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Vanessa Pérez Rosario

Solidarity across Borders: An 
Interview with Artist Andrea Arroyo

On the morning of December 31, 2010, I took the number 1 train uptown to 

the Washington Heights section of Manhattan to meet with artist Andrea 

Arroyo in her studio. It was a crisp, bright morning. Arroyo and her 

husband, Felipe Galindo, welcomed me. We sat and talked over cups of 

strong, hot coffee and cookies. Galindo, also an artist, first introduced me 

to Arroyo’s work when we were both at a book event at Columbia Univer-

sity. I was talking about my book-length manuscript on Puerto Rican poet 

Julia de Burgos when Galindo shared that his wife had created an altar 

installation at El Museo del Barrio in East Harlem to commemorate de 

Burgos. That prompted me to learn more about Arroyo’s work.

As I learned more, I became interested in the way Arroyo used her art to 

bring attention to social issues particularly around women, immigration, 

and the US–Mexico border. Arroyo’s Flor de Vida (Flower of Life) project 

celebrates women who form part of the mythologies of cultures from 

around the world, such as Lakshmi, Xochiquetzal, and Daphne. The 

vibrant, celebratory images of these mythological women remind viewers 

of the strength and possibilities of all women. In 2010, Arroyo gathered a 

group of 27 artists to make art that spoke to the severe SB1070 immigra-

tion bill that had been signed into law in Arizona earlier that year in April. 
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She organized a show titled AriZONA, Artists Respond to the Immigration Issue 

at the Grady Alexis Gallery in New York in June2010 to raise awareness 

about the punitive laws and the violence at the border. In her current 

project, titled Flor de Tierra (Flower of the Earth), she brings together her 

concern with violence at the border and with women.

Flor de Tierra commemorates the lives of the mostly immigrant and 

indigenous women who travel to the border town of Juárez to find work. 

Ciudad Juárez began industrializing rapidly in 1965 when Mexico’s Border 

Industrialization Program created an export-processing zone along the 

Mexico–US border. By 1990 the city was host to 500 export-processing 

factories or maquiladoras. The North American Free Trade Agreement gave 

the industry a boost. The murders and disappearances of women increased 

dramatically in 1993, the year after the signing of NAFTA , and most of the 

crimes remain unpunished.1 Ciudad Juárez is representative of the kinds of 

settlements that grow out of globalizing political and economic interests, 

according to journalist Sergio González Rodríguez in his new book The 

Femicide Machine. It is estimated that 42 million people a year travel through 

Juárez. This border city is plagued with ecological damage, sexual exploi-

tation, and terrorism by the Juárez Cartel. Narco-trafficking and the 

growth of the Juárez Cartel have led to the creation of a second or illicit 

state that operates beyond the reach of the official state. The authorities 

“seek to discount the systematic and peculiar violence against women, a 

violence wherein organized crime and Juárez’s political and economic 

powers converge” (González Rodríguez 2012, 73). This is what allows for 

the growth of the feminicide2 machine according to González Rodríguez.

An estimated 400 women were victimized and many more disappeared. 

The murdered women had been mutilated, tortured, and raped. The state 

has continued to turn a blind eye to the violence. Over the years there has 

been speculation that this was the work of a serial killer. As the numbers 

continued to grow and it became clear that this could not be the work of a 

single individual, the victims were often blamed. They were accused of 

participating in transgressive sexual practices such as being lesbians, 

dating many men, and prostitution. In meXicana encounters, Rosa-Linda 

Fregoso states that “Feminicide in Juárez makes evident the reality of 

overlapping power relations on gendered and racialized bodies as much as 

it clarifies the degree to which violence against women has been natural-

ized as a method of social control” (Fregoso 2003, 2). Still, little is known 
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about the deaths of these women, and rarely does this feminicide make the 

news. When a case involving the women of Juárez does make the news, the 

focus is on sensational violence.

In the absence of action on the part of the state and the authorities, cultural 

workers have intervened to raise awareness and to attempt to render the 

victims visible. The Flor de Tierra project is an installation that consists of 400 

drawings commemorating the lives of the murdered women in Juárez. The 

drawings are simple silhouettes drawn in white on black paper echoing the 

white chalk outlines of bodies at a murder scene. You feel the impact of the 

project when you walk into a gallery with the 400 images mounted on the 

walls. The images are quite abstract, suggesting to viewers what each of these 

women could have been had they been given the opportunity to live. If her life 

circumstances had been different, perhaps one of these women would have 

been the next Frida Kahlo or a great visionary. We will never know because 

their lives were cut short. In this way, Arroyo renders visible and highlights 

the humanity of the 400 women who have died in the border town.

Feminist analysis has always valued the remembering of women’s 

stories as a corrective measure, but Chandra Mohanty reminds us that the 

practice of making visible, remembering, and rewriting “leads to the 

formation of politicized consciousness and self-identity” (Mohanty 2003, 

78). Arroyo continues to invent new ways to rewrite and encode the history 

of the border through her art, which leads to a nuanced understanding of 

the complexity of the border that she hopes will spark political action. 

Arroyo’s art becomes a tool for self-preservation, recovering history, and 

cultural affirmation. Her work champions the lives of poor women of color 

who are written out of history and highlights the intersecting histories of 

race, colonialism, and capitalism that meet at the US–Mexico border. Her 

work suggests imagined communities of resistance among women of color 

who are united across time and space in a common struggle against 

sexism, racism, and exploitative structures.

INTERVIEW:

Vanessa Pérez Rosario (vpr): Where have you lived?

Andrea Arroyo (aa): In Mexico City for most of the first twenty years of 

my life and then New York.
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vpr: What brought you to New York City in the early 1980s?

aa: I was a dancer and I wanted to study the techniques of contemporary 

dance in New York with Merce Cunningham. I came to New York and got a 

scholarship at the school of Merce Cunningham, and that was my idea, just 

to learn some new techniques and then go back to Mexico and keep 

dancing.

vpr: Was that your goal, to be a professional dancer?

aa: Yes, I became a professional dancer here in New York; I danced with a 

few smaller companies here for maybe five or six years and then I switched 

to the visual arts.

vpr: Had you made art before coming to New York?

aa: I always liked drawing but I didn’t think it was my passion or my 

calling. I used to draw and work in clay a little bit. My mother made 

ceramics so I used to be in the studio and do little things with clay but I 

didn’t know it was going to be my calling. I had no idea.

vpr: What is the relationship between dancing and art for you? How has 

dancing influenced your art?

aa: For me, dancing and painting are almost the same thing. I’m self-

taught in the visual arts completely. I went out and bought some art 

supplies and built a body of work of around twelve sculptures. I did tiny 

little sculptures of New York characters, like the shopping-bag lady, and 

the weird guy on the corner, break dancers, subway scenes. I was really 

impressed by New York and its characters. I was very familiar with the 

three-dimensional, so instead of drawing and painting, I just started doing 

sculpture. I just felt at home with the three-dimensional and the body. It 

seemed like a natural transition. I started doing that and I discovered that I 

really liked it. I didn’t think of it as a career, I just thought of it as some-

thing that I had to do. It was very natural.

vpr: What inspires you?

aa: Women. That’s the first thing. Every woman has a story. We all face 

challenges. I’m inspired by women from history and mythology and their 

amazing stories, but contemporary women as well. Immigrant women, 
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mothers and daughters and sisters and artists and women in general. I’m 

just really inspired by them. I think everyone has something special, and 

every woman is a warrior; we have to be.

vpr: When you moved to New York there wasn’t a sizeable Mexican 

community here like there is now. You moved over twenty-five years ago. 

What was that like for you? What was it like to be here as a young Mexican 

woman, artist, and dancer?

aa: The first year was like a movie because it was my first time living 

anywhere but my hometown. I’m from Mexico City. It’s a big city . . . so New 

York felt like home. It felt very welcoming. I remember I was impressed with 

the city but also by the culture and its population. I was amazed to go to a 

dinner party and meet people from ten different countries sitting at one 

table. That was just an eye-opener, it was like wow . . . this is a great city, you 

can meet someone from anywhere, all kinds of countries and all kinds of 

philosophies and all kinds of work, it was just amazing. And I think that’s 

just my favorite part of the city, that diversity is amazing.

When I first came to New York I was twenty years old, I was a dancer, I 

spoke no English, and I only knew one person. So it was a whole adventure. 

I came to New York and everything seemed like a dream: the dance studio, 

the dance companies, meeting dancers from all over Europe, Japan, and 

South America. Everything seemed so open, so I wasn’t focused on any 

particular group, such as Latinos. I was just amazed by the diversity. I 

didn’t actually consider too much the Latino part, or the Latino-ness of 

anything. I just figured I was in New York and it was like the whole world 

was here . . . so it took me a few years to actually become a little more 

involved with the Latino community. It took me maybe ten years. I was 

living in the East Village, it was diverse, and there was a large Puerto Rican 

community, but most of the artists, the community that I was relating to 

and involved with, were really international. So I had a friend from 

Romania and knew the dancer from France, and the calligrapher from 

Japan and the musician from Argentina. It was very diverse. It took me a 

little bit, a few years, to start getting involved with the Latino community, 

and then when I discovered it I thought, whoa, this is another group. 

Another whole world that was really interesting and open as well because it 

wasn’t just one thing, the Latino community is huge and very, very diverse 

as well. Yeah, so it was interesting.
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vpr: You are often labeled a Latina artist. Yet you were born in Mexico. Can 

you talk about the transition from being a Mexican artist to becoming a 

Latina artist?

aa: It’s very interesting, because this is a process that changes all the time. 

When I was a dancer, well, dancers are dancers, right? When you see them 

on stage, you have no idea about their nationality or their history. They’re 

just dancers. I was used to that, and I love that. When I became a visual 

artist, I became a professional very, very quickly. I was lucky. It only took 

me a few months to get gallery representation and to start exhibiting and 

selling my work. I was extremely fortunate. The gallery that represented 

me was a regular commercial gallery, and I was the only Latino artist. I 

didn’t even think about it. I just thought of myself as one of the artists. 

When I had my shows, they probably mentioned that I was Mexican, but 

most of my collectors collect all different kinds of art. My work wasn’t 

really presented as Latino art or Mexican art. I was doing that for many, 

many years. And then suddenly I started to realize that people would call 

me a Latina artist. I started receiving invitations to give lectures, or talks, 

or a slide presentation, and I would get many questions about my being 

Mexican. I said, well, yeah, this is an interesting part of me. It’s me—it’s 

part of what I do as an artist and of course it influences my art. I welcomed 

that as part of who I am, definitely. When people say that my art looks very 

Mexican, it’s something that is interesting to me. Because to me art is art. 

You know people mention the colors as being very Mexican. I’ve been to 

Egypt and I’ve been to India and I’ve been to Cambodia and, you know, red 

is red anywhere you go. But I do understand it. I do understand the 

connection. I see it as something that people need to do: they need to place 

you, which is fine by me. I don’t have a problem with it, if people need to 

place me anywhere and they want to place me as Latina, I’m happy to be a 

Latina and I’m happy to be Mexican and I’m happy to be a New Yorker and 

I’m just happy to be an artist. I transition from one to the other. But I’m 

very proud to be a Latina, of course. To me, art is universal. So to have 

those things play a part is just interesting. It’s just a way, I think, for people 

to place you or your work. If it helps people to place you and to look at your 

work, it’s just fine by me. Whatever helps to bring the work to a wider 

audience is fantastic. Now in terms of integrating my work and what I do 

into the Latino community, I’m so proud and so happy to do that. If I can 
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inspire a young Latina to be a painter, that would just make my life worth 

it. That’s just amazing. That’s one thing I feel proud of.

vpr: What role, if any, does Mexico play in your work?

aa: I think it influences my work very unconsciously. . . . Mexico has 

changed a lot in twenty-five years. It’s a very different country. It’s a 

country in transition now with a lot of challenges. When I was living there, 

it didn’t seem to be as complex and the challenges were not as big. It was a 

more harmonious place. Now it’s just exploding with different conflicts. I 

think of Mexico then. I don’t think of Mexico now. Which I think is 

interesting. It’s more about memories. And I think also of Mexico as a 

historic place, as my culture. I think of the Aztecs and the Mayans and the 

pre-Columbian cultures, then the colonial times—that historical part 

always inspires me. So I think it’s more about memory and culture than 

about my own identity.

vpr: Although it still comes up in your work in very contemporary ways, 

with the Ciudad Juárez project, for example.

aa: Right. And when I’m using sacred architectural forms, I go back to the 

pyramids. Immediately, I go back to the temples and I go back to the 

mythology of the Aztecs and the Mayans and my own heritage, which is 

Mazahua Indian (from central Mexico).

vpr: Let’s stay on the topic of identity politics and art for a moment. In 

many ways the year 2010 seemed to be the year of the woman artist. MoMA 

had the Modern Women project where they had a series of exhibits using 

art by women from their permanent collection. The Pompidou in Paris had 

their exhibit, Elle. These exhibits have led many to revisit the debates 

around identity and art and feminist art. Any thoughts on this topic?

aa: There’s still, unfortunately, the need to place artists into categories, 

because the world is not open enough, we’re not mature enough to just see 

people as what they are. We need to place everybody. We need to place 

nationality, gender, class, and race. Unfortunately, I think we have to still 

evolve and be open enough to just see people for what they are: just people 

and we’re all the same. But this is just the way the world is today. People 

and institutions need to place everyone. In terms of the art world, this also 

has to do with the market and with funding. If you need funding for an 
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exhibit and you say it’s by women artists, you might qualify for different 

kinds of funding. The same is true for organizing exhibits by Latino 

artists. It’s just a way to navigate the world as it is today. We have to work 

with what we have. It’s just something that we all use to navigate the world.

vpr: Tell me about your Flor de Vida project.

aa: Flor de Vida celebrates the women from history and mythology, from all 

cultures. So I take the stories of women from Aztec and Mayan cultures, 

and the stories from Egyptian and Greek mythology, of course, and also 

women from Asia and India. I use the stories of women from all over, every 

woman that I find, every character. I research a little bit and I incorporate 

as many women as possible.

vpr: I’ve been reading a little bit about the tradition of women making home 

altars. Art historian Kay Turner wrote a book on women’s altars titled 

Beautiful Necessity where she defines the altar as a “place between divine and 

human realms, a threshold charged with exchange” (Turner 1999, 29).

aa: The quote is beautiful. I think it’s very appropriate. It’s just perfect. I 

grew up in Mexico City. I know altars as something people just do. Maybe it’s 

your grandfather, your grandmother, or somebody who died in your family, 

you set a small table and you get the papel picado, you get their favorite food 

and their drinks, you get their portraits and literally, the family sits around 

the whole day—it’s actually three days—but the whole Day of the Dead, the 

family celebrates that particular person. We feel that they come back. We 

almost feel like—I know it’s a little weird, but we do feel like they come back. 

We spend the day remembering and talking about them, and if they like mole, 

then we make them mole for dinner, we share memories and talk about the 

person. This experience is part of my culture. This is what is done. The 

family goes to the cemetery and cleans the tomb, brings flowers, music, 

mariachi, drinks, food, and sometimes there is a big huge party that is a 

little strange. It is. I mean, we’re just in the middle of the cemetery, and there 

is mariachi music and drinking. It’s just a very peculiar situation. But we do 

think of it as them coming back. So the quote is very, very appropriate I 

think. It’s an in-between. And then the next day, they’re gone again. So . . .

vpr: Can you talk about the altars that you installed at El Museo del Barrio 

in 2009?
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aa: El Museo del Barrio has a cultural celebration, Day of the Dead celebra-

tion every year. It’s a huge celebration. So they incorporate a lot of different 

activities in El Museo, like films, presentations, family activities, and 

children’s activities. I was invited to build these two altars. I was actually 

given total freedom as to the person that I was going to dedicate the altar 

to. I definitely wanted to do women, just because that’s what I do and I 

think that’s what needs to be done. Being in El Barrio, I immediately came 

up with Julia de Burgos as one of them. I was thinking of maybe doing 

Frida Kahlo because it is an art museum. But then Julia de Burgos just 

made a lot of sense. I was asked to do these altars in the traditional 

Mexican way, which we do in Mexico, basically an altar with mementoes of 

the deceased, papel picado, photographs, objects that they liked, maybe 

their favorite food, their favorite drink—just an homage to this particular 

person. I had heard about Julia de Burgos before. I had a show at the Julia 

de Burgos Latino Cultural Center in East Harlem a few years back. But you 

know, this gave me the opportunity to do a little more research on the 

visuals that I was really interested in. I was fascinated by the culture, the 

idea, and the focus on the tragedy of Julia de Burgos3, which for this 

particular project was very relevant, because it was a Day of the Dead 

celebration. In Mexico our beliefs around death are different than in most 

countries. We keep this relationship with the mas allá and we have this 

celebration every year where, you know, we kind of think or feel that the 

deceased comes back for a visit and stays with us for the evening and we 

celebrate and have dinner. In this particular case, what I found out about 

Julia de Burgos was really appropriate, because I was making a Day of the 

Dead altar. So it fit perfectly. It didn’t seem like a narrow view for that 

particular project. But then when I finished and the project was approved 

and it was installed and it was great, I just kept thinking that I had to find 

out a little bit more about her, and that we all need to know more.

vpr: I liked your choice of creating an altar for Julia de Burgos, because she 

lived in El Barrio. Historically, El Barrio is a Puerto Rican neighborhood, 

and now there is a large Mexican population living there. I like the way that 

this altar to Julia de Burgos connects these two cultures, traditions, and 

communities in this geographical space.

aa: Yes, I think that it worked really nicely. I also think of the connection 

between her generation and the new, younger generation. Sometimes I 
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think there’s a real disconnect between the historical figures of the past 

and young people. It’s hard for them because they have the challenges all 

young people face. It seems that sometimes it’s easier for them to just 

connect with what is happening now, in terms of cultural background and 

race. It’s a complicated process. So I thought of Julia de Burgos as a very 

good way to connect the neighborhood history to the younger generations. 

The fact that she died a tragic death in El Barrio is often what people 

remember of Julia, and I wanted to honor her and make her whole. This is 

the same thing that happens sometimes with the women of Ciudad Juárez. 

So I try to make them whole, focusing on the whole person instead of just 

having that particular tragedy define who she was.

vpr: What about the Mercedes Sosa altar? How did you decide to dedicate 

the other altar to her?

aa: Well, she had died recently. El Museo del Barrio focuses on Latin 

American culture, and I think Mercedes Sosa was a Latin American voice 

that was very relevant in the 1970s. Not many people know her today. But 

she made several visits to New York. She sang at Lincoln Center and 

Carnegie Hall. I think her body of work is really relevant today. She sings 

about justice and race and women. I thought it was appropriate. In terms of 

materials, I was very excited to use the vinyl records. I used the CD cases, 

and of course the Mexican elements: papel picado and calaveras. I also used 

the South American textiles and things like that. So it was an opportunity 

to do something traditional, but with different elements intertwined into 

the altar. The vinyl records I used as frames. I had an image of Mercedes in 

the center, almost like it was framed by the vinyl. It was a way for me also 

to connect the 1970s to today. And it was, I think, a very harmonious 

combination.

vpr: You are currently working on a project titled Flor de Tierra that com-

memorates the 400 hundred women who have been murdered in Ciudad 

Juárez in the past fifteen years. Tell me about these women.

aa: I was, of course, appalled when I found out. Four hundred women, it’s 

a lot of women and it’s not even the real number; we don’t really know how 

many women have disappeared. We don’t really know the extent of the 

tragedy; we don’t know the costs. We just know in general that it’s violence, 

corruption, impunity. I also realized that the border [comprises] a very 
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complex dynamic. So I became interested in the stories of these women. 

Most of these women are immigrants from the south of Mexico who go to 

the border towns to work at the maquiladoras that are usually foreign-

owned. Many of them work the night shifts. There is no security and the 

living conditions are really bad. The tragedy is a combination of domestic 

violence, drug violence, and street crime. Many things factor into this huge 

tragedy. So as a woman and an artist I was just appalled and I had to do 

something. I know that some artists have done projects about it and I know 

that the press and Amnesty International all know; the case is known a 

little bit but most of what we know is the tragedy. We know that it’s very 

gruesome, very violent and cruel. I wanted to focus on the women them-

selves, not the tragedy. Many of them are unknown; we don’t know exactly 

who they are. I wanted to focus on this part of it. I have been working on 

the women from world mythology for many years and the idea is to pay 

homage to the strength and the courage of women and the originality of 

who they are. I want to have the women from world mythology that we all 

recognize, that we all think of as amazing women and juxtapose them to 

the victims of Juárez and have them at an equal level because to me the life 

of every woman is equally valuable. My idea is that many of these victims 

may have been the next Frida Kahlo, Marie Curie, an amazing visionary; 

their lives were cut short and their circumstances were just not good 

enough for them to explore. They just didn’t live long enough for us to 

know. Through that parallel, I hope that my work suggests the ways that 

every woman’s life is equally valuable.

vpr: I’m curious to know what your process is for creating the images. 

There are few records of these women, so are the drawings based on your 

imaginings? Can you talk about the actual images?

aa: When I’m working on one particular drawing, I’m thinking of one 

particular woman. I bring the idea of that particular woman to the 

universality of women in general, to the greatness of what a female is or 

can be. I think of one particular victim. I imagine her as large, as amazing 

as possible, just because I know that connection exists. Every woman that 

you see on the street, on the subway—there is a connection between 

greatness and every human being. I make that connection. I use very, very 

simple lines. It’s a contrast to most of my work in terms of color and the 

complexity of shades. I wanted to make them very simple. The idea of those 
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drawings comes from the police chalk outlines made when somebody is 

killed. Light, life, black, mourning, black and white—it’s just simple. It just 

came to me very clearly that that was the way to do it.

vpr: What kind of records do they have of the women who have disap-

peared or who have been murdered in Ciudad Juárez?

aa: There are some records. But you know, investigations by the authorities 

are usually sloppy. I don’t say it lightly. It’s almost impossible to find 

accurate records. There have been cases where a family has been contacted, 

telling them that the remains of their family member have been found. 

They buried these remains, and then they found out it’s not really the same 

person. It’s complicated. It’s heartbreaking. It’s horrible. Records are not 

accurate, unfortunately. There are some organizations in Juárez that are 

working [toward increasing their accuracy]. And there are some amazing 

women’s organizations there trying to work on it and trying to figure it 

out. But not enough yet.

vpr: It’s amazing that they don’t have records for this town, but they do 

have better records for those who attempt to cross the border in states like 

Arizona, for example.

aa: Right. It just doesn’t make sense because the maquiladoras are usually 

foreign-owned. So if you go to a place and they have this maquiladora, this 

factory with the latest technology that makes these microchips and many 

different things, why not use the factory records to help resolve this 

situation?

vpr: Do you think that there is more the Mexican and US governments can 

do?

aa: Absolutely! I mean, yes! Three years ago there was a murder in Inwood 

Park, not far from where I live. A woman was jogging and she was killed. It 

was very scary. The investigation was immediately started; everybody was 

talking about it. I thought of those 400 women that nobody really cares 

about. You have to remember that most of them are working-class immi-

grants. Many of them are Mestizo or Indian. Class, racism, machismo, and 

corruption are a very bad combination, a really, really bad combination. 

More has to be done, yes. There is no one, not even one person in jail 

because of it. There are 400 crimes. It’s zero persons in jail; it just doesn’t 
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make any sense in 2011. You see all those TV programs about solving 

crimes, and crimes are solved sooner or later. In this case they aren’t. It’s 

appalling. Horrible.

vpr: We’ve had some significant disappointments this year in terms of 

immigration reform. The most recent, of course, was the failure to pass 

the Dream Act. Will you talk about your political art project, Operación 

Guardián, which was a response to the immigration laws that were passed 

in Arizona in May 2010?

aa: Yes. It’s really heartbreaking. Well, when the law was passed in 

Arizona, I was surprised, completely surprised. I have family in Phoenix 

and I’ve been to Arizona. A large percentage of the population is Mexican 

or of Mexican heritage at least. I was surprised and upset, of course. I was 

talking to friends. Everyone was so upset, and we were all talking about it. 

We were talking about this political climate against immigration and 

wondered what we should do. That’s when I realized that people were 

talking about it, but artists were not being active. Maybe they were being 

active and I just didn’t see it. Throughout history, artists have been very 

active in terms of progressive politics. They’ve been more open in general 

to different racial groups and sexual orientations. I was wondering why 

artists were not more active and doing more around this anti-immigration 

political movement. I decided to organize a show, and invited the artists 

that I knew to participate. I was already working on the Women of Juárez / 

Flor de Tierra project at the time. I already had all this information about the 

border that informed the Operación Guardián show. There are so many 

deaths of people crossing the border. People just don’t seem to think about 

it; they don’t seem to realize how many or how dangerous the border is. 

There are huge, huge numbers. For [people] to risk their lives to cross the 

border to go to another country there must be a reason. People don’t make 

the decision to cross lightly. We have to understand the reasons why people 

cross. Yet people here seem to separate the reasons from the actual people 

who risk their lives to come here. There seems to be a separation in the 

public’s mind between the immigrants who cross and what they contribute 

to American culture and [the] economy, which is basically cheaper food, 

cheaper products, cheap labor—which we all benefit from, all of us. We 

buy the lettuce at $1.50 instead of having to pay $6.00 a head, [which it 

would be] if migrants were paid fair wages. This separation just doesn’t 
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make sense to me. While I was working on the Women of Juárez project, I 

started making a series of small drawings on border crossings. I made tiny 

little images in homage to the people who died on the border. The number 

is something like 110 in one month, on the Arizona border alone. I found 

public records of the names, or at least descriptions of the bodies they find. 

The government takes these bodies; they store them someplace; they 

record them. They give them different numbers. I saw this list and 

thought, “these are people.” These people had dreams and they had ideals, 

and took these trips and risked their lives to cross a border. I was inspired 

by that and invited many artists that I knew to do something, to create 

based on their impressions and reactions to the Arizona law. The feedback 

was really interesting, and people made all different kinds of works, from 

the humorous to the tragic and the abstract. I had abstract paintings, 

sculptures, installation art, sound art. It was really interesting. I was happy 

with the results. I felt that the artists had this need to express themselves 

around this issue, and maybe they didn’t have the outlet to show their 

work. So we had this exhibit, and it was really wonderful.

vpr: What will it take for this country to have a broader and more complete 

understanding of immigration?

aa: I don’t know. I wish I knew. It’s very complex and it has to do with race 

and class. Corporations cross the borders all the time. Money and capital 

cross the borders all the time. The borders were opened years ago. Compa-

nies, maquiladoras, and corporations are benefiting from being able to cross 

back and forth, but people are not. There are consequences to going into a 

country that is developing and setting up shop there and exploiting the 

people and the resources as much as possible and getting as much money as 

possible and just taking the money out of the country instead of investing at 

least some of it locally; there are consequences. One of them is immigra-

tion. I don’t think of immigration as a problem. I think it’s just a fact. It’s 

been here forever. This is America. I think people tend to separate the past 

from the present. They tend to idealize the past. I’ve been told that Italian 

immigrants were different, right, because they came here and learned 

English. They forget that there was conflict between the Italians and Irish 

and the Polish. It wasn’t an ideal situation. There were similar conflicts 

then. As long as we see people as different than we are, it’s going to be 

difficult. Because if we say, well, they are different—they’re a different race, 
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a different class—it’s going to be impossible. We have to see people as 

people. You have to analyze what the consequences are of these big corpora-

tions doing business globally—you know, globalization sounds like a good 

thing. It is in many respects. But I think it has devastating consequences. 

For example, it has completely destroyed the small economies of many 

countries. There’s no other way to look at it. It’s just what happens.

vpr: Can you talk a little bit about the role of the artist in society?

aa: When I was working on the Arizona exhibition, I immediately thought 

of Picasso’s “Guernica.” Who doesn’t know Picasso’s “Guernica,” right? It 

is the quintessential antiwar piece of fantastic, beautiful art, right? And 

that’s what many artists do. In the time of conflict, artists are inspired. 

They usually are not shy about expressing their opinions, even when they 

are controversial, through their art. I think artists have a need to express 

what they think, and we have this outlet; [it] is a privilege as an artist to be 

able to have this way of expressing ourselves. What we want to express may 

be very specific in topic or subject, but once it’s expressed as art, I think it 

becomes universal. First, it’s a privilege that artists have. And second, it’s 

an obligation. If you can actually touch someone with what you do, you 

have to try. You have access to people. Sometimes it works; sometimes it 

doesn’t. But I think as an artist you have that obligation.

vpr: What do you hope to communicate and accomplish with your art?

aa: I think the work of artists is very individual; it’s very personal. So my 

goal is basically to make my work because I need to do my work. It’s just a 

personal project that has to be done. The work that I do is mostly about 

women and my celebration of women; what I need, what I want to accom-

plish is to touch one person, two people, a million, have them think, 

reflect, ponder upon the role of women in society today. If a painting that I 

do of Malinche or of Eve makes someone think about some contemporary 

woman or the situation of women today, that would be a huge accomplish-

ment. If they only think of Eve or of Malinche as characters from history 

and mythology, well that’s an accomplishment too. My main goal is to have 

people establish that connection between contemporary women, contem-

porary society, and women from history and mythology. If we think of 

Cleopatra or Helen of Troy as these amazing women who were warriors 

who triumphed against everything and were these amazing role models, 
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I’d like viewers to draw parallels between them and women in society 

today. We have some of the same struggles. The lives of women are just 

complex, and we need to be strong and courageous and inhabit different 

identities. We’re sensual and delicate, and strong at the same time. If 

people would make that connection it would be an amazing thing. That’s 

what I do every day, I try to reach that goal.

vpr: What is next for Andrea Arroyo?

aa: I hope to take advantage of even more opportunities that push me to 

grow as an artist, and to create more public art. That’s what I dream of doing 

my whole life. Just keep doing my work, and have this outlet to express what I 

have inside. I’m committed to finishing the 400 drawings of the Women of 

Juárez—the Flor de Tierra project. I want to exhibit the whole project, the 400 

pieces as an installation. The drawings will be unframed, displayed on a wall 

or around a room, hanging from the ceiling. I want the exhibit to travel here 

in the US and then to Mexico and maybe internationally as well. That would 

be an amazing thing. That is my goal for this year. I also have a solo exhibit 

planned for the fall for the Flor de Vida project. But basically just keep doing 

my work. I mean, if I can do that, I’ll be very, very happy.

vpr: That does sound amazing. I can’t wait to see it. It’s going to be an 

impressive installation.

aa: The times that I have had the opportunity to show selections from the 

project, the reaction it generates is amazing. Because many people don’t 

know what is happening in Ciudad Juárez. My project pays homage and 

commemorates these women. For this reason people are a little more open 

to learning about the case of the women of Juárez. Many people are moved 

by it. If I can move someone enough to do something, you know, to just go 

on the internet and Google it and maybe to research a little bit more, to call 

someone, it would be an amazing accomplishment.

Notes
1. For more critical readings on the subject, see Fregoso and Bejarano 2010 and 

Gaspar de Alba 2010.
2. The concepts of feminicide and femicide are often used interchangeably as they 

are still evolving concepts. I prefer the term feminicide, a closer translation of 
the Spanish feminicidio, following Rosa-Linda Fregoso and Cynthia Bejarano’s 
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definition of the term in their essay “A Cartography of Feminicide in the 
Américas” (in Fregoso and Bejarano 2010). Building on the general concept of 
femicide, defined as “the killing of females by males because they are females” 
(Russell and Harmes 2001, 13), Fregoso and Bejarano define feminicide as “the 
murder of women and girls founded on a gender power structure” (Fregoso 
and Bejarano 2010, 4). In so doing, they implicate the state and suggest that it 
occurs as a result of widespread, systematic violence rooted in structural 
inequalities. As a conceptual tool, feminicide allows for analysis that includes 
“the intersection of gender dynamics with the cruelties of racism and 
economic injustices in local as well as global contexts” (5). Using the term 
feminicide is a political choice as it advances a “critical transborder perspective” 
(4) and the belief that Latin American feminists, theorists, and activists have 
generated new understandings about feminicide in response to local contexts.

3. On July 5, 1953, in the early morning hours, two New York City police officers 
spotted Julia de Burgos lying unconscious in the street near the corner of 5th 
Avenue and 106th Street in East Harlem. She was rushed to Harlem Hospital, 
where she died shortly after midnight of pneumonia. She had no form of 
identification on her, so she was buried in a potter’s field in New York City. A 
month passed before her friends and family members realized that the woman 
discovered that day in July was Julia de Burgos. In August of that year her 
family and friends exhumed and repatriated her body.
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Malinche by Andrea Arroyo, Flor de Vida series. Mixed media on canvas, 

30×40 in. © 2007
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Black Venus by Andrea Arroyo, Flor de Vida series. Mixed media on 

canvas, 12×12 in. © 2011


