Lalo Alcaraz, Political Cartoonist, Brings Hispanic Issues to the Forefront 

By Elaina Loveland

In newspapers across the country everyday, a Hispanic-issues driven political cartoon adds a splash of diversity to the comics page. Lalo Alcaraz, the creator of the nationally syndicated comic strip La Cucaracha, is making an impact on a grand scale—to the Hispanic community, to the American public, and higher education has begun to take notice as well. 
Since his cartoonist career has taken off and has begun to influence both the Latino community and the world at large, Alcaraz has had the opportunity to speak to college students nationwide. Last fall, he was the keynote speaker at Hispanic Heritage Month at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virginia, on the outskirts of Washington, D.C. The title of Alcaraz’s program, Latino USA: A Cartoon History, is the same as one of his books. Alcaraz has spoken at several other universities nationwide including George Washington University, Webster University, Southwest Texas State University, the University of Wisconsin at Madison and numerous others. What’s unique about Alcaraz’s speeches is that he draws comics to make his points—he views his comics as more than entertainment—they are also a method to educate people about the Hispanic community. 

Although today Alcaraz has made name for himself as a fresh voice on political issues of importance to the Hispanic community, he didn’t grow up dreaming of becoming a cartoonist. In fact, he can’t even remember when he started drawing. 

“It seems like I was always making art as a kid,” he says. “I guess I started drawing whenever kids start drawing…maybe age three or four.”

Growing up in San Diego to Mexican immigrants, making art was natural for Alcaraz—artistic talent was plentiful in his family. It was just something his family did. 

During the mid-1980s, Alcaraz attended San Diego State University. Naturally, he enrolled as art major. It was here that Alcaraz tried his hand at cartooning. Little did he know, his first paying cartoon gig would be the beginning of a career. 

One day Alcaraz noted an ad for a cartoonist for The San Diego State University student newspaper, The Daily Aztec. Alcaraz noticed that it paid, applied, got the job and shared it with another student. 

“But sometimes he wasn’t doing the work, so there were times when I was doing five cartoons a week,” he says. “It was excellent training because I was creating cartoons almost every day.”

While Alcaraz was still a student and staff cartoonist for The Daily Aztec, he saw another ad the paid for cartoons. It was for Hispanic Ink, a Washington D.C.-based news agency that syndicates opinion, analysis and feature columns to newspapers and magazines throughout the Americas and publishes Hispanic Link Weekly Report, a national newsweekly that covers Hispanic issues and trends.
The payment was small, but it gave Alcaraz another way to get paid to create his cartoons.

“Hispanic Ink is sort of a training ground for young Hispanic journalists,” says Alcaraz. “To this day, I’m still doing cartoons for them for $25 each,” he laughs.

After receiving his bachelor’s degree in art from San Diego State, Alcaraz attended

Later attended the architecture graduate program at the University of California at Berkeley until he decided it wasn’t what he expected. “I realized that architecture was not for me,” he says. 

At Berkeley, the student paper didn’t want Alcaraz’s cartoons. They didn’t tell him why, but that didn’t stop him from pursuing cartooning and his other interests—comedy and publishing. 

In 1989, Alcaraz started Pocho magazine with a friend; today he is still a co-editor. 

Originally published in print, the satiric magazine is now exclusively online. 

With a the “Spanglish is my language” tagline and aim to be “satire, news y chat for the Spanglish generation,” Pocho found a niche within the Latino community in California.

“Pocho became a cult magazine,” says Alcaraz. “It really took off.”

Alcaraz’s work is a self-publishing success story, which is rare these days. His own Pocho magazine was where the now nationally successful syndicated comic strip, La Cucaracha, was born. 

La Cucaracha is centered on the lives of four characters. Cuco Rocha, the main character, is in his mid-twenties and in Alcaraz’s words is an “anthropomorphic cucaracha who is politically militant and a little too preachy.” To contrast Cuco Rocha, his sidekick and roommate Eddie Lopez is an “apathetic and easy-going guy.” Other characters include Eddie’s girlfriend Vero, a young schoolteacher who “fights the system” and Neto, a teenager who doesn’t speak Spanish.

La Cucaracha bridges the gap between two types of Latinos: immigrants who are still Spanish-speaking for the most part and Latinos who have assimilated into mainstream American society and may speak only some Spanish or not at all. 

Alcaraz describes the topics in La Cucaracha as having a “general political science slant that covers topics that a lot of people care about—it’s broader than immigration…it has really developed into including all sorts of cultural issues,” he says.

In 1992, Alcaraz moved to Los Angeles to try his hand at a comedic career. At that time, there was a lot of political concern in L.A. regarding the Rodney King riots, which bred an environment perfect for expanding the readership of Alcaraz’s socially relevant political cartoons. Then his first big break for getting his cartoons in mainstream newspapers came his way: LA Weekly started publishing La Cucaracha. 

According to Alcaraz, La Cucaracha has always been political. And for some readers, that hit a nerve. “In the beginning, some of the feedback I got from the public was ‘Go back to Mexico,’ but I always got great feedback from Latinos.”

The first “big thing” that resonated with the Hispanic community as Proposition 187 that was decidedly anti-immigrant in the mid nineties. In November 1994, California voters passed the initiative, which denied some health benefits to illegal aliens in the state.

“People used my images [cartoons] in marches and demonstrations,” recalls Alcaraz. “They were a sounding board for the Latino community—they were redefining the way the community viewed involvement in political issues—they were chartering a movement.”

In 1998, Alcaraz’s La Cucaracha became syndicated to appear in newspapers twice a week. But Alcaraz didn’t stop there. 

“I wanted to take it to the next level,” he says. “I wanted La Cucaracha to be daily. I pitched the idea everywhere and was rejected. Finally, my current syndicate agreed to make it daily.”

The comic strip is now featured daily in the Lost Angeles Times, Denver Post, Arizona Republic, Houston Chronicle, Chicago Sun-Times, San Diego Tribune and approximately 60 other major newspapers. He describes it as a sort of “Doonesbury” with a Latino slant.

What’s more unique about Alcaraz’s cartoons is that he uses them as a medium to educate the public about Hispanic community and specific issues they face. Immigration is one of many topics that have inspired Alcaraz’s cartoons. The anti-bilingual education trend in California is another issue that has inspired his work. 

“Some of my work is stark,” says Alcaraz. 

Sometimes, Alcaraz’s cartoons have been catalysts for class discussions in schools. “It’s neat to watch students tackle issues they see in one of my cartoons and try to interpret them,” he says. “There is nothing better than putting a cartoon on an overhead and getting a cartoon to start a discussion when students start using their brains to try to decipher what they see.”

For Alcaraz, cartooning has proven to a way to make is voice heard about political and cultural issues from a Latino perspective. But that was just the beginning. In addition continuing to create cartoons for his comic strip, he also still co-edits Pocho magazine, visits college campuses as a speaker and has a radio show that airs on Friday afternoons at 4:00 p.m. called the Pocho Hour of Power. Alcaraz’s career has taken another successful turn. This past fall, he published two new cartoon books: Migra Mouse: Immigration Cartoons from Akashic Press and La Cucharacha: The First Daily Comic Book Strip Collection from Andrews McMeel Universal Publishing.

Yet, Alcaraz still has more to do his reach his goals. A comic at heart, when asked what his ultimate goal is, Alcaraz responds jokingly, “world domination.” But in reality, his next dream is to take his ideas and his artwork to television animation. For the past three years, he’s been trying to break in to animation in addition to cartooning, speaking, writing, and hosting a radio show. If his past success is any indication, Alcaraz’s perserverance will help him break into the yet another form of media—and consequently, an even greater way to relate issues important to the Hispanic community to mainstream society.

Who knows? Cuco Rocha from La Cucaracha could be the next Mickey Mouse. 

