context. | engage with Mexican labour for Canada, recognizing that
this labour is not confined to a territory. It moves through Land and trade in the form of
exported goods like auto parts, but also through the migration of Mexican workers
employed in Canada’s agricultural sector. My goal is not to produce quantitative data or
create more visual narratives, but rather to delve into the intricate interplay between
visual art, representation, and their effects on public perceptions. Using the automotive
industry as the main focus—an industry that significantly impacts both southwestern
Ontario and my hometown in Mexico—allows me, as a Mexican artist in Ontario, to
examine these themes from a deeply personal perspective. In the following chapters, |
will discuss how | have explored these ideas in my photographic and participatory work.
Through these artistic explorations, | aim to provide a nuanced view of how art can

challenge stereotypes surrounding Mexican labour in North America.
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Chapter 2

2  Exhibiting Migration Stories: An Exploration of Poetics
in Moysés Zuiiga’s Photography

In September 2021, inspired by Dr. Sarah Bassnett’s article “Witnessing the Trauma of

Undocumented Migrants in Mexico” in Contact Zones: Photography, Migration, and

America, in September 2021, | proposed to Dr. Bassnett that | curate an exhibition based

on her research and the work of Mexican photojournalist Moysés Zufiiga Santiago. The

exhibition was planned for 2022.46 Developed during my first year of the PhD and
exhibited in my second year, this show laid the foundation for the broader themes
explored in my artistic research, particularly migration and photography. This chapter
discusses the curatorial process and exhibition details of Migration Stories Whispered in
My Ear / Me Susurran Al Oido Historias de Migrantes, held at Western University’s
Mclntosh Gallery in London, Ontario, Canada. The exhibition ran from August 11 to

September 10, 2022, with a closing reception on September 9 from 5 to 7 p.m.

The exhibition centred on Moysés Zufiiga Santiago’s photographic documentation
of undocumented migrants in Mexico, research by Dr. Bassnett and my curatorial
decisions. As part of my PhD requirement, | was expected to develop a minor project. |
chose to curate an exhibition as a way to gain curatorial experience. This curatorial
project became my minor project, and the experience was designed to help me develop
skills that would support the creation of my upcoming shows and thesis exhibition.
Through this process, I gained valuable curatorial insights and deepened my
understanding of the role of photography in addressing contemporary migration issues in
Mexico, which often contribute to stereotypes. | also developed skills in deciding how to

present such impactful research and artwork within a gallery space. As a result, this

46 Sarah Bassnett, “Witnessing the Trauma of Undocumented Migrants in Mexico,” Contact Zones (June
17, 2021): 281-302, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctvlqdgzmr.15.
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44,472, it stands as a lesser-known yet significant site of textile production.®! Like the
previous photographic work, these images functioned as an experiment in staged
photography. Although I never exhibited them, they served as a starting point in defining

the direction of my photographic series.

Figure 9: Left: Manzana Rellena - Act I, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez. Right: Manzana Rellena - Act 11, 2022,

Anahi Gonzélez.

For the second stage of the All4 Méas Al Norte photography series, | returned to
indoor settings, experimenting with staged photography and studio practices. | focused on
irony, selecting objects that could reference various industries despite having no direct
connection to them. This phase became an exploration of light, colours, objects, and
composition, creating visual prompts to spark conversations about Mexican labour in
Canada. Each photograph stemmed from questions related to the agricultural industry,

gender in the workforce, demand for specific products such as avocados, and the

81 “Parras: Economia, Empleo, Equidad, Calidad de Vida, Educacion, Salud y Seguridad Publica,” Data
México, 2020,
https://www.economia.gob.mx/datamexico/es/profile/geo/parras#:~:text=Acerca%20de%20Parras&text=E
n%202020%2C%201a%20poblaci%C3%B3n%20en,hombres%20y%2049.3%25%20mujeres).
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relationship between currency value and human labour. This stage ultimately led me to

realize that for my PhD project, | needed to move outdoors, explore sites of Mexican

labour, and integrate staged elements into real-world environments.

Figure 10: Nortefiita, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.
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Figure 11: Left: Libres, 2022, Anahi Gonzalez. Right: Atrapados, 2022, Anahi Gonzalez.

Figure 12: Por Un Kilo De Tortillas, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.
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Figure 13: Carritos Hechos En Saltillo Para Los Canadians, 2022, Anahi Gonzalez.

For the third and final stage of the All4& Mas Al Norte photography series, |
explored sites where Mexican labour is present, incorporating found objects that could
speak to the connections between this labour and different regions. Carritos Hechos En
Saltillo Para Los Canadians, for instance, was taken in the parking lot of an industrial
park in Saltillo, Mexico. Nearby, | found a red car pifiata, which | then staged within the
site. The use of the pifiata references the automotive industry in the region, cultural
symbols, and the recurring presence of cardboard in my artistic practice. Within the same
industrial park, I noticed that the streets and boulevards were named after the industries
operating in the area. Two of the streets | photographed include Industria de la
Transformacién (Transformation Industry) and Industria Automotriz (Automotive
Industry), which intersect within the park. The irony of these industry-related street
names within spaces where Mexican labour is actively performed adds another layer to

the project, emphasizing the complex relationship between place, work, and identity.
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Figure 14: Calle Automotriz, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.
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Figure 15: Sweet Dreams, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.

During my MFA, | worked with images of trains and containers, but in continuing
that project, | sought to explore another mode of labour transportation—trucks. In
Saltillo, I connected with the owners of a trucking company that transports materials
within the city and to the northern border of Mexico with the USA. They allowed me to
photograph their truck parking lots, and two workers shared their experiences as
operators. | was also given access to the interior of one of the trucks, and while
documenting the space, | turned to see the driver’s bed, where a company-issued pillow
featured an image of the very truck itself. This detail reminded me of the work culture in
Saltillo, which I was once part of, and the emphasis on commitment to the company—
even during moments of rest. The gesture captured in this photograph reflects the
structure of power within labour systems, reinforcing a cycle of participation and

allegiance to supply and demand networks.
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Figure 16: Canadian Tuxedo, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.

While photographing sites of Mexican labour, | sought to establish a connection
to Canada. Through Canadian Tuxedo, | subtly referenced the power of demand that
drives supply. The use of red in my work alludes to both nationalism and passion,
aligning with the forces that sustain these systems. After my time in Mexico, | continued
documenting similar sites, incorporating materials from the land and observing details
that emphasized my themes. For instance, while driving in London, Ontario, | came
across an advertisement that displayed only two words: IMMIGRATION on one side and
SECURITY CAMERA on the other. The sign made me laugh each time | passed it, as it
reflected the irony of control and movement—one of the central tensions | explore in my
work. This type of imagery highlights the contradictions within the systems we navigate,

reinforcing the structures that regulate labour and migration.
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INAIGRATION

Figure 17: Left: Immigration, 2022, Anahi Gonzalez. Right: Security Camera, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.

Figure 18: One Mexican, One Donkey, and Two Canadian Geese (front yard, Leamington, Ontario), 2022,

Anahi Gonzalez.



Figure 19: No Way, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.

Figure 20: | Want More, 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.
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Staging elements in specific locations allowed me to think through the themes of
this project in a grounded way. These gestures also opened space to reflect on
photography as an event and to consider the role of the photographer within that moment.
Humour plays a central role in my photographic work. I do not use humour for aesthetics
but to create friction. The constructed scenes, objects, and gestures | employ are
deliberately exaggerated, leaning into absurdity to invite viewers into a space that feels
both familiar and unsettling. This tension draws on what Derrida refers to as the

destabilizing logic of irony; a mode through which meaning is made to collapse under its

own contradictions.®? Rather than reproduce conventional images of suffering often
associated with migrant labour, 1 use irony to foreground how these subjects are visually
constructed and received. Through humour, I aim to challenge dominant expectations
around the representation of workers and migrants, creating space for reflection not
through clarity or resolution, but through discomfort and critical engagement.

The staging process was a way to expand on ideas around constructed narratives
and their influence. While my photographic research considered how bodies have
historically been used in constructing narratives that reinforce dominant ideologies, in
Alla Mas al Norte, my intent was not to focus on the narrative itself—how it is built,
circulated, and aligned with the systems of power that shape labour and trade agreements.
This project marks the beginning of my own artistic practice grounded in questioning
how power structures define what Mexican labour looks like, where it is placed, and how
it is represented. Through staged photography and the use of irony, AllA Méas al Norte
became a space of experimentation—one that allowed me to reflect critically on the
visual and material language of labour, and on my own position within these systems.
Rather than offering answers or solutions, my photographic work invites ongoing
questions about images, visual narratives, and the economic and cultural forces that

continue to shape how we see, value, and move.

82 Jacques Derrida, Limited Inc (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988), 115.
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Chapter 4

4 Exhibitions and Outdoor Installations

In this chapter, | describe the curatorial decisions made for four solo exhibitions and one
outdoor installation, and their respective community responses. Each exhibition featured
work created in the course of the PhD program, and although some pieces were shown
multiple times, the installations evolved based on the development of the artwork, the
specific gallery space, and its location. | was invited to hold solo exhibitions at various
artist-run centres across Ontario, such as Xpace (Toronto), Whippersnapper Gallery
(Toronto), Artspace PTBO (Peterborough), and Artcite (Windsor). It is important to note
that these exhibitions were made possible by the collaborative efforts and support of the
artist-run centres in Canada and their staff, whose roles in the contemporary art sphere
are essential 2 Artist-run centres support emerging artists by offering alternative gallery
spaces and experimental approaches to exhibition practices. | experienced this support
firsthand through the following exhibitions, which positively influenced my project and
artistic practice by fostered connections with the community through the efforts of the

galleries’ staff.

In addition to the presentation of my artworks, these opportunities also gave rise
to artist talks, which facilitated meaningful connections with Ontario communities
interested in my research themes. In my practice and the following projects, I strive to
emphasize the importance of community engagement. As a cultural agent, | recognize the
significant role artists play in societal discourse. For this reason, exhibiting in artist-run

centres became a central focus of my solo exhibitions during my graduate studies.

8 Thank you to Avalon, Philip, and Natalie from Xpace Cultural Centre; Marina from Whippersnapper
Gallery; Leslie, Jillian, and Zwena from Artspace PTBO; and Stephen from Acrtcite.
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4.1 Billboard Installations (Mexico and Canada), 2022

Following my MFA project in 2021, which involved developing a simultaneous MFA
thesis show in Canada and Mexico, | sought to expand on this idea and to take my
artwork beyond the gallery space for my project.®* I then began developing an interactive
website and display of two different photographs on billboards, simultaneously in Mexico
and Canada. During my first year of the PhD program, | received funding from the
Mexican government through the program Sistema de Apoyos a la Creacion y Proyectos
Culturales (SACPC) to execute a simultaneous billboard installation in London, Ontario,

Canada, and Saltillo, Coahuila, Mexico.

Similar to my MFA thesis, organizing and developing simultaneous installations
in different countries presented several challenges. Each installation required distinct
processes. For instance, in Saltillo, Mexico, identifying suitable advertising companies
involved a different approach. While some companies could be found online, the most
effective method was to drive around the city and gather information directly from the
billboard owners, many of whom do not advertise online but instead post their WhatsApp
contact information on the billboards themselves. In 2021, during a visit to my
hometown, | photographed several billboards, as | was interested in using them for a
project in 2022. The one that offered the best location and fit within my budget was
situated on a transit boulevard in northern Saltillo, on the Boulevard of Eulalio Gutiérrez
Trevifio. This location was strategically chosen, as it was frequented by company buses

transporting workers, as well as by local residents.

8 Anahi Gonzalez Teran, “The Other Neighbour of El Otro Lado,” Masters Thesis, Western University,
Electronic Thesis and Dissertation Repository, https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/etd/7990.
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Figure 21: Anahi Gonzalez, photographic installation of Saltillo, Coahuila, Mexico’s billboard installation,

November 2022. To view the video documentation www.anahigonzalez.com/installations.

November 2022 proved to be an ideal month for the project, as it was not during
an election period, and billboards were mostly available. | discussed the project with the
owner via WhatsApp and | signed a contract confirming that the content of my billboard
contained no profanity and provided my identification card (INE), which includes details
such as my Mexican address, phone number, and a photograph of myself. The payment
was made in cash, with my parents assisting by delivering the payment to the billboard
owner, as | was not in Mexico at the time. An intriguing aspect of this experience was the
advice | received from the billboard owner, who recommended making the billboard text
larger and minimizing the amount of text overall, noting that drivers have only a few
seconds to read it. This consideration of the advertisement’s design and the consumption
of information provided valuable insights into how visual language is translated. In
contrast, the process for securing the Canadian billboard was straightforward. It was easy

to contact a media company with available billboards, and the sales agent responded


http://www.anahigonzalez.com/installations
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quickly via email. | worked with Vendo Media, a company with several billboards in the
region and the one I was interested in was located at 3529 Wonderland Rd. S. Similar to
the process in Mexico, | signed a contract but paid by credit card. In my experience, the

process of renting billboard space in Canada was straightforward and easier than in

Mexico.

For these installations, | selected two photographs that created a dialogue about
the automotive industry’s impact across borders. Each billboard featured a website
address, directing viewers to an interactive site showcasing my photographic series Alla
Mas al Norte and one of the first digital editions of my map Mapa de Norte América
Invertida.® During my research, | encountered Map of North America by London-based
artist Greg Curnoe. According to Judith Rodger, Curnoe’s first map was created in
response to a commission for the January 1973 cover of the Journal of Canadian Fiction.
Curnoe’s map notably omits the United States, reflecting his strong anti-American stance,
and instead includes Greenland, Canada, Mexico, St. Pierre, The Bahamas, Cuba,
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.® | wanted to
create a map that connected both Lands, and the website was the ideal place to

experiment with that idea.

These installations were displayed for one month in November 2022, generating

traffic to the website. The Mexican art platform Obras de Arte Comentadas featured the

8 The edition of Mapa de América Invertida used on the website was one of the first digital editions |
created, featuring the connected Lands with visible borders. I used this edition exclusively on the website,
and it has not been shown elsewhere. The development of the map began in 2021, evolving from painting
to drawing, to digital format, and later to silkscreen printing. Using this early edition at the beginning of my
second year reflects the progression of my ideas about the interconnectedness of both Lands, extractivism,
and borders, culminating in the final edition of the map, which was first used in the exhibition at Xpace
(Toronto) in 2023.

8Judith Rodger, “Greg Curnoe, Map of North America, 1972,” Art Canada Institute — Institut de I’art
Canadien, accessed November 10, 2024, https://www.aci-iac.ca/art-books/greg-curnoe/key-works/map-of-
north-america/.



project on its Instagram, X, and Facebook profiles.8” When entering the website, there

was a short description of the billboard installation in Spanish and English, which said:

Sobre el proyecto

All4 Mé&s Al Norte es un proyecto fotografico que explora la mano de
obra mexicana en y para Canada. Con el objetivo de visibilizar las
diferentes relaciones de intercambio que existen entre México y
Canada; relaciones que se han diversificado y desarrollado de manera
constante desde la creacion del Tratado del Libre comercio de América
del Norte (TLCAN) en 1994,

Para enfatizar la conexién entre México y Canada, se instalaron dos
espectaculares simultaneamente en el mes de noviembre 2022, en las
ciudades de: Saltillo, Coahuila, México y London, Ontario, Canada.
Los espectaculares muestran fotografias del proyecto. London y Saltillo
son sede de la instalacion simultanea por la conexion entre ambas
regiones en relacion con la mano de obra mexicana. El proyecto
fotografico y la instalacion de espectaculares son un punto de partida en
la reflexion critica de la relacion que mantiene México con su segundo
socio comercial del TLCAN, el vecino del otro lado: Canada.

About the project

Alld Mas Al Norte is a photographic project that explores Mexican
labour in and for Canada. To make visible the different exchange
relations between Mexico and Canada, relationships which have
diversified and developed steadily since the creation of the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994.

87 Obras de Arte Comentadas, “Discussion of Anahi Gonzalez’s Alla M4s al Norte,” posted on Instagram
Stories, X (formerly Twitter), and Facebook, November 30, 2022.

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/share/p/19bEmKqghul/.

X: https://x.com/obrasdeartecom/status/1598043357325930497?s=46.

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/obrasdeartecomentadas?igsh=MWRNNTISAHEWNHF2MA==.
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Figure 22: “Home” website page, November 2022, Anahi Gonzélez.
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exploré una relacion menos conocida: la
que

Figure 23: Video still of Obras de Arte Comentadas discussing the project Alla Mas al Norte on their X
profile, November 30, 2022. Available at
https://x.com/obrasdeartecom/status/15980433573259304977s=46.
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To emphasize the connection between Mexico and Canada, two billboards were
installed simultaneously in the month of November 2022 in the cities of Saltillo,
Coahuila, Mexico and London, Ontario, Canada. The billboards show photographs of the
project. London and Saltillo were chosen to host the simultaneous installations due to the
connection between the two regions concerning the Mexican workforce. The
photographic project and the installation of billboards are a starting point in the critical
reflection on the relationship that Mexico maintains with its second NAFTA trading

partner, the neighbour on the other side: Canada.®®

Figure 24: Anahi Gonzélez, photographic installation of London, Ontario, Canada billboard installation,

November 2022. To view the video documentation www.anahigonzalez.com/installations.

8 The website was live from November 2022 to November 2023, as my funding for this project only
covered the hosting and template costs for one year. | created the website using Squarespace.


http://www.anahigonzalez.com/installations
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The website’s homepage featured the first edition of my map Mapa de América
Invertida, with Mexico positioned at the top and Canada at the bottom. When visitors
clicked on the Mexico area, they were directed to a page displaying all the photographs
taken in Mexico. The same functionality applied to Canada’s area on the map, which led
to a gallery of photographs taken in Canada. | chose November for these installations to
emphasize the seasonal contrast between the two regions, underscoring the flow of goods
and resources between Mexico and Canada. This experience sparked a deeper interest in
presenting my work outside traditional gallery spaces, an approach | am currently
developing in my artistic practice and in planning future projects beyond my PhD. The
billboard project highlighted the potential for my art to engage dynamically with public
spaces, reaching diverse audiences and opening conversations about commerce,

migration, and cross-border industries within a broader social context.

4.2 Hacia Arriba / Upwards, 2023

Hacia Arriba / Upwards was held in Toronto, Ontario, at Xpace Cultural Centre from
May 26 to July 8, 2023. The showcased work was part of the core programming for the
Scotiabank CONTACT Photography Festival and took place in the back gallery space. |
developed the show during the second year of the program, marking the first solo
exhibition of work created during the course of my doctoral research. This was an
excellent opportunity to see how my work could function within a gallery space and to

consider areas for further development in upcoming shows.

Before choosing the title and artworks for the show, my starting point was the
first edition of my map Mapa de Norte America Invertida. | had already established a
connection between both Lands, but | wanted to go further by exploring other areas such
as extractivism, mining, the fishing industry, as well as automotive and aerospace sectors,
and more. These ideas resonated with my project, as | aimed to incorporate a Latin
American perspective. | was reminded of América Invertida by Uruguayan artist Joaquin
Torres-Garcia, made in 1945, which depicts South America upside down, challenging

conventional world depictions, the flow of influence, and global power structures. An
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interesting aspect of his map is that he places Uruguay, his home country, at the centre,
marked with a + symbol.2° These two maps inspired my engagement with themes of

global power and imperialism.

Figure 25: Mapa de Norteamérica Invertida, 2023, silkscreen print, 4 x 2.5 inches.

89 Pablo Mancilla Carrasco, “El Mapa Invertido de Joaquin Torres-Garcia y Las Ciencias Sociales de
América Latina. Hacia Un Simbolo Estético Del Pensar Latinoamericano,” Desde El Sur 5, no. 1 (n.d.): 1-
14, https://doi.org/http://dx.doi.org/10.21142/des-1501-2023-0014.
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| began creating my own map, titled Mapa de Norteamérica Invertida. There were
many iterations of the piece as | sought the right version for the exhibition. My initial
attempts were large acrylic paintings in which I tried to paint Mexico and Canada from
memory. This exercise proved challenging, particularly in attempting to place Canada
below Mexico and without the USA. In total, | completed three paintings that I kept in
my studio as reminders of global power dynamics and how challenging it was for me to
completely delete USA. I ultimately created a smaller drawing of the map, consulting
archival maps to achieve a more complete representation of both Lands. | focused on
capturing their shapes rather than strict proportions. This map was meant to connect
various themes | explore in my other works. I then added elements such as a dead fish
(inspired by the fish in Torres-Garcia’s map) to reflect exploitation in the fishing
industry, which affects both Mexico and Canada. | included a train rail symbolizing the
significance of Canadian Pacific Railway’s acquisition of Kansas City Railway, which
now connects Canada, the USA, and central Mexico. | also placed dollar signs in Ontario
and mining symbols in Mexico to engage with resource extraction issues and, finally,

symbols representing Alberta’s oil industry.

Using the map | created as a point of reflection, | engaged with Todd Gordon and
Jeffery R. Webber’s argument that Canadian private investments cannot be separated
from the country’s foreign and development policies. They frame this coordinated
involvement as a form of Canadian imperialism in Latin America. This argument is
pertinent with my work because it emphasizes that the future of the global south is
influenced by internal dynamics but also by the actions of foreign entities. The authors
argue that the global economy is conceptualized as a structurally imbalanced system
prioritizing profit generation and capital accumulation within it is central regions.
Furthermore, the authors contend that this entails the extraction of wealth and resources

from other Lands to the advantage of capital in the “global North.”*

% Todd Gordon and Jeffery R. Webber, introduction to Blood of Extraction: Canadian Imperialism in Latin
America (Halifax: Fernwood Publishing, 2016).
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The exhibition’s title Hacia Arriba / Upwards reflects this map and the exchange
of goods, products, and labour between Canada and Mexico. The Mapa de Norteamérica
Invertida became central to the exhibition, although | sensed there was still more to
explore. For this show, | aimed to include a participatory piece where viewers could
engage directly. I had considered including participatory components during my MFA
project but was unable to develop them in time. My goal was to create something that
would speak to the exchange of goods and interaction between viewers and the artwork.

Thus, Mapa de Norteamérica Invertida evolved into an interactive piece.

Figure 26: Installation documentation of Hacia Arriba / Upwards at Xpace Cultural Centre, 2023.

Photograph by Em Moore.



Figure 27: Installation documentation of Hacia Arriba / Upwards at Xpace Cultural Centre, 2023.

Photograph by Em Moore.
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Figure 28: Other Side of the Loonie, 2023, vending machine. Photograph by Em Moore.

Inspired by the idea of currency/exchange and mass production/disposability, |
decided to incorporate a vending machine. After months of searching online, on

Facebook Marketplace | found a used green Beaver Flat Pak Sticker and Tattoo Vending
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Machine in Montreal, Quebec for $300. The machine was ideal, as it could hold 3 x 4.5-
inch cards that would be available for one Canadian dollar. For the exhibition, | painted
the vending machine red and filled it with five hundred silkscreen-printed maps on
recycled paper, each in a recycled cardboard sleeve. The use of red in my work carries
multiple meanings, including its presence in both the Canadian and Mexican flags, its
association with passion for work, intense emotions, nationalism, and other symbolic
connotations. Visitors could insert a dollar, and the vending machine would dispense a
copy of Mapa de Norteamérica Invertida. The piece fundraised $39.25 dollars and was
donated to the Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, an organization that brings together
workers on farms, factories, on campuses and in communities to create change in their
working conditions.®! This initial installation of the piece revealed a significant reality:
many people today no longer carry coins. Based on my observations during the opening
night and feedback provided from the gallery staff throughout the exhibition, this created
a barrier for visitors who wanted to participate but did not have a loonie to activate the

vending machine.

°1 An additional 25 cents was found inside the vending machine, and the gallery staff mentioned that a
visitor had accidentally inserted it instead of a loonie. “About - Migrant Workers Alliance for Change,”
Migrant Workers Alliance for Change, November 10, 2024, https://migrantworkersalliance.org/about/.
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Figure 29: Installation documentation of Hacia Arriba / Upwards at Xpace Cultural Centre, 2023.

Photograph by Em Moore.

I positioned the vending machine at the centre of the gallery to connect its themes
with surrounding photographs and to provide a focal point for engagement. The
photographs around the machine largely depict arrangements of found objects from sites
where Mexican labour is present in both Lands. These include back seats of trucks
transporting goods between Mexico and the United States, parking lots, signage from
industrial parks, and other similar locations. Upon entering the gallery, to the left, |
placed a photograph featuring a cactus and the Canadian flag, juxtaposing stereotypes
and nationalism and suggesting that the two concepts often intersect. In the top corner, a
photograph of a security camera surveyed the exhibition, engaging with themes of border
security and immigration policies. This image dialogued with another, positioned in the
opposite bottom corner, showing a sign reading “Immigration.” Both photographs were
taken from the same sign in London, Ontario, which advertises both security systems and
immigration consulting services. The irony of these dual services captures the essence of
my work and brings a sense of humour to the exhibition.
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Figure 30: One Mexican, One Donkey, and Two Canadian Geese (front yard, Leamington, Ontario) from
the series Alld Mds Al Norte, 2022, Inkjet Print, 30 x 40 inches. Photograph by Em Moore.

One photograph that stood out and connected with the vending machine piece was
Two Geese and A Mexican (Leamington House Front Yard), taken in Leamington in
2022. 1 visited the city as part of a research trip to better understand the impact of
seasonal workers on the region. Leamington, which had a population of 29,680 in 2021
according to Statistics Canada, hosts over one thousand seasonal workers annually and is

commonly referred to as the “Tomato Capital of Canada.”®? It is also home to the largest

92 Statistics Canada, Census Profile, 2021 Census of Population: Leamington, Ontario, accessed December
24, 2024, https://www12 statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2021/dp-
pd/prof/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&SearchText=Leamington&DGUIDIist=2021A00053537003&GENDER
list=1,2,3&STATISTIClist=1&HEADERIist=0.
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concentration of greenhouses in North America.®® Downtown Leamington felt like | was
back in Mexico, with many Spanish-speaking people and numerous Mexican restaurants.
When planning my photography trips, | tend to explore areas beyond downtown to see

where people live and work. | decided to drive around some neighbourhoods outside the

city centre.

Figure 31: Installation documentation of Hacia Arriba / Upwards at Xpace Cultural Centre, 2023.

Photograph by Em Moore.

During the drive, my partner pointed out an interesting front yard decoration. At
that time, there was a notable rise in support for the Freedom Convoy 2022, a movement
which centred around anti-government sentiments related to COVID-19 regulations.
People displayed their ideologies through flags on cars and occasional signs in front

% Julie Kotsis, “Migrant Workers Begin Return for Growing Season,” Windsor Star, February 8, 2023.
Accessed December 15, 2024. https://windsorstar.com/news/local-news/migrant-workers-return-for-season.
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yards, and | observed some of these signs in Leamington. The front yard decoration that
my partner and | were looking at had a figure of a man wearing a traditional Mexican hat,
leading a donkey and carrying two Canadian geese. Given the context of the time and
place, in light of being Mexican and the nature of my research, this image represented
more to me than just a man with geese. I saw it as a symbol of the Canadian economy’s
reliance on seasonal workers, especially those from Mexico, and as a commentary on the

intersection of stereotypes and nationalism.

Once the installation was complete, | approached the exhibition signage as a final
gesture. In previous instances, | had used vinyl lettering, but for my PhD projects, | was
curious to explore other options. Over the course of my PhD, | have collaborated with the
Centre for Sustainable Curating in designing Using the Resources at Hand: Sustainable
Exhibition Design, a guide that helps students and anyone interested in considering eco-
friendly options for exhibition design. The guide offers tips for low-carbon design, lists
resources in Southwestern Ontario (with a focus on London), and includes information on
borrowing and sharing resources and materials at Western University and beyond.%®
Through my graphic design work on the handbook, | learned various methods for using
alternative materials to vinyl for exhibition titles. With permission from Xpace and the
Scotiabank CONTACT Photography Festival, | utilized ground chili pepper, used coffee
grounds, and nori glue to install the exhibition title, my name, and the respective logos.

The choice of materials for the signage was a personal preference, as the used
coffee grounds symbolized morning routines associated with preparing for workdays,

while chili pepper represented an ingredient commonly found in Mexican households. All

% The man figure with the hat could represent a Portuguese man, as the house displayed a Portuguese flag.
This photograph can be interpreted in many ways, which is its intention. Symbols are powerful, and their
meaning is influenced by context. With this comment, | do not intend to critique people's political ideology
or their choice of house decorations; it is simply my interpretation from seeing this type of decoration from
the public space of a sidewalk.

% “Using the Resources at Hand: Sustainable Exhibition Design,” Centre for Sustainable Curating,
accessed November 10, 2024, https://sustainablecurating.ca/about/using-the-resources-at-hand-sustainable-
exhibition-design/.
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the materials were sourced from my apartment, as | wanted to avoid purchasing items
solely for the signage. Over the course of the exhibition, the materials underwent changes
in color; for instance, the coffee grounds developed lighter tones, and the chili pepper
faded as well. Both materials left traces of their pigments on the wall after removal, but |

was able to clean the surface entirely once the signage was taken down.

Figure 32: Didactic made with Nori paste, used coffee grounds, and ground red chile Guajillo for the

exhibition Hacia Arriba / Upwards (2023) at Xpace, a core exhibition of the Contact Photography Festival.

Hacia Arriba / Upwards allowed me to display my work in a gallery setting for
the first time and to observe the community’s reactions to it. Although the fundraising
component yielded only a modest amount, it prompted me to reflect on the differing
relationships people have with coins in Canada and Mexico. As a Mexican myself, |
always carry coins with me as many businesses in Mexico prefer cash instead of card.
This reflection sparked an interest in exploring the potential of situating the vending
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machine outside conventional gallery spaces and focusing more on its interactive aspect.
The presented exhibition served as the foundation for the ideas I later developed in my
thesis show, which incorporated an interactive element at the core of the gallery to

connect and unify the various themes it examines.

4.3 One Side of The Loonie, 2023

After the exhibition at Xpace, | felt inspired to create an exhibition that would focus
solely on the artwork The Other Side of the Loonie. In fact, | have changed the name of
the vending machine artwork several times: at the Xpace exhibition in 2022, it was titled
Opportunities, Oportunidades; for the Whippersnapper exhibition in 2022, it became One
Side of the Loonie; and for the 2024 exhibition at Artspace PTBO, it was renamed The
Other Side of the Loonie. This latest title has become the final version, and | have not
changed it since. | modified the title each time | showed the piece because | never felt

completely certain that it fully captured my intentions.

The Artist Storefront was an initiative by Whippersnapper Gallery to explore the
storefront as a space that could delineate certain functions—workshops, pop-ups, grocery
stores, fundraisers, and more. After the exhibition at Xpace, | aimed to focus solely on
fundraising and to surround the piece with discussions on current issues affecting migrant
workers. The Artist Storefront initiative involved the process of setting up for one week
and opening for a single day. My week ran from September 20 to 24, 2023, and | opened
on September 24 from 1 to 4 p.m.
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Figure 33: Outdoor view of the installation One Side of the Loonie at Whippersnapper Gallery, September
2023.

During the summer of 2022, following many COVID-19 lockdowns, there were
extensive discussions online about safe labour conditions and migrant worker rights. This
presented an important opportunity to fundraise and spotlight the work of organizations
like Migrant Workers Alliance for Change. | reached out to them via email and arranged
to pick up materials and posters from their Toronto office for inclusion in the exhibition. |
decided to feature only the vending machine alongside the organization’s posters, which
are often used in protests, display statistics, and information on legislation aimed at
improving migrant workers’ rights. The organization also provided some books they had
created in collaboration with the families of several migrant workers. These books
included drawings by family members for their relatives, who were primarily working on

farms in Canada.



77

Artists Storefronts :
Sept 12 - October 8 202.
Open Saturdays: [-4pm

Cleopatria Peterson, Deniz Bodi

Anahi Gonzdlez
Agnes Wong, Ananada Gabo, Seden Istumi

Priscilla Williams, Jamaica Bridgett

Figure 34: Documentation of One Side of the Loonie at Whippersnapper Gallery, September 2023.

Whippersnapper Gallery is located on Dundas St. West, an area with high foot
traffic, making the front window an excellent opportunity for passersby to view the
posters and read much of the information from outside. In the window area, | placed the
vending machine along with a small explanatory text. For the exhibition, | added a 3D
coin illustration to the vending machine, which I produced with the assistance of Mexican
artist Karina Degollado, who specializes in 3D modelling. One side of the coin depicts
the Leamington front yard decoration of the Mexican man pulling a donkey with two
Canadian geese, while the other side shows the Ontario minimum wage for seasonal
workers at that time: $15.35. The coin represents themes of the Canadian economy's

reliance on migrant workers and capitalism.



78

Figure 35: Outdoor view of the installation One Side of the Loonie at Whippersnapper Gallery, September
2023.
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Figure 36: Documentation of the window signage for One Side of the Loonie at Whippersnapper Gallery,
September 2023.

For the installation text, as with my other exhibitions, | did not use vinyl. Instead,
I used a chalk marker on the windows to add the title of the piece, my name, and the
“opening hours.” The traffic and movement of people on Dundas St. added another layer
to the exhibition, keeping the focus solely on migrant workers’ rights. The exhibition
raised $200 CAD, which was fully donated to the Migrant Workers Alliance for Change.
While I initially believed that installing this piece in a non-traditional art space like
Whippersnapper would be suitable, this exercise made me realize that the work does not
belong in any art space, whether conventional, unconventional, or DIY. The exhibited
work marked the beginning of my interest in positioning the vending machine outside
traditional art environments. | concluded that the ideal location for the vending machine
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would be a Latin American market, and | plan to install it in a Mexican store in London,

Ontario in the summer of 2025.

4.4 Bienes Importados / Imported Goods, 2024

In 2023, | received notification that my application for a solo exhibition at Artspace
PTBO located in Peterborough, Ontario in 2024 had been accepted. After some time
between the Toronto solo exhibitions and this forthcoming show, | developed clearer
curatorial ideas, and the experimentation at Xpace provided insights into how to present
my work to this point. % Artspace PTBO scheduled the exhibition from March 15, 2024,
to May 11, 2024, with an opportunity to give an artist talk during the exhibition.

For this exhibition, | was primarily interested in exploring the dialogue between
my artworks and the way they connect thematically. The gallery space at Artspace PTBO
is large and open, which inspired me to emphasize the sense of community and
interconnectedness within my work and its relationship to the space. I envisioned the
exhibition as a journey between two Lands, beginning with photographs and artworks
that delve into themes of Mexican labour within Mexico, and then transitioning to the

current context of migrant labour in Canada.

% At Xpace, | used DIY lighting on the floor to illuminate pieces positioned closer to the gallery floor. This
approach worked well for the space, as it lacked natural light. Placing artwork near the floor created a
dialogue between the various themes explored in my work—one that began at Xpace and continued
throughout subsequent exhibitions.
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Figure 37: Installation documentation of Bienes Importados / Imported Goods at Artspace PTBO, 2024.

Some of the photographs were the same as those shown in Hacia Arriba /
Upwards, yet the installation approach was different to reflect the distinct context and
flow of this new exhibition. | intended to create a visual and thematic progression that
allowed viewers to experience the layered narrative of migrant labour, cultural identity,
and the transnational connections that inform my work. This arrangement also aimed to
encourage reflection on the shared yet distinct realities of Mexican labourers across
borders, connecting the viewer with the broader themes of resilience and the influence of

migration on both personal and communal levels.
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Figure 38: Installation documentation of Bienes Importados / Imported Goods at Artspace PTBO, 2024.

In the middle of the space, dedicated to the Mexican component, | placed some
chairs from my installation Units Pa Ya! This was the first time | was showing them, and
my initial idea was to distribute them throughout the space. However, during installation,
it became evident that they were taking up too much space, so | decided to stack them in
that central area. Visitors were invited to grab a chair and sit, and the gallery staff
mentioned that during the exhibition, people did indeed use them as seating.
Disposability and interaction are conveyed through the chairs, reflecting the gestures of
capitalism in relation to goods. All the chairs in this installation were sourced from
garbage, second-hand stores, and Facebook Marketplace. The movement and labeling of
these goods extend the discourse on labor, branding, and community.
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Figure 39: Installation documentation of Bienes Importados / Imported Goods at Artspace PTBO, 2024.

During my exhibition at Artspace PTBO, I collaborated with Zwena Gray, who
was Artspace’s Programming and Community Engagement Intern In a conversation
about the exhibition, Zwena and | decided to work together on the artist talk. | expressed
my interest in creating a more collaborative, discussion-based event rather than a
traditional artist presentation. Zwena was enthusiastic about this approach, and we
planned the event as a roundtable discussion where we could share stories, processes, and
the meaning behind the work while inviting guests to join the conversation. We also
wanted to explore themes of food, labour, and migration, as PTBO is close to several

farms that employ migrant workers during Canada’s agricultural season.

The experience was phenomenal, with nearly two dozen people in attendance.
Zwena and | placed some food in the centre of the table, and the conversation amongst
attendees flowed naturally and sparked many layered dialogues. We then invited

everyone to create their own Mapa de Norteamérica Invertida, and several participants
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shared their maps with the group. The attendees were from diverse backgrounds, and the
mapping activity provided a meaningful conclusion to the discussion. | was fascinated by
some maps that highlighted monarch butterflies, emphasizing that it is not only human
labour that connects both Lands but also the fauna. This activity and exhibition marked a
turn in how my work was able to open up the conversation to other industries that link
Mexico and Canada, beyond the frequently discussed agriculture sector. This experience
allowed me to engage with the community in a way that explored other productive and

creative connections between the two Lands. Furthermore, Artspace PTBO decided to

archive the maps, which are now part of their collection.

Figure 40: Installation documentation of Bienes Importados / Imported Goods at Artspace PTBO, 2024.

At the end of the round-table conversation and activity at Artspace PTBO, the
director of the community organization Texty Tuesday, Janette Platana, approached me

and shared that her group had held an activity in the exhibition weeks earlier. Janette has
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a background in photography and an MA in Public Texts. Texty Tuesday was her idea to
continue cross-pollinating disciplines by connecting poetry and painting. She has been
using this community art-making structure for more than a decade, providing participants
with a low-skill, low-materials workshop that encourages a sensitivity to images and
leads to a shared experience. Platana told me that she is a volunteer at Artspace and
started Texty Tuesday at Artspace PTBO in September 2023.

For my exhibition, Texty Tuesday chose to engage participants in the activity of
“slow looking,” where they were guided to take a long, slow look at the artwork while
considering the artist’s decisions, the mediums used, the intended communication, as well
as shapes, colours, and elements that repelled or attracted them. The goal was to move
participants away from making value judgments. For the exhibition, the collective used
Polaroid cameras to create interactive tableaux vivants, embracing the form of the
artworks as a response. They also provided 8” x 11 bond paper with markers and

crayons to create a zine.

Platana presented me with the zines created in response to my exhibition, and |
was deeply impressed by the detail and thoughtfulness reflected in the participants’
experiences. | was not only impressed but also humbled and honoured by the collective
gesture. It was a beautiful surprise. One of my preferred zines was created by her, and she

shared with me her experience of doing the Zine:

My own concerns and interests are there: | am interested in erasure or
palimpsest (on the back page) and both embrace and don’t care about
any degrading Benjaminian aura, since the availability of means of
reproduction holds the promise of creating solidarity through easily
distributed discursive public texts that might build community. | am
concerned about the flimsy, landfill nature of capitalist goods and their
unethical ease of importation. Let me try that again: zine aesthetic
was/is about the degradation of the material image through means of
mechanical reproduction, AND the imperative of text and poetry is
actually increased by repetition/reproduction. As | allowed my own
gaze to degrade, through slow looking, to deflate narrative and
meaning, the basic design elements of your photo work (which I
focused on—more so than on the chairs and beach installation) became
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more vivid and compelling. You can see that | reproduced the elements
in collage within the zine because they stood out. Yet the narrative
element in "bienes importados” is so strong that words of great longing
or anxiety were also drawn out of me: both as an imagined imported
good and as a body exploited for the making and importation of those
goods.

| also wanted to respond to photography with photography, and the
instantly degrading (of the aura) quality of instant (Polaroid)
photographic images reminded me of the essential nature of light.
Somehow, this reminded me of the human bodies that are imported
goods, devalued by exploitative labour practices and by systems of
power and commerce that exploit under the guise of importation. What
is good about these goods? %
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Figure 41: Scanned zine made by Janette Platana through Texty Tuesday about the Bienes Importantes /
Imported Goods exhibition at Artspace PTBO, 2024.

9 Months after the exhibition, | contacted Leslie Menagh, Director of Artspace PTBO, to request Janette
Platana’s contact information, as | had completely forgotten to ask for her email during our interaction. |
reached out to Janette to inquire about permission to use images of two zines, and we exchanged an email
conversation where she shared with me her thought process behind creating the zine, which made the
experience even more special. The conversation took place between October 27 and October 30, 2024.
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Texty Tuesday and my experience with the Peterborough community proved to
me that the topics | explore in my exhibitions are important and that the community finds
them inspiring and resonant. After the show, | realized that discussing other industries
that connect Canada and Mexico was beneficial and productive. The community engaged

with these topics and made meaningful connections.

4.5 used as a material in the production of another,
2024

For my thesis exhibition, I centred my work on the automotive industry as a point of
connection between Southwestern Ontario and Coahuila, Mexico.*® | argued that this
focus offers a commentary on commerce, labour migration, and power systems between
both Lands. After the Toronto exhibitions, | concentrated on developing a participatory
piece that could use humour to address the difficult conversations around power
structures and the role of Canadian imperialism in Mexico as discussed previously. When
| received the acceptance for a solo exhibition at Artcite in Windsor, Ontario, | knew this
was the ideal time and place to bring this concept to life and realize it through my thesis

exhibition.

% Coahuila is the Mexican state in which the city of Saltillo is located.
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Figure 42: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.

The exhibition, used as a material in the production of another, was held at
Avrtcite from July 12 to August 17, 2024. The gallery's location near the waterfront—
where you can see the prominent logos of major automotive corporations in Detroit,
Michigan, USA—added a significant contextual layer to my work. This setting
underscored the exhibition’s focus on commerce and labour dynamics within the
automotive industry. The title of the exhibition references the bilingual work Anti-
Humboldt: A Reading of NAFTA by Hugo Garcia Manriquez, in which the author re-
politicizes NAFTA’s neoliberal language, revealing the political power embedded within

the poetic.
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Figure 43: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.

The main piece, The Employee of the Month, and The Next, and The Next, was
placed at the centre of the space, serving as the focal point, while my photographs acted
as conversational satellites, inviting viewers to engage with both the participatory work
and the characters of “Manuela, The Dealer” and “Willie, The Goose.” Upon entering the
gallery, the viewer encounters photographs displayed from left to the centre, which were
taken in Saltillo, Mexico. This curatorial choice came from my desire to connect both
Lands through trade agreements and, at the same time, to draw attention to the
automotive and transportation industries in that region. It was important for me to show
that Mexican labour is not fixed in one place; it is constantly in motion.
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Figure 44: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.

Figure 45: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.
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On the gallery’s right side, I focused on photographic works that engaged with
industries where Mexican workers are present in today’s Canada, particularly agriculture.
I installed synthetic grass and a roller cart displaying the photographic series Aqui Hay
Chambal to invite people to engage with the piece, as if stepping into the role of a job-
seeker. The placement of the synthetic grass on the right side of the gallery references the
phrase “the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence,” echoing trade
agreements, Canada, and labour movement. Surrounding this installation were
photographs such as Empty Apple | and Empty Apple I, which gesture toward the
fragility of economic systems. Additionally, in one corner of the room, at the far end of
the right side, | placed the piece Security Camera to raise questions around surveillance.
These photographs surrounding the participatory work sparked curiosity and reflection

during the activation of the piece.

Figure 46: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.
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Figure 47: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.

Figure 48: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.
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Figure 49: Installation documentation of used as a material in the production of another at Artcite, 2024.

Moreover, this exhibition exemplifies a central question | had at the start of my
PhD: how grounding exhibitions in research and thematic focus can create a profound
dialogue between artwork and audience. For me, when curating an exhibition, it is
essential to explore locations that not only house the work but actively resonate with its
themes and historical context. Exhibiting in locations that share a connection to the topics
of the artwork invites enriched community conversations, where the surrounding social,

economic, and cultural narratives bring additional layers of meaning to the work.

Reflecting on these curatorial projects through the lens of photography as an
event, ideas of stereotypes, and the concept of contact zones, | have come to understand
exhibitions as active spaces of negotiation. The community encounters that occurred
during these shows, both expected and improvised, often revealed underlying
assumptions and stereotypes about migrant subjects. These moments reminded me that

curating is not only about how work is presented, but about creating conditions for
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exchange, where meaning can shift, be questioned, and take new shape through real-time

engagement.

| have held four solo exhibitions and one outdoor billboard installation, each of
which became an exercise in adapting my artistic practice to the needs, perspectives, and
histories of each specific community, sometimes using the same artworks. This approach
allowed my work to evolve in response to local issues and collective identities, making
the installations more relevant and accessible to those who engaged with them. By
bringing the topics of migration, identity, and labour into spaces that intersect with these
lived experiences, the exhibitions were not only a visual representation, but also catalysts

for dialogue and reflection.

The integration of my work into communities across Ontario, Canada, and
Coahuila, Mexico has shown that art, when thoughtfully contextualized, can bridge
geographic and cultural boundaries and create spaces of shared meaning. These
experiences prompted a deeper reflection on how artistic practices can engage publics
more directly, not only through visual forms but also through interaction and dialogue.
This realization shaped the evolution of my practice toward participatory strategies. The
following chapter focuses on the development and creation of The Employee of The
Month, and The Next, and The Next, which was exhibited at Artcite for my thesis
exhibition. It explores how humour and audience engagement became central tools in my

approach to representing labour, power, and migration.
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Chapter 5

S  Participatory Art
5.1 Participation

Within my artistic practice, | have come to understand the significance of human bodies
and communities in art that touches upon topics of power, migration, and labour.
However, as a photographer, | have struggled with how to approach the depiction of
human bodies when considering photography as a political event. During my MFA, |
experimented using Facebook to connect with Mexican workers in Ontario, but
ultimately, | found that my primary aim was to build connections and share our collective
journey as immigrants rather than relegating them to artistic subjects. While my critique
within my artistic practice focuses on power systems and the movement of labour, |
began to gravitate toward humour and participatory work. This shift was—and still is—
challenging, as it introduced something entirely new not only to my artistic practice but

also to my personal experience.

How can I, as an artist, employ participatory work incorporating humour to
engage with communities and facilitate discussions on complex topics such as power
dynamics and labour movements between Canada and Mexico? Utilizing Claire Bishop’s
framework of participatory art, which encompasses a variety of terms such as socially
engaged art, community-based art, dialogic art, and collaborative art, provides a lens for
exploring this question. Bishop’s framework moves beyond the singular interactions of
“interactivity” to encompass diverse collective engagements, addressing the intricate
nuances of “social engagement.” As Bishop suggests, participatory art spans a broad

spectrum of creative practices, from politically motivated painting to interventional
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actions within mass media, offering a foundation to consider how humour and

community connection can be integrated into civic and public life.*

An aspect of my project that | find compelling is the intersection of politics and
media. Scholars such as Bishop have argued that the adoption of symbolic manipulation
and design techniques, long employed by artists, has led to the emergence of creative
industries as an integral part of our cultural fabric. However, to fully comprehend the
dynamics at play, it is fundamental to recognize that the manipulation of symbols has
become a mode of production wielded by dominant powers in contemporary societies.
Only then can we adequately grasp the various forms of resistance to this power

championed by numerous artists, activists, and engaged citizens.1%

For my PhD, | was keen to create an artwork that challenged the notion of passive
spectatorship. Participatory art, in its strictest sense, confronts this traditional concept by
proposing a new understanding of art that transcends the boundaries of an audience,
empowering individuals to become active producers. This approach aligns with a broader
narrative that has persisted throughout modernity, where art strives to counteract
contemplation, passive spectatorship, and the inertia induced by the spectacle of
contemporary life. By engaging the audience, participatory art seeks to liberate
individuals from the alienation imposed by dominant ideological orders, whether the
domination is imposed through consumer capitalism or totalitarian regimes. At its core,
participatory art endeavours to further a communal, collective space that encourages
shared social engagement, thereby promoting the restoration of a shared sense of social

belonging.1%

% Claire Bishop, “Introduction,” in Artificial Hells Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship
(London: Verso, 2022), 1-3.

10 Claire Bishop, “Participation and Spectacle. Where Are We Now?” in Living as Form Socially Engaged
Art From 1911-2011, 1st ed. (New York: Creative Time, 2012), 36.

101 Bishop, Living as Form Socially Engaged Art, 40.
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Antagonism, as Bishop describes, offers a compelling framework for thinking
through participatory art, especially when it comes to questions of power, agency, and
spectatorship. Her approach builds on Laclau and Mouffe’s notion of hegemony—shaped
by Gramsci—and Lacan’s idea of the subject as inherently incomplete. In this context,
antagonism is not a problem to be solved, but a necessary condition for democracy, one
that keeps debate alive and resists imposed consensus. Rather than imagining the viewer
as either passive or active, Bishop complicates this binary by emphasizing conflict and
disagreement as productive forces within participatory work. This framing is helpful in
thinking through my own practice, where | am interested in how participation, irony, and
institutional critique intersect and invite moments of tension or discomfort. Antagonism,
then, becomes a way to understand not only the political charge of these interactions but

also the relational dynamics they produce.'?

Bishop argues against the temptation to assess the “efficacy of artistic practice”
through a narrow lens, as the most groundbreaking works of art often diverge from
conventional paradigms. She contends that the relationship between models of
democracy in art and those in society is not inherently direct. Consequently, attempting to
gauge art’s value solely based on its alignment with political participation standards is
misleading and fails to acknowledge art’s capacity to engender alternative, paradoxical
criteria. In essence, Bishop emphasizes the distinction between effective political
participation and the artistic merit of a work, highlighting that one does not necessarily
guarantee the other. Given that participatory art engages both social and symbolic realms,
situated in real world contexts while also maintaining a degree of distance, its
relationship to frameworks like Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation is worth
considering. The highest rung of this model, “citizen control,” becomes especially

relevant when reflecting on how power is distributed, or withheld, within participatory

102 Claire Bishop, “Art of the Encounter: Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” Circa, no. 114 (2005):
65-70, https://doi.org/10.2307/25564369.
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practices.%® However, art must collaborate with other institutions for effective social
change, as merely producing activist art is insufficient. Employing individuals as
mediums, participatory art acquires a dual ontological status, simultaneously manifesting
as an event in the world and distinct from it. Consequently, it possesses the capacity to
communicate with both participants and spectators on multiple levels. By unearthing
paradoxes often suppressed in everyday discourse and invoking emotionally complex and
intellectually stimulating experiences, participatory art broadens our capacity to envision

the world and our interpersonal connections in novel ways.

A participatory work that served as a reference and inspiration for activating the
gallery space for my thesis exhibition is Canadian artist Alana Bartol’s Orphan Well
Adoption Agency (OWAA). Established in 2017, OWAA employs imaginative and
unconventional methods of environmental remediation, exploring themes of care,
empathy, and the reliability of information. Central to this work is the symbolic adoption
of Alberta's orphaned oil wells. Visitors are invited to meet with an OWAA
representative in a designated office space, where they can apply to adopt a well. Upon
approval, participants receive a certificate of adoption specifying the name and location
of an orphan well, along with a postcard, and are encouraged to correspond with their
adopted well through letters. The work integrates photography, drawing, installation,
video, sculpture, and participatory elements, offering multiple entry points for
interaction.%* The incorporation of an office setting, combined with participatory and
performative aspects, particularly captured my attention. These components served as a
starting point for considering how a gallery space and visitors could be activated to

explore complex themes and invite public engagement in my own work.

Nato Thompson’s conceptualization of socially engaged art hinges on the

integration of the conjunction art and politics within art activism, a realm he envisions as

103 Nato Thompson, “Living as a Form,” in Living as Form: Socially Engaged Art from 1991-2011, vol. 1
(New York: Creative Time, 2012), 41-44.

104 Alana Bartol, “Orphan Well Adoption Agency,” Alana Bartol, accessed January 26, 2025,
https://alanabartol.com/section/467995-Orphan%20Well%20Adoption%20Agency.html.
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a dynamic and transformative space. Within this context, art activism employs diverse
artistic strategies that reshape not only our perception of politics but also our sense of
self, intricately woven into the power dynamics that structure our daily lives—dynamics
that, as a Mexican artist in Canada, profoundly influence my practice through lived
experiences. Specifically, it operates within the very fabric of economic, political, and
technological infrastructures that shape our reality, as evident in Thompson’s

discussions.1%®

Furthermore, what stands is the navigation of the tension often found in socially
engaged art—the idea that art’s autonomy might conflict with its ability to generate real
social impact. Rather than treating these as opposing forces, Thompson finds a way to
work within both, connecting the conceptual space of art with lived, tangible realities. He
posits that socially engaged artists strategically employ didactic techniques to render their
works intelligible to a certain degree, thereby enabling viewers to delve into the artwork’s
inherent ambiguity and personally explore its depths. This harmonization is achieved
through the creation of spaces that exist within pre-established frameworks of legibility

and illegibility.1%®

Hito Steyerl describes contemporary museums as “social factories,” spaces where
what is being produced is not just exhibitions or knowledge, but social experiences and
relationships. Rather than focusing solely on objects, these institutions work through the
senses, emotions, and attention of visitors—what she calls their “aesthetic faculties and
imaginary practices.” The museum, even in its reconfigured forms, continues to be a
space of labour and, at times, quiet forms of exploitation. What is being asked of visitors
is more than just looking; they are participating, feeling, and processing. 1%’ This idea
helps me reflect on the spaces where my own exhibitions take place and how they, too,

rely on and shaping a viewer’s affective engagement.

105 Thompson, Living as Form, 21-26.

1% Thompson, Living as Form, 29.

107 Hito Steyerl, “Is a Museum a Factory?,” E-Flux Journal, no. 7 (June 2009),
https://doi.org/https://www.e-flux.com/journal/07/61390/is-a-museum-a-factory/.
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This emphasis resonates with my work and thesis exhibition, particularly in reflecting
on the automotive industry and labour movement that link Canada and Mexico.
Institutional productivity extends beyond the institutional framework of museums to how
they engage the public, which participates in shaping social behaviours and relations. The
proliferation of artistic events in today’s museums reflects the transformation of art
institutions into spaces of production, akin to factories of a different kind. As Steyerl
paraphrases from the Lumiére brothers’ 1895 film Workers Leaving the Lumiére Factory,
workers never truly exit the factory.'% In reflection, situating my thesis exhibition in
Windsor, near Detroit’s border, surrounded by the major corporations of the automotive
industry in a town where factories dominated the economy, deeply informs my artistic
process and exploration of industrial themes. When thinking about labour and
displacement, Steyerl draws attention to how exploited labour forces often return in
different forms, not in the same spaces, but in ones that have been culturally repurposed
or reimagined. These shifts remind us that art institutions do not just show work; they
also shape how social relations are produced and understood. The gallery, in this sense,
becomes a space where labour, production, and culture overlap, and where the conditions
of work can be both hidden and reproduced. Within this context, for this project,
performance art emerged as a crucial medium to integrate into the participatory work,
serving as a tool to interrogate these dynamics. Through the active and temporal nature of
art performance, | aimed to question and challenge the structures of exploitation that

persist not only within art spaces but also on the Land.

5.2 Performance

Studying and creating artwork in Canada as a Mexican has been a challenging
experience. As Tania Bruguera once shared about her time as a student at the Art Institute
of Chicago, she realized that she was being asked to position herself in relation to a
history of European and North American approaches to performance art, installation, and

108 Steyerl, “Is a Museum a Factory?”
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body art—forms and attitudes to which she felt no connection. She recognized that Latin
America has its own traditions shaped by its unique experiences and geographic
contexts.%® With that in mind, | recognize that each Latin American country has its own
distinct history and cultural identity, making it challenging to consolidate or define them
as a singular entity. For instance, the term performance is a neologism in Spanish,
borrowed from the English phrase performance art. However, when adapted into
Spanish, it loses the clarifying word art, which originally situates it within an artistic
context. In Mexico, the term performance is commonly used without modification,

whereas in other Spanish-speaking countries, it is often referred to as la performance.*

Maris Bustamante, a Mexican artist and pioneer of non-objectual art, developed a
lineage of performance, installation and environmental art that intertwines with
performance art in Mexico. She identified several key precedents: In 1920, the
Estridentista movement, initiated by Manuel Maples Arce launched a manifesto rejecting
modernism, incorporating provocative phrases with anti-patriotic and anti-religious
sentiments. The movement later included figures such as German List Arzubide and
Arqueles Vela. Furthermore, in 1928, a collective of artists released the Primer
Manifiesto Treintatreintista, critiquing the rigid traditions of the academic art
establishment. Between 1939 and 1959, Sanchez Fogarty organized the renowned tés
locos (mad teas). Later, in 1961, Los Hartos, a group led by Mathias Goeritz, exhibited at
Galeria Antonio Souza, playfully modifying their professional titles by adding the letter
h. For example, photographer Kati Horna became the hobjetivista (h-objectivist), while
Jesus Reyes Ferreira was referred to as the hembarrador de papeles (h-paper
smudger).1*! Throughout this period, change, rebellion, and exploration were central

themes in these projects, forming the foundation of performance art in Mexico.

109 Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, “Reframing Latin American Art,” in Tania Bruguera in Conversation with
Claire Bishop (Fundacion Cisneros/Coleccion Patricia Phelps de Cisneros; Bilingual edition, 2020), 6-7.
110 Josefina Alcazar, Performance: Un Arte Del Yo: Autobiografia, Cuerpo e Identidad (Mexico City: Siglo
Veintiuno Editores, 2014), 2.

111 Maris Bustamante, EI Performance Art, Revista Generacion, no. 20, (Mexico City, August 1998),
accessed March 15, 2025, https://archivoartea.uclm.es/textos/arbol-genealogico-de-las-formas-pias/.
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Through my practice and the experience of creating projects between Canada and
Mexico, | have engaged with the work of Mexican performance artist Guillermo Gomez-
Pefia. Known as the fronterizo performance artist, his work navigates both literal and
metaphorical border crossings between Mexico and the USA. His exploration of
transnationalism considers the diverse communities that existed long before the formation
of nation-states. An example of this is his 1979 work Border Walk, in which he walked
from Tijuana to CalArts in Los Angeles, dressed in his father’s suit and carrying a
briefcase containing his passport, talismans, and a diary. Between 2006 and 2017, he
collaborated with conceptual artist James Luna on The Shame-Man Meets El Mexican't, a
project that, through photography, performance, video, and interventions, challenged
assumptions and superficial narratives about ethnicity and Mexican identity. Using
melancholic humour and conceptualism, their work disrupted stereotypical

representations and encouraged deeper reflection on cultural perceptions.*?

Moving back to Bruguera’s insight and Gémez-Pefia practice, | questioned how |
could develop an artwork that could simultaneously exist in and expose the complexities
of two distinct Lands and same problematics, such as labour movement, through a
common language. | knew the work | was determined to develop needed to be
participatory. Incorporating a performance element where | portrayed an immigrant
worker with more than three jobs, constantly competing with a co-worker, which
represents power, who was repeatedly named employee of the month. A persona that
anyone could relate to, regardless of background and culture, as many people are
experiencing these challenges in today’s economy. It also involved the participation of

people from a specific location—Windsor—while connecting it to Saltillo, its sister city.

Arte de Conducta is both a social and communicative gesture, emphasizing social
presence. Its material is the social field, encompassing attitudes and behaviors rather than

the body. In a conversation between Claire Bishop and Tania Bruguera, Arte de Conducta

112 Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, “Essential Works,” Guillermo Gomez-Pefia, accessed March 15, 2025,
https://www.guillermogomezpena.com/works/#la-nostalgia-remix-series.
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is described as comprising behaviour, social conduct, and attitudes, all of which are
culturally specific. It does not remain in the realm of representation, but people are part
of it. Bruguera argues that Arte de Conducta aligns with socially engaged participatory
work, as both use social dysfunctions as a starting point.*3 For instance, in 2008,
Bruguera staged an unannounced performance at the Tate, where two performers dressed
as mounted police officers employed real crowd control techniques on unsuspecting
museum visitors. By introducing state authority into the art space without prior notice,
Bruguera disrupted the audience’s expectations, prompting immediate, visceral
reactions.*'* The work addresses censorship and the limits of free speech in contemporary
Cuba and exemplifies her concept of Arte de Conducta, focusing on lived experience and
behavioral response rather than symbolic representation. Moreover, the piece transformed
passive viewers into active participants, blurring the lines between art and reality,

compelling visitors to confront their own positions within systems of power.

My practice builds on a tradition of performance art from Mexico, one that often
turns to satire, participation, and conceptual strategies to question power. Since moving
to Canada, | have carried this influence with me, adapting it to new contexts while
staying connected to its critical and playful spirit. Being a Mexican artist living and
working in Canada has shaped how | approach making art. | often find myself looking for
ways to create dialogue between both Lands, while also attending to their specific
histories and realities. Although I recognize the impact of other diasporic movements,
like the Chicano movement in the USA, | do not see my work reflected in that
framework. The conditions and histories of Mexican migration to Canada are distinct,
and the work | create responds to the realities | have witnessed in both Lands. Just as |
recognize the cultural specificity of each Latin American country, | am committed to

differentiating between the experiences of Mexican communities in Canada from the

113 Tania Bruguera and Claire Bishop, “Arte de Conducta,” in Tania Bruguera in Conversation with Claire
Bishop (Fundacion Cisneros/Coleccion Patricia Phelps de Cisneros; Bilingual edition, 2020), 15-44.

114 Jonah Westerman, “Tania Bruguera Born 1968 Tatlin’s Whisper #5 2008,” Tate, accessed May 4, 2025,
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/performance-at-tate/perspectives/tania-bruguera.
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ones in the USA. My work aims to speak across Lands, but it is grounded in the
particularities of Canadian-Mexican relations, shaped by labour, migration, and everyday

encounters.

At the initial stages of developing the artwork for my PhD thesis exhibition, |
envisioned the gallery as a platform to address or reflect on social challenges in the
region, particularly those related to human labour and work. | drew inspiration from
Adrian Melis’s Vigilia, a work in which he collaborated with a lumberyard guard to steal
wood. Using the stolen materials, Melis built a shed to protect the guard from the
weather, as the guard had no shelter.!> My interpretation of the video documentation
sparked questions about labour conditions. Although this piece was created in Cuba, it
resonates with global issues surrounding the legalities of labour, working conditions, and
the persistent struggles people face in their workplaces—problems that often remain
unresolved. It also highlights the resourcefulness required to perform a job under such

conditions.

While my work is not Arte de Conducta, its performative structure and
accessibility offer valuable insights into how | navigate my experience as a Mexican
artist in Canada, using my practice to challenge systems of power and engage with social
issues. Bruguera has noted her discomfort with the expectations surrounding
performance, its transformation into visual iconography, its tendency to become
entertainment, and even the English term “performance” itself. However, during the
development stage of my participatory work for my PhD thesis exhibition, The Employee
of the Month, and The Next, and The Next, | have found that incorporating the
entertainment component and using behaviour as a common language through humour
into performative artworks can create an accessible entry point for engaging broader

audiences in discussions about difficult and complex topics.

115 Arte Util, “Vigilia / NIGHT WATCH — Arte Util,” Arte Util, accessed January 26, 2025, https://arte-
util.org/projects/vigilia-night-wacht/.



105

In contemporary artistic events, the audience’s collective energy is transformed
into an active social presence, often referred to as “the public.” This process gives the
event its political, social, and emotional dimensions, turning an otherwise fragmented
group into a cohesive force. At the core of these events are the human potential, gestures,
and lived experiences that, even when fleeting or subtle, create meaningful social
interactions. As Bojana Kunst argues, these performative exchanges rely on the interplay
between the artist’s framework and the audience’s participation, situating the public as an
integral part of the work. Through this dynamic, the event extends beyond contemplation,

activating a shared space of engagement and interaction.®

5.3 The Employee of The Month, and The Next, and
The Next

During the early months of my doctoral research, | came to the conclusion that something
was missing in my project: people. I realized that my photographic work needed the
presence of human bodies, but photography, at least for the moment, did not seem like
the right medium to address this need. After my solo exhibition at Xpace in 2022, it
became evident that | needed to incorporate participatory work into my practice.
Developing The Employee of The Month, and The Next, and The Next took over two
years, as | grappled with the idea of including myself in the participatory process.
Initially, | was petrified by the prospect, so my early concepts for participatory work
focused on involving third parties instead. My first step was to determine the theme for
the work, and it was clear that | wanted to explore labour. | began sketching ideas, and
one of my initial concepts was to hire a recruitment agent to operate within the gallery,
offering visitors free services to improve their résumés or interview techniques. While the
idea intrigued me, I was strongly drawn to the idea of using or creating an office-like

space for the work. After months of deliberation and searching for agents willing to

116 Kunst Bojana, Artist at Work: Proximity of Art and Capitalism (Winchester: Zero Books, 2015), 32-62.
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participate, | concluded that the concept felt too serious and disconnected from the tone

of my photographic work.

In 2023, | received confirmation for a solo exhibition at Artcite, located in
Windsor, Ontario. Windsor and my hometown, Saltillo, Mexico, are sister cities,
connected by their shared ties to the automotive industry. | decided to make this gallery
the location for my thesis exhibition and to focus the participatory work on the
automotive industry. However, | struggled with how to begin developing the project.
How could I use Windsor’s automotive industry to connect both Lands through
participatory work? During the summer of 2023, my partner decided to purchase a car
from a dealership, and | accompanied him during the process. Observing the experience
triggered a breakthrough. Upon entering the dealership, my partner was assigned a dealer
who guided him through the available cars, discussed his budget and lifestyle, and helped
him find a car that fit his needs (and, of course, something within his budget). Once a car
was chosen, we were directed to the finance department. If the buyer lacked a loan from a
bank, the finance team would find the best available deal. During this process, the
language used by the dealer and finance staff stood out to me. Phrases like “the best
deal,” “T will take care of you,” and “I do not receive commission for this, so [ am
looking out for you” created an illusion of trust and care, even though | was not the one
buying the car. The experience felt seamless, and by the end, it seemed like we had found
the best dealer ever. | even wanted to buy a car from them myself! The finance
representative concluded the transaction with—“If you have any questions, please send

me an email,” sealing the deal with a confident handshake.

Weeks later, when my partner had questions and attempted to follow up, none of
the emails were answered. This experience resonated deeply with me, reminding me of
the rhetoric surrounding agreements like NAFTA, which were presented as “the best
opportunities” for participating countries. However, these agreements often left
unanswered questions regarding the consequences of their promises, especially in terms

of impact on the environment, jobs, and migration policies. With the confirmation of the
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Windsor exhibition, it became clear to me that simulating a car dealership was the perfect

approach for this participatory work.

| approached this work with a sense of playfulness and decided to step out of my
comfort zone behind the camera. | started by brainstorming the name of the car
dealership, imagining the “great opportunities”, what the dealer would promote, and
designing the aesthetic of the space. These initial steps set the tone for the project. Once
the concept began to take shape, | considered to whom I might sell these opportunities.
My first instinct was to take on the role myself. However, the idea of sitting alone at the
desk made me feel vulnerable, especially since the work leaned heavily on humour. |
worried about how visitors might react, particularly if someone became upset over a
comment | made. Like in any office environment, | realized the need for a coworker to

share the responsibilities.
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Figure 50: Figure 49: Documentation of the construction of Willie, The Goose as a pifiata in my studio,

using materials such as cardboard boxes repurposed from my MFA thesis work Cajitas (2020-2021), kraft

tissue paper, newspaper, and white glue.
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Figure 51: Documentation of the construction of Willie, The Goose as a pifiata in my studio, using

materials such as cardboard boxes repurposed from my MFA thesis work Cajitas (2020-2021), kraft tissue

paper, newspaper, and white glue.
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That is when | decided to create Willie, a pifiata in the form of a Canadian goose.
My decision to use a pifiata is based on my personal experience growing up in Mexico,
where it is a central element in celebrations such as posadas during Christmas and
birthday parties. As a child, a pifiata symbolized excitement and fun, but it also came
with a sense of caution—when someone broke it with a stick, accidents could happen. |
remember witnessing children being injured, sometimes so severely that they had to be
taken to the hospital after being struck by the stick. Pifiatas are traditionally filled with
candy, but even though Willie is not intended to be broken and contains no sweets, it still
carries cultural significance within my work. I have used pifiatas before, such as the red
car pifiata in a previous photographic piece, referencing both Mexican culture and the
playful aspects of celebration. Additionally, the use of a Canadian goose in this work
connects to my experience of moving to Canada, where | was warned to be cautious
around them due to their potential aggressiveness. While they are striking birds, they also
carry a reputation of being territorial and, at times, hostile. The significance of the
Canadian goose extends beyond the landscape. It appears in online memes, souvenir
shops, and as institutional mascots. Also, it is also a migratory bird, travelling south
during the Canadian winter, making it a fitting reference to the themes of migration that |

explore in my work.

Building Willie offered me the opportunity to imagine and invent his
personality—he became charming, an excellent salesperson, and the best employee in the
office. | constructed his body using cardboard boxes from my MFA thesis work Cajitas
and leftover newspapers from my curatorial project Migration Stories Whispered in My
Ear / Me Susurran Al Oido Historias de Migrantes, combining them with glue and water
to create a sturdy structure. The goose’s feathers were crafted using various shades of

kraft paper and glue.
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Figure 52: Twelve portraits of Willie, The Goose as “Employee of the Month” for each month of the year.
Each bronze plaque features the title “Employee of the Month,” inkjet print, 8 x 107, 2024.

His ironic presence brought the humour and support | needed to carry out the
work. To reinforce Willie’s role and speak about the workforce overall, I made twelve
portraits of him, each framed with a bronzed plaque and displayed at the back of the
office. These plaques celebrated his title as “Employee of the Month” every month,
highlighting his unmatched performance—no matter that the office only had two staff
members. For the portraits, | experimented with two background options: one featuring a

car dealership and another created using a cloud filter in Photoshop. I ultimately chose
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the cloud filter background, as it felt more humorous and aligned with the background

choices in some of my photographs.

After considering various names for the “car dealership,” I concluded that “Punch
Buggy” would be the final name, as it references the car-spotting game in which
participants must remain alert to their surroundings and catch their opponent off guard
with a surprise punch to the shoulder.!'” While designing “Punch Buggy,” I incorporated
the slogan “Great Opportunities” with a star next to it, referencing the fine print below
that read, “except the ones that aren’t.” I began building the setup in a studio to determine
whether additional items were needed and to start establishing a dynamic with my co-
worker. This exercise of setting up the office proved invaluable, as it allowed me to
visualize what was missing and to refine the overall design. The twelve portraits worked
best as a backdrop, and while I included the “car dealership” logo and colors, the space
still felt incomplete. To enhance the office atmosphere, | searched online for file cabinets,

paper, flags, and a plant to complete the installation.

117 Mirroring the competitive nature of looking for jobs.
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Figure 53: Twelve portraits of Willie, The Goose as “Employee of the Month” for each month of the year,
and his desk.
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Figure 54: Design of “Punch Buggy” sign, 2024.

Willie,

The Goose

Figure 55: Design of “Willie, The Goose” name tag, 2024.

Manuela,
The Dealer

Figure 56: Design of “Manuela, The Dealer” name tag, 2024.
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PUNCH BUEE

Great Opportunities*
*except for the ones that aren’t

CATALOGUE OF GREAT
OPPORTUNITIES!!!

Disclaimer: The materials in this catalogue and participatory work are part of an art exhibition. All content is for entertainment purposes only. If
you have any questions, concerns, or complaints, please feel free to talk to Willie The Goose.
You can find him working at his desk, 24/7 at Artcite Inc., from July 12 to August 17, 2024. FY! he might bite you.

Figure 57: One side design of the Great Opportunities catalogue for “Punch Buggy,” 2024.
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The graphic design work for this project was integral, as I envisioned “Punch
Buggy” as a real business, and like for any business, effective branding is crucial .8
Using Photoshop and Canva, | designed stickers to place on the file cabinets, highlighting
themes related to office work. These stickers added layers of humour to the piece and
created relatable connections for visitors with phrases such as “Job First, Then the Rest,”
“l <3 Great Opportunities,” “Good Job, My Goose,” “Mex-1-Can,” “Don’t Wish 4 It
Work 4 It,” and others. Additionally, | created a two-sided catalogue to use during the
performance. On one side, nine “great opportunities” were presented, showcasing various
ways Mexico and Canada are interconnected. Detailed explanations were omitted from
the catalogue, as this information was conveyed during the selling process with
participants. On the reverse side, a disclaimer was included:

The materials in “Punch Buggy” are part of an art exhibition. All
content is for entertainment purposes only.

If you have any questions, concerns, or complaints, please feel free to
talk to Willie The Goose. You can find him at his desk, 24/7 at Artcite
Inc., from July 12 to August 17, 2024.

FYI he might bite you.

To further enhance the office atmosphere, | purchased second-hand items
commonly found in office settings, including pencils, markers, calculators, mugs,
decorative figures, a hole puncher, tape, scissors, clips, storage boxes, paper, phone, hand
sanitizer, binders, kettle, and desk organizers. These supplies not only contributed to the
overall ambiance of the setup but also served as props during my performance as
Manuela, The Dealer. Additionally, I designed name tags for Willie, The Goose, and
Manuela, The Dealer, that helped the visitors to know our names and helped me to

assume the character more easily.

118 The VW beetle graphic was obtained from Vector Portal, which serves as a resource for royalty-free
vector illustrations and icons. The platform provides high-quality vectors under a Creative Commons
Attribution license, enabling users to utilize the content for both personal and commercial projects at no
cost. Image credit: Stock VW Beetle Graphics.ai Vector Icon by Vectorportal.com. | used Photoshop and
Canva Pro platforms for the graphic design of all the materials of the project.
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Figure 58: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.

Figure 59: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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The participatory work was performed twice during the exhibition at Artcite: first
on the opening night, Friday, July 12, from 7 to 10 p.m., and again on the closing day,
Saturday, August 17, 2025. On the opening night, I performed for over two hours. | did
not know anyone attending that evening, which made it especially engaging to present the
piece to an entirely unfamiliar audience. Most attendees took turns sitting in the chair as |
presented “the best opportunity,” with some returning for a second round. Others chose to
strike up conversations with Willie. Humour played a pivotal role in opening up
conversations about challenging topics. Each “opportunity” came with its own set of
benefits for the buyer, mirroring real-world incentives. However, within the sales pitch, |
used humour to explore the ways these opportunities harm housing, ecosystems, labour
movements, and other vital areas. These points were supported by evidence drawn from

academic research and journalistic sources.

Figure 60: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 62: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 63: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 64: Photographic documentation of sticker designs as part of the office setting, 2024.
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Figure 65: Photographic documentation of sticker designs and objects part of the office setting, 2024.
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Figure 66: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.

Figure 67: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 68: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.

During the performance, some visitors returned for a second turn, while others
attempted to purchase something from Willie. As Manuela The Dealer, | sensed that
visitors felt at ease in my presence. Although some participants were initially nervous—
including myself—their apprehension often faded after the first laugh. The performance
was structured to begin with welcoming the visitor, followed by the presentation of the
“best opportunities.” Once they selected one, we engaged in a discussion about their
choice. If they decided to proceed, they were required to sign a document (over 60 pages
long) featuring the NAFTA agreement in extremely small print. After completing this act,

they received an artist multiple resembling a coin as a symbolic gesture.

After the performance, | documented specific interactions that caught my
attention and affirmed its success through the reactions and exchanges they provoked. In
one instance, a man mentioned he was retired and interested in spending his retirement in

Mexico. We joked about how life would be warmer there and, of course, how his move
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would displace my cousins, but at least he would be happier. Toward the end of our
conversation, | added something along the lines of how welcoming Mexicans are, saying
they might shout at him, “Go back to your country, gringo!” He jumped in his seat and
quickly replied, “But I’m not a gringo; I’'m Canadian.” This exchange took place with
him facing me, while the rest of the visitors observed from behind. | could see their
reactions, some hiding their smiles, others quietly laughing. I was fully aware that these
discussions could provoke discomfort or even irritation, as humour can at times expose
deeply held sensitivities. In response, | improvised, mirroring his reaction and saying out
loud, “Yes, Canadians are not gringos... no, not at all,” followed by a smile. He laughed,
and so did the others. Improvisation and adaptability became essential to navigating

performative moments.

Another exchange involved a retired truck driver who entered the exhibition. He
sat down to explore an opportunity, but instead of proceeding with the purchase, he chose
to discuss the photographs I had taken—particularly one titled Canadian Tuxedo,
displayed on the left side of the gallery. He shared his experiences as a truck driver in the
region and expressed curiosity about what it was like in Mexico. The inclusion of the
photographs alongside the participatory work aimed to connect these themes to the
broader context of the exhibition, and | was pleased to see that this intention resonated
with visitors. In another instance, a visitor negotiated for the artist multiples and, by the
end of our interaction, left with three instead of one. | later overheard other attendees
remarking that they had not realized bargaining was an option. This was met with a
response from the person who had bargained, explaining that they had simply thought to

ask.

These moments of negotiation and exchange highlight how humour can hold
space for tension and unpredictability, which Claire Bishop describes as antagonism.
Antagonism refers to conflicts or disagreements that cannot be fully resolved, and rather
than being seen as a failure, it is essential to democratic engagement. Bishop argues that
for participatory art to be truly critical, it must not avoid these tensions but work through
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them. *°® These interactions opened space for people to ask questions, challenge
assumptions, or linger in the moment, reminding me that participation is not always

comfortable, and that is precisely what gives it power.

Manuela The Dealer’s persona relied on direct interaction with the public,
creating live contact zones where power, labour, identity, and stereotypes were negotiated
in real time. These encounters—whether curious, amused, or humorous—became
essential to the meaning of the work. They exposed how deeply ingrained assumptions
are about Mexican workers and office-based jobs. Viewers laughed, questioned the rules,
and others tried to make sense of the absurdity of a goose being named Employee of the
Month for twelve months. These interactions revealed how racialized and gendered
expectations are projected onto working bodies, particularly in public-facing roles.

During the performance, | relied on my instincts and discovered that meeting
visitors with humour or tuning into their emotions often led to the best outcomes. Some
participants embraced the humour, even going so far as to provide exaggerated or
fabricated information, while others approached the interaction more seriously.
Regardless of their initial demeanor, everyone left in good humour and, hopefully, with
questions about their purchase and whether it was truly the “best opportunity.” In case
anyone expressed anger or dissatisfaction, | had a plan in place: | would direct them to
Willie. As the “employee of the month,” Willie could take on the role of calming them
down, as such a situation would have been beyond my responsibilities and pay grade as
an “employee.” Although this contingency was never needed during the performance, |

remain eager and curious to see how the experience might play out.

119 Claire Bishop, “Art of the Encounter: Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” Circa, no. 114 (2005):
65-70, https://doi.org/10.2307/25564369.
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Figure 69: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 70: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 71: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.

Figure 72: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.
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Figure 73: Photographic documentation of the opening performance on Friday, July 12, 2024, from 7 to 10
p.m. at Artcite, Windsor, Ontario. Photograph by Justin Elliott.



130

By embodying Manuela, The Dealer as an overworked immigrant female worker
constantly striving to be recognized, | used my own body as a site where exhaustion,
repetition, and invisible labour could surface in real time. Foregrounding behaviour,
presence, and lived interaction, as informed by Arte de Conducta, these gestures became
a central part of the artistic material. The public’s responses were not staged in advance;
they were spontaneous and shaped by the space, the people present, and the dynamics
unfolding moment by moment. Through these exchanges, the performance tested how
systems of recognition and value circulate not only in workplaces, but also within the art
world. The Employee of The Month, and The Next, and The Nex invited viewers to not
only witness the performance, but to become part of it, navigating their own positions

within labour and recognition.

During my four years as a PhD student, | experienced how challenging it can be
to use humour in addressing difficult topics such as migration, human labour, and
politics. Navigating the delicate balance of humour in these contexts is challenging. But
in developing this performance, I was reminded of Hall’s argument that stereotypes
should not simply be avoided or countered with alternative narratives, but engaged with
directly.*?® In the performance, | explored various stereotypes, including those pertaining
to immigrant workers, individuals working long hours for recognition, women in the
workforce, workplace culture, complex trade agreements, Mexicans, Canadians, and
more. By addressing these themes, | aimed to question their origins and provoke thought.
My hope was that visitors not only left with a laugh but also with lingering questions
about the trade agreements shaping the movement of labour and goods in both Lands.
This work represented the culmination of my artistic interests, bringing together themes |
have explored for several years. It also resonated with my inner child—performing for an
imaginary audience in my parents’ kitchen—and with my younger adult self, when | was

searching for creative work in the industrial landscape of Saltillo. It reflected the

120 Stuart Hall, “The Spectacle of the Other,” essay, in Representation: Cultural Representations and
Signifying Practices (London: Sage in association with the Open University., 1997), 275.
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perspective of a creative person navigating life in a city dominated by the automotive

industry.1?t

121 This performance took place before Trump was elected president of the USA in 2025. As | write this
chapter, ongoing tariff discussions between Mexico, Canada, and the USA, along with trade agreements,
heighten the importance of the The Employee of The Month, and The Next, and The Next. Trump's actions,
often unpredictable and, at times, unsettling, reinforce the need of art in addressing political and economic
instability. Much like the unexpected strike of a pifiata stick landing on someone's head instead of the
pifiata, these shifts can feel abrupt and disorienting—further emphasizing why humour remains a critical
strategy in navigating and exposing the volatility of power.
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Conclusion

This work began with my own questions about how Mexican labour is represented and
circulated within transnational systems, particularly in the context of trade relations
between Mexico and Canada. While it was not my intention to discuss the relationship
between the USA and its impact, it became unavoidable. Over the past four years, from
the imagery | researched to recent political events, these influences have shaped my
work, practice, and the way my artwork is perceived. It is a reminder of how deeply
connected we are—that borders do not truly separate us, and every action we take has an
impact, not just in our immediate community, but across distances, reaching far beyond

our surroundings.

| was able to explore photographic practices that engaged with Mexican labour
within Canada, and while my aim was to focus on the power systems that shape and
implement these labour policies, | found a way through participatory art and irony in my
photography to depict how the automotive industry connects today’s Canada and Mexico.
It was challenging, as the agricultural sector and seasonal Mexican workers are widely
represented. My aim was not to produce a definitive critique, but rather to explore how
artistic practice can open space for reflection on the mechanisms that portray labour and
the cultural narratives attached to it.

Throughout this research, | worked with methods of photography, performance,
and installation—pushing myself beyond my comfort zone—to critically examine how
labour is framed, and how humour and visual language can interrupt or question
dominant narratives. By avoiding the direct figurative representation of human bodies, |
turned attention to the infrastructure of labour itself: its materials, signage, language,
visuals, and its institutional system. This decision allowed me to question the systems of
power which assign value and recognition to labour and operate across Lands shaped by

colonial and economic forces.
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Rather than resolving the contradictions | encountered, this project works through
them. It reflects the tension between culture and general abstraction, and between
personal experience and system critique. My research evolved alongside rapid changes in
political and economic relations across North America, which further emphasizes the
urgency of paying attention to the visual and material languages through which labour is

constructed.

This research and studio practice laid the foundation for how trade agreements—
and photography as a political event—are essential to understanding images of and
around labour. In positioning my artistic practice as a site of inquiry, this thesis
contributes to ongoing discussions surrounding migration, extractivism, and cultural
production through visual narratives. It offers an approach to studio-based research and

the political dimensions of art.

| began this work with many questions, and | conclude it with even more, though
with a clearer understanding of the essential role that artwork engaging with labour plays
today. It related to so many aspects of our lives: the food we eat, the products we
consume, the labour we consume, our representations as workers, the impact of trade
agreements, and the rest we need as workers to sustain ourselves and continue our work.
Irony was something | was drawn to explore throughout this project, even though it was
initially outside my comfort zone. Now, after working through it, it has become a
methodology | want to continue developing. Using irony in my practice has allowed me
to engage with the contradictions and absurdities within the systems of power that shape
our lives. There is an inherent irony in how these systems function, and my work
responds to the conditions imposed upon us, questioning and reflecting on those

structures.

The continuation of this project lies in expanding the exploration of these visual
narratives and engaging with them more critically to understand their function and
purpose in today’s Canada and Mexico, where imagery has a real impact. While the

questions raised in this document remain open, this work lays a foundation for further
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interrogation and ongoing inquiry into how labour is visualized, contextualized, and

contested within contemporary art and Lands.
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