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Preface 

Chicano cultural history is best understood as a continuous process of creation and 
preservation that predates modern geopolitical boundaries. This textbook focuses on the cultural 
foundations of that experience, beginning with the Indigenous and Mesoamerican roots that 
established the social and spiritual landscape of the Americas. By grounding the study in these 
origins, we can see how Chicano identity is a long-standing evolution of heritage that has persisted 
through colonial systems and territorial shifts. 

A primary focus of this work is the analysis of how culture serves as both a reflection 
of the past and a strategic tool for community continuity. We examine the specific ways that 
people have maintained their identity through music, art, and language, often in the face of 
significant social pressure. This includes investigating the historical record found within corridos, 
the visual storytelling of Chicano murals, and the adaptation of regional cuisines as forms of 
cultural persistence. These elements are presented as primary evidence of how communities have 
documented their own lives and navigated their place in the world. 

This history also explores the intersection of cultural expression and community infrastructure. 
We look at the growth of mutualistas and Spanish-language media as essential systems that allowed 
for both social support and public discourse. From the labor activism of La Causa to the youth 
leadership of El Movimiento, the narrative tracks how cultural pride became a central driver for 
civil rights. The goal is to provide an honest accounting of the challenges faced, such as land 
dispossession and repatriation, while consistently highlighting the agency used to overcome them. 

Ultimately, this resource is an invitation to engage with Chicano cultural history as a living and 
dynamic process. By tracing these patterns from the revolution and the Zoot Suit generation to the 
contemporary mainstreaming of Chicano culture, students can better understand the continuity of 
this vibrant heritage. This is the story of a people who have consistently used their cultural identity 
to bridge the gap between the ideals of the land and the realities of their daily lives. 

This page titled Preface is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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About This Book 

About This Book 

This textbook provides a framework for analyzing the evolution of Chicano identity, moving 
beyond a simple chronological list of events to examine the cultural and social foundations of 
the Mexican American experience. By engaging with this material, you will learn to interpret the 
diverse ways that communities have navigated shifting borders, maintained cultural continuity, and 
advocated for civil rights. The chapters are structured to help you recognize the structural forces at 
play, from the foundations of Mesoamerican civilizations to modern political participation. 

Furthermore, this resource is built to help you connect historical legacies with contemporary 
social realities. Whether examining the impact of the U.S.-Mexican War or the rise of El Movimiento, 
the goal is to provide you with the analytical tools necessary to understand how the past continues 
to inform Chicano identity today. 

By the conclusion of this text, you will be able to: 

• Analyze systems of racialization and hegemony from the early colonial sistema de 
castas through post-annexation legal frameworks to understand how institutional 
hierarchies were constructed and maintained in the borderlands. 

• Evaluate the role of cultural agency and self-determination in the history of Chicano 
and Latino American communities, focusing on how cultural production, youth subcultures, 
and intellectual traditions served as vital tools of resistance and survival. 

• Apply an intersectional framework to historical and modern social structures, examining 
how race, class, gender, national origin, and immigration status intersect to shape the lived 
experiences within barrio economies and transnational migration pathways. 

• Connect historical movements for social justice and labor solidarity with 
contemporary structural realities, analyzing how past collective action informs current 
debates surrounding educational access, political representation, and media framing. 

How to Use the Features 

To help you navigate these complex histories, the book includes several recurring elements 
designed to bridge the gap between historical data and cultural analysis: 

• Culture Labs: These sections facilitate the analysis of primary sources and physical 

Learning Objectives 
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objects as historical evidence. You will engage with Indigenous codices, analyze corridos 
as historical records, and study Chicano murals or regional cuisines to understand the 
mechanics of cultural adaptation and survival. 

• Leaders & Legacies: These subsections highlight pivotal figures to humanize the 
structural history of the Borderlands and beyond. We examine individuals ranging from 
Malintzin and José María Morelos to modern figures like Dolores Huerta and Selena 
Quintanilla. 

• Study Guides: Each chapter concludes with specific tools designed to reinforce your 
learning. This includes a concise synthesis of main themes and Key Terms that serve as 
the building blocks for understanding each historical period. 

• Assessment & Discussion Questions: These prompts are designed for critical thinking 
rather than simple memorization. They invite you to analyze the material and construct 
your own historical arguments regarding the intersectional nature of Chicano history. 

Note on Terminology 

Language is powerful, and the words we use to describe communities shape how we 
understand their place in history. Therefore, we have made specific stylistic choices to align with 
current, inclusive historical practices: 

• Indigenous and Spanish Terms: Words from Indigenous languages or Spanish terms 
long integrated into the American vernacular, such as acequia, are treated as standard 
vocabulary. We do not italicize these terms because doing so often marks them as 
"foreign" or "other". 

• Identity and Hyphenation: We do not use hyphens in identity terms such as Mexican 
American or Native American. Removing the hyphen emphasizes that these groups are 
fully and integral parts of the American fabric rather than being defined by a divided 
identity. 

Accessibility Statement 

We are committed to making this history accessible to all learners by ensuring a barrier-free 
experience. All images, maps, and charts include descriptive alternative text (alt-text) to ensure the 
content is accessible to students using screen readers. We also prioritize high-contrast text and 
a clear heading hierarchy to support readability for students with visual impairments or learning 
differences. If you encounter barriers while using this text, please contact the department so we can 
improve the learning experience for everyone. 

This page titled About This Book is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.1: Overview 

Figure 1.1 Timeline of Indigenous and Spanish Foundations, c. 1430–1530 CE. (Author Created, 2025) 

Major civilizations, events, and cultural developments covered in Chapter 1, including Mesoamerican and Southwestern 
Indigenous histories alongside the arrival of Spanish colonizers. 

When Spanish soldiers first glimpsed Tenochtitlan in November 1519, they struggled to describe the sheer scale and complexity 
of what they saw. The Aztec capital stretched across an island in Lake Texcoco, connected to the mainland by massive stone 
causeways. Its temple pyramids rose high above a meticulous grid of canals, bustling markets, and residential neighborhoods. 
Bernal Díaz del Castillo, a soldier who marched with Hernán Cortés, later wrote that his companions wondered if they were 
dreaming, as the sight surpassed anything they had previously imagined. With a population estimated between 200,000 and 
300,000 people, Tenochtitlan was larger than London, Paris, or any other European city these soldiers had ever encountered. 

The Aztecs built their metropolis upon a foundation of knowledge inherited from civilizations stretching back thousands of 
years, and they were only one of many Indigenous peoples whose roots run deep in this land. Hundreds of miles to the north, 
Pueblo communities had occupied their adobe villages for generations, developing their own sophisticated traditions of farming, 
governance, and spiritual practice. The Spanish soldiers who arrived on these shores came from a society shaped by centuries 
of religious warfare, carrying rigid assumptions about conquest and conversion that clashed violently with the diverse worlds they 
encountered. Chicano history begins with these distinct foundations, emerging from the collision of both Indigenous and Spanish 
realities. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1.    Describe the major achievements of Indigenous civilizations in Mesoamerica and the American Southwest before 
European contact. 
2.    Explain the religious, economic, and political motivations that drove Spanish exploration and colonization of the 
Americas. 
3.    Describe the conquest of Tenochtitlan, including the roles of disease, Indigenous alliances, and military conflict, 

Learning Objectives 

2 (1.1.1)



and its impact on Indigenous populations. 
4.    Compare competing historical interpretations of the conquest era, using the legacy of Malintzin (La Malinche) as 
an example. 

This page titled 1.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.2: Mesoamerican Civilizations - The Aztec and Their 
Predecessors 

Figure 1.2 Panoramic view from the summit of the Pyramid 
of the Moon, with the Pyramid of the Sun on the center left, 
photograph by Rene Trohs, 2016 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-
SA 4.0.) 

The Avenue of the Dead at Teotihuacan, showing the city's 
sophisticated urban planning. The grid layout and monumental 
architecture date to centuries before European contact, when 
Teotihuacan supported a population of over 100,000. 

The massive scale of Tenochtitlan often makes the strongest first impression, but the city was actually the sophisticated product 
of engineering, agricultural, spiritual, and artistic traditions that had developed across Mesoamerica over many centuries. The 
upcoming sections explore these traditions in greater detail, considering how they functioned as the essential pillars of Aztec 
society. It is important to recognize that many of the crops, construction techniques, and cultural practices originating in this era 
survived the eventual conquest and continued to fundamentally shape life in the region for centuries afterward. 

Urban Civilization in the Valley of Mexico 

Long before Europeans arrived in the Americas, the Valley of Mexico supported some of the world's largest and most sophisticated 
urban centers. The Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, founded around 1325 on an island in Lake Texcoco, grew to house between 
200,000 and 300,000 people by the early 1500s. This immense population made the city larger than most European capitals of 
the same period, including London, Paris, and Seville. Spanish soldiers who first entered the valley in 1519 famously compared the 
metropolis to Venice, noting the intricate network of canals, causeways, and bridges that connected the island to the mainland. 

The Aztecs, who referred to themselves as the Mexica, did not build this empire in a vacuum; rather, they constructed it upon 
foundations laid by earlier Mesoamerican civilizations. The ruins of Teotihuacan, located about thirty miles northeast of modern 
Mexico City, stood as physical evidence of this deep historical lineage. Teotihuacan had flourished between roughly 100 and 650 
CE, supporting a population of over 100,000 people at its height. The Mexica regarded this ancient site as sacred, believing it to 
be the location where the gods created the sun and moon. By incorporating the imagery and traditions of Teotihuacan into their 
own religious practices, they participated in a broader Mesoamerican pattern of inheritance, where each generation adapted the 
knowledge of its predecessors to create a cultural continuity spanning centuries. 
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Figure 1.3 Model of Tenochtitlan showing the Aztec capital's 
island setting in Lake Texcoco, photograph by rosemania, 2006 
(Model by Ignacio Marquina, National Museum of Anthropology, 
Mexico City. CC BY 2.0.) 

The Mexica transformed a swampy island into a thriving 
metropolis. The central temple precinct, visible at the city's 
heart, served as both a religious center and a symbol of Mexica 
authority over the surrounding region. 

Tenochtitlan’s central precinct contained temple pyramids, palaces, and ceremonial plazas that served as the political and 
religious heart of the empire. The Templo Mayor, a massive double pyramid dedicated to the rain god Tlaloc and the war god 
Huitzilopochtli, dominated the city's skyline. Around this sacred center, residential neighborhoods organized by occupation and 
kinship spread across the island and onto artificial islands called chinampas, or raised agricultural beds. Markets operated 
throughout the city, with the great market at Tlatelolco drawing tens of thousands of buyers and sellers daily. Merchants traded 
goods gathered from across Mesoamerica, including cacao from the tropical lowlands, obsidian from volcanic highlands, cotton 
textiles, pottery, jewelry, and foodstuffs of every variety. The economic reach of the city extended hundreds of miles, connecting 
diverse regions through established trade networks that had operated for generations. 
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Knowledge Systems and Agricultural Innovation 

Figure 1.4 Aztec Calendar Stone, photograph by Horveyy, 2018 
(National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Often called the Sun Stone, this massive carved basalt disk 
weighing nearly 25 tons depicts the Mexica understanding of 
cosmic cycles and time. The central face represents Tonatiuh, 
the sun god, surrounded by symbols for previous world ages that 
the Mexica believed preceded their own era. 

Mesoamerican peoples developed sophisticated systems of knowledge that allowed them to manage complex societies and 
thrive in diverse environments. Aztec astronomers tracked celestial movements with remarkable precision, creating calendars that 
governed agricultural cycles, religious ceremonies, and political events. The tonalpohualli, or 260-day ritual calendar, interacted 
with the 365-day solar calendar, known as the xiuhpohualli, to create a 52-year cycle that structured the Aztec understanding of 
time and history. Priests and scholars maintained extensive libraries of painted books, called codices, which recorded historical 
events, religious knowledge, astronomical observations, and tribute records. This emphasis on systematic record-keeping allowed 
the state to administer tribute from hundreds of subject communities and maintain an institutional memory across generations. 

Mathematics and engineering supported ambitious construction projects throughout Mesoamerica. Aztec engineers designed 
and maintained the causeways, aqueducts, and dikes that made urban life possible within the unique lake environment. A dike 
built under the ruler Nezahualcoyotl separated the brackish waters of Lake Texcoco from freshwater areas, protecting the city's 
drinking water and agricultural zones. Two aqueducts carried fresh spring water from the mainland, with one remaining in 
service while the other underwent cleaning and maintenance. These infrastructure systems required constant coordination among 
engineers, laborers, and administrators, which was the kind of organizational capacity essential to sustaining Tenochtitlan's large 
population. 

Agricultural techniques developed over thousands of years allowed Mesoamerican farmers to support these dense urban 
populations. The chinampa system created highly productive farmland by building up layers of lake mud, vegetation, and soil 
in shallow lake beds. These raised fields, anchored by willow trees planted along their edges, produced multiple harvests each 
year and could feed far more people per acre than European agriculture of the same period. Farmers grew maize, beans, squash, 
tomatoes, chiles, and dozens of other crops, rotating plantings to maintain soil fertility. The chinampa system represented 
accumulated knowledge passed down through generations of farming families. These fields remained in use around Mexico City 
into the twentieth century, and the crops Mesoamerican farmers domesticated, especially maize, beans, and squash, became 
staples throughout the Americas and eventually the world. 
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Spiritual and Cultural Traditions 

Religion permeated every aspect of Aztec life, connecting individuals to their communities, the natural world, and the cosmic 
forces that shaped human existence. The Aztecs understood themselves as living in the Fifth Sun, which represented the fifth 
era of creation. They believed this age would eventually end in earthquakes, much like previous eras had ended in flood, wind, 
fire, and jaguars. This cosmological framework created a profound sense of obligation, as humans owed debts to the gods who 
had sacrificed themselves to create the world. These debts required constant repayment through ritual offerings, including the 
practice of human sacrifice. When the Spanish arrived, Aztec leaders initially interpreted these strange newcomers through these 
existing frameworks for understanding cosmic change and divine intervention. 

Figure 1.5 Page from the Codex Borgia depicting Mictlantecuhtli 
(left) and Quetzalcoatl (right), pre-Columbian (1898 facsimile 
edition, FAMSI.org. Public Domain.) 

This page from a pre-conquest painted book shows the two 
deities, representing the cycle of death and rebirth central to 
Mesoamerican spirituality. The Codex Borgia is one of the few 
surviving Indigenous manuscripts that escaped Spanish 
destruction. 

The Aztec pantheon included hundreds of deities governing different aspects of existence. Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent, 
represented wind, learning, and the morning star, while Mictlantecuhtli ruled the underworld where most souls traveled after death. 
Tlaloc brought the rains essential for agriculture, and Huitzilopochtli, the Aztec tribal god, guided the sun across the sky and led 
warriors in battle. These deities were not distant figures; rather, they participated in daily life through festivals, offerings, and the 
sacred calendar that determined favorable and unfavorable days for different activities. Religious practice reinforced social bonds 
and political authority, as state sponsored ceremonies brought communities together and demonstrated the ruler's role as an 
intermediary between human and divine realms. 

Family and community rituals marked the passages of ordinary life. Midwives welcomed newborn children with prayers and 
ritual bathing, while naming ceremonies connected infants to the sacred calendar and to their families' histories. Young people 
learned their culture's values through formal schooling. Boys attended either the calmecac, for nobility and those destined for 
priesthood, or the telpochcalli, for commoners training as warriors. Meanwhile, girls learned domestic arts, religious duties, 
and sometimes specialized crafts from their mothers and community elders. Education served both practical and ideological 
purposes, transmitting technical skills while instilling the values and historical narratives that defined Aztec identity. Although 
Spanish colonial authorities eventually shut down these schools, families continued teaching children at home, and Indigenous 
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communities established new institutions where they could pass on at least some of their knowledge. 

Figure 1.6 Aztec jade head, photograph by Gary Lee Todd, Ph.D., 
2012 (National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City. CC0 1.0.) 

Jade held deep spiritual significance in Mesoamerican cultures, 
associated with water, life, and preciousness. Creating intricate 
works like this required specialized knowledge passed between 
generations of artisans who shaped the extremely hard stone 
without metal tools. 

The artistic and literary achievements of Mesoamerican cultures expressed complex worldviews. Poets composed xochicuicatl, 
or flower songs, exploring themes of beauty, mortality, and the fleeting nature of earthly existence. Sculptors created works 
ranging from stone monuments to delicate jade figurines, while painters decorated temples, palaces, and codices with images 
that recorded history and honored the gods. Skilled artisans produced featherwork, goldwork, and mosaics of turquoise and shell. 
These artistic traditions did not disappear with the conquest. Indigenous artists trained in pre-contact traditions went on to work 
for Spanish patrons and Catholic churches, and their influence remains visible in colonial Mexican art. Their legacy appears in the 
way angels' wings sometimes resemble quetzal feathers, in the bold use of color, and in the symbolic imagery woven into church 
decorations. If you have ever seen a Día de los Muertos altar or admired a Mexican mural, you are looking at something with 
roots in these ancient Mesoamerican traditions. 

This page titled 1.2: Mesoamerican Civilizations - The Aztec and Their Predecessors is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was 
authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.3: Indigenous Peoples of the Borderlands 

While Mesoamerican civilizations often receive the primary focus in histories of pre-contact 
Indigenous life, the American Southwest possesses its own long and complex record. The Pueblo, 
Navajo, Apache, and O'odham peoples each developed distinct approaches to farming, governance, 
and spiritual practice in response to their specific environments. The following discussions examine 
these communities and consider how their early encounters with Spanish colonizers differed from 
the conquest of Mexico. 

Pueblo Cultures and Regional Diversity 

Figure 1.7 Ancient cliff dwelling near Ramah, New 
Mexico, photograph by Milton Conrad, 2004 
(Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

Ancestral Pueblo peoples built dwellings into cliff 
faces throughout the Southwest, using the natural 
rock overhangs for protection from weather and 
potential enemies. These architectural choices 
drew on generations of accumulated knowledge 
about building in the high desert environment. 

The American Southwest supported diverse Indigenous communities whose histories stretch 
back thousands of years. Unlike the centralized Aztec Empire to the south, the peoples of this 
region developed varied social structures adapted to their specific local environments. The Pueblo 
peoples, named by Spanish explorers for their distinctive multi-story adobe villages, lived in settled 
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agricultural communities across present-day New Mexico and Arizona. By the time of European 
contact, these communities had occupied certain sites for over a thousand years, allowing them to 
develop architecture, agricultural systems, and cultural traditions perfectly suited to the high desert 
environment. 

The term "Pueblo" actually encompasses many distinct groups, each possessing their own 
languages, customs, and histories. The Hopi of northeastern Arizona, the Zuni of western New 
Mexico, and the Tewa, Tiwa, Towa, and Keres-speaking peoples of the Rio Grande Valley each 
maintained separate identities while sharing certain cultural characteristics. These communities 
typically organized around clan systems that determined marriage patterns, ceremonial 
responsibilities, and land use rights. Political authority rested with religious leaders and councils 
rather than individual rulers, creating decision-making processes that emphasized consensus and 
community welfare. This decentralized structure made Spanish colonization more difficult, as there 
was no single leader whose defeat could bring an entire region under colonial control. 

Figure 1.8 Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, photograph 
by John Fyfe, 1992 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-
SA 4.0.) 

Taos Pueblo has been continuously inhabited for 
over a thousand years and remains home to the 
Tiwa-speaking Taos people today. Its designation 
as a UNESCO World Heritage Site recognizes 
both its architectural significance and its living 
cultural traditions. 

Pueblo architecture served both practical needs and cultural values through highly specialized 
design. The multi-story buildings constructed from adobe brick provided essential defense against 
raids, as lower levels often lacked exterior doors and could only be accessed by ladders that were 
pulled up during attacks. Interior rooms served different purposes depending on their location, with 
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lower, darker rooms used for food storage while upper rooms with better light and ventilation housed 
families. Underground ceremonial chambers called kivas, from the Hopi word for "old house," served 
as essential spaces for religious rituals, community meetings, and the transmission of cultural 
knowledge. The construction and maintenance of these buildings required coordinated community 
labor, a process that reinforced social bonds and a shared sense of identity. 

Knowledge Systems and Agricultural Practices 

Figure 1.9 Map of Ancestral Puebloan 
settlements, by Maproom, 2015 (Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

Ancestral Puebloan communities spread across 
the Four Corners region, adapting agricultural 
and building practices to diverse environments 
within the larger Southwest. 

Farming in the arid Southwest demanded specialized knowledge accumulated over 
generations. Pueblo farmers developed sophisticated techniques for capturing and conserving 
scarce water, including irrigation ditches and check dams that slowed runoff to allow water to soak 
into fields. They also utilized the strategic placement of fields to take advantage of natural drainage 
patterns and carefully selected and bred crop varieties adapted to short growing seasons and 
limited rainfall. The "three sisters" agricultural system, which combined maize, beans, and squash in 
the same fields, maximized yields while maintaining soil fertility. Within this symbiotic relationship, 
beans fixed nitrogen in the soil, maize stalks provided physical support for bean vines, and large 
squash leaves shaded the ground to retain moisture and suppress weeds. 
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Beyond these managed fields, Pueblo peoples maintained detailed knowledge of wild plants 
for food, medicine, and materials. They understood seasonal patterns of plant availability, animal 
behavior, and weather that allowed them to supplement agriculture with hunting and gathering. 
This environmental knowledge was not merely practical but carried deep spiritual dimensions; 
relationships with plants, animals, and landscape features were understood as reciprocal, requiring 
respect and proper conduct to maintain balance. Such knowledge was transmitted through oral 
traditions, ceremonial practices, and hands-on teaching from elders to young people. 

Trade networks connected Pueblo communities to distant regions, and archeological evidence 
confirms that these groups exchanged goods throughout the Southwest and deep into 
Mesoamerica. Shells from the Pacific coast, copper bells from western Mexico, and macaw feathers 
from tropical regions have been found at Pueblo sites, indicating long-distance trade relationships 
that predated European arrival by centuries. These networks facilitated not only material exchange 
but also the movement of ideas, artistic styles, and religious practices across large geographic 
areas. 

Spiritual and Cultural Traditions 

Figure 1.10 Kachina dolls, photograph by Yinan 
Chen, 2012 (Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain.) 

Kachina dolls served as educational tools, helping 
Hopi children recognize and understand the 
hundreds of different kachina spirits honored in 
ceremonial life. Each figure's distinct colors, 
clothing, and symbols identified a specific 
spiritual being. 
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Pueblo religious practices centered on maintaining harmony between human communities, 
the natural world, and spiritual forces. The kachinas, who were supernatural beings associated 
with natural phenomena, ancestors, and cosmic forces, played a central role in Pueblo spirituality. 
During ceremonial seasons, initiated men performed as kachinas, wearing masks and costumes that 
allowed the spirits to be present in the community. These ceremonies followed precise calendars 
tied to agricultural and astronomical cycles, which reinforced community bonds and transmitted 
cultural knowledge to younger generations. The details of many ceremonies remained closely 
guarded and were shared only with initiated community members, a practice that helped preserve 
Pueblo traditions through centuries of colonial pressure. 

Figure 1.11 Hopi kachina dolls, photograph by 
Wolfgang Sauber, 2008 (Woolaroc Museum, 
Oklahoma. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

Kachina dolls, called tithu (carved figures) in 
Hopi, are traditionally given to children to help 
them learn about the kachina spirits. These 
teaching tools transmitted religious knowledge 
across generations. 

Oral traditions preserved historical memory, moral teachings, and practical knowledge. Stories 
explained the origins of clans, the migrations that brought people to their current homes, and the 
proper relationships between humans and other beings. Unlike the written records of Mesoamerican 
civilizations, Pueblo historical knowledge depended on careful transmission from generation to 
generation through storytelling and ceremony. This oral tradition proved resilient under colonization 
because while Spanish authorities could burn books, they could not easily eradicate knowledge held 
in memory and passed down within families and religious societies. 
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Other Peoples of the Borderlands 

Figure 1.12 Map of early Indigenous peoples in 
the American Southwest (University of Texas 
Libraries. Public Domain.) 

Many distinct Indigenous nations occupied the 
Southwest before and during European 
colonization. Spanish colonizers encountered 
peoples with vastly different languages, political 
structures, and ways of life. 

The Pueblo peoples shared the Southwest with other Indigenous groups whose distinct lifeways 
led to varying relationships with both their neighbors and later European colonizers. Athapaskan-
speaking peoples, who were the ancestors of the Navajo, or Diné, and various Apache groups, 
migrated into the region from the north between 1300 and 1500 CE. These groups initially lived as 
hunters and raiders, alternating between trading with and attacking Pueblo communities. Over time, 
and particularly after the Spanish introduced sheep and horses to the region, Navajo communities 
developed unique pastoral and agricultural practices, weaving traditions, and religious ceremonies 
that blended older Athapaskan elements with influences from their Pueblo neighbors. 

To the south and west, peoples including the Tohono O'odham and Akimel O'odham developed 
agricultural communities in the Sonoran Desert. They utilized sophisticated irrigation systems along 
rivers to grow crops in an environment even more arid than the Pueblo homeland. The O'odham 
peoples later interacted extensively with Spanish missions in present-day Arizona and Sonora, 
creating cultural patterns that continue to influence communities on both sides of the modern U.S.-
Mexico border. 

The sheer diversity of Indigenous peoples in the borderlands meant that Spanish colonizers 
encountered many distinct groups with their own political structures, cultural practices, and interests 
rather than a single population. While some communities resisted Spanish encroachment violently, 
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others sought alliances with the newcomers against traditional enemies. A community’s early 
choices regarding the Spanish had lasting consequences; those that allied with Spain often secured 
privileges, land grants, and a measure of autonomy that their descendants could cite for 
generations. In contrast, groups that resisted faced military campaigns, forced relocations, and 
the loss of territory. These divergent histories help explain why Indigenous and Mexican American 
communities in places like New Mexico, Arizona, and South Texas maintain such distinct local 
identities today. 

This page titled 1.3: Indigenous Peoples of the Borderlands is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.4: Contact and Conquest 

The fall of the Aztec Empire involved far more than a simple military confrontation between Spanish and Indigenous forces. 
The upcoming sections examine the political and religious landscape of Spain, the critical role of Indigenous alliances, and the 
impact of epidemic disease in shaping the conquest. These topics also explore the resulting demographic collapse and introduce 
questions regarding how these events have been recorded and interpreted, as the sources available to us reflect the specific 
perspectives of the people who created them. 

The Spanish World 

Figure 1.13 Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz, The Capitulation of 
Granada, 1882 (Senate of Spain. Public Domain.) 

Muhammad XII surrenders Granada to Ferdinand and Isabella 
in 1492, painted here in this nineteenth-century work. The same 
year marked both the end of Muslim rule in Iberia and the 
beginning of Spanish exploration in the Americas, two events 
that profoundly shaped the future borderlands. 

The soldiers who arrived on the shores of Mexico in 1519 were the products of a society forged by centuries of religious warfare. 
The Reconquista, a long campaign to end Muslim rule in the Iberian Peninsula, had concluded only in 1492 with the conquest 
of Granada. That same pivotal year, Columbus sailed west, ensuring that for Spanish soldiers, military conquest and religious 
mission remained inextricably intertwined. To these men, the subduing of non-Christian lands seemed a natural extension of the 
holy campaigns their fathers and grandfathers had fought at home. 

Economic ambitions reinforced these religious motivations, as the Spanish monarchs sought their own routes to Asian markets to 
compete with Portugal’s profitable African trade. When Columbus encountered the Caribbean instead, the contact with previously 
unknown lands created a new frontier of opportunity. Reports of gold, silver, and large Indigenous populations soon attracted a 
mix of soldiers, adventurers, and investors who hoped to profit from expansion. Consequently, the men who joined the expedition 
of Hernán Cortés to Mexico did so with the dual expectation of earning spiritual merit and securing material reward. 
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Figure 1.14 Cantino planisphere, anonymous Portuguese 
cartographer, 1502 (Biblioteca Estense Universitaria, Modena, 
Italy. Public Domain.) 

Created just ten years after Columbus's first voyage, this map 
represents European geographic knowledge at the dawn of 
colonization. The vertical line visible in the Atlantic marks the 
Treaty of Tordesillas boundary dividing Spanish and Portuguese 
claims to newly contacted lands. 

Spanish soldiers also carried technologies that provided distinct advantages in combat, although these tools alone did not 
determine the final outcome of the conquest. Steel swords and armor consistently outperformed the obsidian-edged weapons and 
padded cotton armor used by Mesoamerican warriors in close-quarters fighting. Horses, which had been unknown in the Americas 
since their prehistoric extinction, provided significant mobility and a terrifying psychological impact; indeed, some Indigenous 
accounts describe the mounted soldiers as strange, hybrid creatures. While firearms were often slow to reload and unreliable in 
the humid climate, their noise and unfamiliarity added to the overall sense of upheaval. Ultimately, however, the unintentional 
introduction of epidemic diseases proved more consequential than any weapon on the battlefield. 

Cortés and Indigenous Alliances 

When Hernán Cortés landed on the Gulf Coast in 1519, he entered a political landscape already defined by intense internal conflict. 
While the Aztec Empire was undeniably powerful, its expansion had generated deep resentment among subject peoples who were 
forced to pay heavy tribute and provide sacrificial victims for religious ceremonies. Cortés learned of these regional tensions 
early and exploited them systematically to advance his campaign. It is a vital historical reality that his small force of roughly 600 
Spanish soldiers could not have conquered the empire alone. Instead, it was the thousands of Indigenous warriors, the logistical 
support, and the critical political intelligence provided by local allies that made a Spanish victory possible. 

The Tlaxcalans, a people who had successfully resisted Aztec expansion for generations, became the most important allies to 
the Spanish after initial battles convinced both sides that cooperation served their mutual interests. Tlaxcalan leaders viewed 
the Spanish as potential partners who could help them finally defeat their Aztec enemies, while Cortés gained a reliable source 
of warriors, porters, and essential supplies. As Spanish forces moved inland, other groups, including the Totonacs of the Gulf 
Coast and various disaffected Aztec tributaries, joined this growing anti-Aztec coalition. This pattern of strategic alliance-building 
meant that the fall of Tenochtitlan was not simply a foreign conquest, but rather a civil war among Indigenous peoples, with 
consequences that would shape the structure of colonial society for centuries to come. 
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The Siege and Fall of Tenochtitlan 

Figure 1.15 Conquista de México por Cortés, unknown artist, 
second half of 17th century (Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain.) 

This colonial-era painting depicts the 1521 siege of Tenochtitlan. 
Created over a century after the conquest, such images shaped 
how later generations understood this pivotal event, often 
emphasizing Spanish military prowess while minimizing the role 
of Indigenous allies who made Cortés's victory possible. 

The campaign against Tenochtitlan unfolded over two years, characterized by a volatile mix of diplomacy and extreme violence. 
Cortés initially entered the city peacefully in November 1519, where he was received as a guest by the Aztec ruler, Moctezuma II. 
The precise nature of this reception remains a subject of intense historical debate; while Spanish sources claimed Moctezuma 
surrendered his authority to Cortés, modern scholars argue that the Aztec ruler likely viewed the Spanish as potentially useful 
allies or as guests whose ultimate intentions were still unclear. Regardless of these calculations, the relationship deteriorated 
rapidly after Spanish soldiers massacred Aztec nobles during a religious festival. Following the death of Moctezuma under 
disputed circumstances, the Spanish were driven from the city in a disastrous retreat in June 1520, an event known as La Noche 
Triste, or the Sad Night. 
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Figure 1.16 Aztec warriors pursue retreating Spanish 
conquistadors during La Noche Triste, from the Florentine 
Codex, Book XII, 1545–1590 (Library of Congress. Public 
Domain.) 

This illustration from the Florentine Codex, created by Nahua 
artists under the direction of Fray Bernardino de Sahagún, 
depicts the June 1520 rout when Mexica warriors drove Spanish 
forces from Tenochtitlan. The codex represents one of the few 
surviving accounts of the conquest that incorporated Indigenous 
perspectives and artistic traditions. 

The months following this retreat fundamentally transformed the strategic situation. Smallpox swept through Tenochtitlan and 
the surrounding communities, killing Moctezuma’s successor and countless others, which severely weakened the Aztec ability 
to resist. During this time, Cortés regrouped and gathered even more Indigenous allies to launch a systematic siege of the 
island city. Spanish brigantines, which were built in Tlaxcala, granted Cortés control over Lake Texcoco, allowing him to cut off 
all supplies of food and fresh water to the capital. The siege lasted nearly three months, from May to August 1521, and involved 
brutal house-to-house combat. By the time the final Aztec ruler, Cuauhtémoc, surrendered on August 13, 1521, Tenochtitlan lay in 
ruins. Contemporary accounts from both Spanish and Indigenous sources describe a horrific scale of destruction, with buildings 
demolished, canals filled with rubble, and survivors decimated by starvation and disease. 
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Disease and Demographic Collapse 

Figure 1.17 The Columbian Exchange, by Mark Christensen, 
2024 (Bill of Rights Institute. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Plants, animals, and diseases moved between the Eastern and 
Western Hemispheres after 1492. Crops like maize and potatoes 
transformed Old World diets, while diseases carried by 
Europeans devastated Indigenous populations who had no prior 
exposure to illnesses like smallpox and measles. 

The immediate impact of the conquest was catastrophic, primarily due to the introduction of biological agents that the 
Indigenous populations had never encountered. Smallpox arrived with a member of a Spanish expedition in 1520 and spread 
through densely populated regions with devastating speed. The Florentine Codex, which was compiled by Indigenous scholars 
working with the Spanish friar Bernardino de Sahagún, describes the epidemic in agonizing detail. The account records that 
before the Spanish even arrived in force, a sickness of pustules broke out, covering people in large bumps from their faces to 
their chests and bringing great desolation as a great many died. 
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Figure 1.18 Aztec drawing of smallpox victims, 16th century 
(Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

Nahua people suffering from smallpox during the epidemic that 
swept through Mexico in the 1520s, from the Florentine Codex. 
The disease killed millions, including many political and 
religious leaders, weakening Indigenous societies and their 
ability to resist Spanish colonization. 

The death toll extended far beyond the direct victims of the virus. When too many people fell sick simultaneously, the normal 
functions of society collapsed entirely. The sick could not be cared for, fields remained untended, and food could not be prepared, 
leading to a period where famine inevitably followed the epidemic. Estimates suggest that the population of central Mexico fell 
from roughly 25 million in 1519 to perhaps 2.5 million by 1600. This massive demographic collapse shaped every aspect of 
the colonial world that followed. Severe labor shortages drove Spanish demands for coerced Indigenous work, while abandoned 
lands were quickly claimed by colonizers. Furthermore, surviving communities faced intense pressure to consolidate into new 
settlements, a strategy designed to allow Spanish authorities to control and tax the population more easily. 
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Contested Narratives 

Figure 1.19 Title page of Hernán Cortés's second letter to 
Emperor Charles V, 1524 (John Carter Brown Library. Public 
Domain.) 

This Latin edition of Cortés's letter, originally written in Spanish 
in 1520, describes Tenochtitlan and justifies the conquest to 
the Spanish crown. The title promises "many things worthy of 
knowledge and admiration about the excellent cities" of Mexico, 
framing Indigenous civilization as a prize for European readers 
while presenting conquest as divinely sanctioned. 

The Splendid Narrative of Ferdinand Cortes About the New Spain of the Sea and Ocean Transmitted to the Most Sacred and 
Invincible, Always August Charles Emperor of the Romans, King of the Spaniards in the Year of the Lord 1520: In Which is 
Contained Many Things Worthy of Knowledge and Admiration About the Excellent Cities of Their Provinces, the Customs of 
the Inhabitants, the Sacrifices of Children, and Religious Persons, and Especially Concerning the Famous City of Temixtitan 

[Tenochtitlan] and Its Various Wonders, Which Will Marvelously Delight the Reader, 

Translated from the Spanish Language into Latin by Doctor Petrus Savorgnanus of Friuli, Secretary to the Reverend Lord 
Joan de Reuelles, Bishop of Vienna 

In the Year of Our Lord 1524, the Kalends of March 

With Grace and Privilege 

How these events have been recorded and interpreted has shifted significantly over the centuries. The earliest Spanish accounts, 
such as the letters sent by Cortés to the Spanish king and the chronicle written by Bernal Díaz del Castillo decades later, framed 
the conquest as a heroic achievement and a profound victory for Christianity. In contrast, Indigenous accounts, including the 
Florentine Codex and various pictorial manuscripts, preserved perspectives that emphasized Aztec resistance, the deep trauma 
of defeat, and the decisive roles of disease and Indigenous allies. 

Modern historians have spent decades questioning the narratives that Spanish conquerors constructed, finding that many of their 
claims do not hold up under scrutiny. For example, the assertion that Moctezuma passively surrendered because he believed 
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Cortés was the god Quetzalcoatl appears in Spanish sources but finds little support in Indigenous records. This story was likely 
a Spanish attempt to justify the conquest after the fact. Similarly, older interpretations emphasizing Spanish military superiority 
have given way to more nuanced analyses that foreground epidemic disease, Indigenous political divisions, and the tens of 
thousands of Indigenous allies who fought alongside the Spanish. Ultimately, studying the conquest requires reading multiple 
sources critically and recognizing that every account carries the specific perspectives and purposes of its creators. 

While the conquest ended Aztec political independence, the people themselves survived. In the following decades, Indigenous 
communities worked to rebuild what they could by negotiating with Spanish authorities for land rights and local autonomy. They 
maintained their spiritual lives by hiding sacred objects and continuing ceremonies in private, while also learning to navigate 
the Spanish court system to defend their interests. The next chapter traces how colonial society took shape and how Indigenous 
peoples found ways to endure within that new reality. 

This page titled 1.4: Contact and Conquest is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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1.5: Leaders and Legacies - Malintzin (La Malinche) 

Malintzin's story has been told and retold for five hundred years, and the interpretations have shifted considerably over time. In 
the centuries after the conquest, her name became the basis for malinchista, a term meaning traitor to one's own culture, though 
that association says more about the people who created it than about the historical woman herself. The topics below trace what 
the record can tell us about her life and actions alongside the very different meanings that later generations have attached to her. 

Figure 1.20 Doña Marina (La Malinche), illustration from The 
Mastering of Mexico by Kate Stephens, 1916 (Internet Archive. 
Public Domain.) 

La Malinche, a Nahua woman enslaved and given to Cortés, 
served as interpreter and intermediary during the conquest. Her 
historical legacy remains contested: some view her as a traitor, 
others as a survivor who used her linguistic skills to influence 
the course of events. 

A Life Between Worlds 

Malintzin (c. 1500 to 1529), known also as La Malinche or Doña Marina, lived at the center of the collision between Indigenous 
and Spanish worlds, and she continues to provoke debate five centuries later. Born into a Nahua noble family in Painala, in the 
region of Coatzacoalcos, her circumstances changed drastically even before the Spanish arrived. Following her father's death, 
her mother remarried and sold Malintzin into slavery to secure inheritance rights for a new son. She eventually came into the 
possession of Maya merchants in the Yucatan, where she learned Maya Chontal in addition to her native Nahuatl. 

In 1519, after Cortés defeated local Maya forces at the Battle of Centla, leaders presented him with twenty enslaved women as part 
of a peace offering, and Malintzin was among them. The Spanish initially valued these women for domestic labor, but Malintzin's 
linguistic abilities soon distinguished her. She spoke Nahuatl, the language of the Aztec Empire, and Maya Chontal, which allowed 
her to communicate with Jerónimo de Aguilar, a Spanish priest who had learned Maya during years of captivity. Through this 
chain of translation, from Nahuatl to Maya to Spanish, Cortés could communicate with Aztec emissaries. Malintzin quickly learned 
Spanish herself, becoming Cortés's direct interpreter and eliminating the need for Aguilar in most situations. 
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More Than Translation 

Malintzin's role extended far beyond converting words from one language to another. Sixteenth-century Indigenous sources, 
particularly the Lienzo de Tlaxcala and various colonial-era codices, depict her as a central figure in diplomatic encounters, 
often shown speaking directly to Indigenous leaders while Cortés stands nearby. She interpreted not just language but cultural 
context, helping both Spanish and Indigenous leaders understand each other's diplomatic protocols, political hierarchies, and 
expectations. Her knowledge of Mesoamerican political systems and ritual practices proved as valuable as her linguistic skills. 

Figure 1.21 Hernán Cortés and La Malinche, from the Durán 
Codex, 1576 (Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

La Malinche appears prominently alongside Cortés in this image 
from the Durán Codex. Indigenous artists who created such 
codices understood her significance as cultural intermediary 
and placed her at the center of diplomatic scenes. Colonial-era 
codices like this one blended European and Indigenous artistic 
conventions. 

Documentary evidence from Tlaxcalan archives suggests she helped several altepetl, or city-states, negotiate favorable terms 
with Spanish forces, acting as an intermediary whose cultural fluency served multiple parties' interests. Whether this represented 
collaboration with conquest or strategic action to minimize harm to Indigenous communities remains a matter of interpretation. 
What seems clear is that she did far more than the passive translator figure of some historical accounts or the simple traitor of 
later nationalist narratives. 

Her personal life intersected with larger historical forces as well. She bore Cortés a son, Martín, in 1522, one of the first 
documented mestizo children and a living symbol of the biological and cultural mixing that characterized colonial Mexican 
society. Cortés later arranged her marriage to Juan Jaramillo, a Spanish soldier, through which she gained legal status as a 
Spanish subject and property rights. She testified in legal proceedings, and references to her in colonial documents suggest she 
maintained some social position until her death, probably from European diseases, around 1529. 
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Competing Interpretations 

Figure 1.22 Cortés appoints La Malinche as his interpreter, 
illustration by Margaret Duncan Coxhead, 1909 (Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain.) 

This early twentieth-century illustration imagines the moment 
Cortés recognized La Malinche's value as an interpreter. Such 
romanticized depictions often obscured the coercion underlying 
her situation. She had been enslaved and given to the Spanish 
as property before becoming essential to their conquest. 

Malintzin's legacy has been interpreted in radically different ways, and those interpretations often tell us more about the 
interpreters than about Malintzin herself. For nineteenth-century Mexican nationalists constructing a story of national identity, 
she became "La Malinche," the traitor who betrayed her people to foreign conquerors. The term malinchismo entered Spanish as 
a word for preferring foreign things over one's own culture. Octavio Paz's influential essay "The Sons of La Malinche," published 
in his 1950 book The Labyrinth of Solitude, portrayed her as a violated mother figure whose betrayal and victimization shaped 
Mexican national psychology. 

These interpretations have little to do with the actual historical person and much to do with the anxieties of those who created 
them. Nineteenth-century nationalists needed a narrative of Indigenous Mexico betrayed to explain colonial domination, while 
Paz's mid-twentieth-century analysis drew on particular ideas about gender, sexuality, and national identity that scholars have 
since questioned. Neither framework accounts for the limited choices available to an enslaved woman in the midst of military 
conquest, nor for the evidence that she acted strategically within severe constraints. 

Contemporary scholars have worked to see past centuries of symbolic weight and recover the historical Malintzin. Historians like 
Camilla Townsend, in her book Malintzin's Choices (2006), examine the documentary record to reconstruct what can actually be 
known about her life and actions. This approach treats her neither as villain nor victim but as a historical actor making choices 
in circumstances she did not create. Her linguistic abilities, cultural knowledge, and strategic thinking allowed her to survive 
enslavement, war, and epidemic disease, and to secure some measure of status in the colonial society that emerged from the 
conquest. 

Relevance for Chicano Identity 

For Mexican American communities, Malintzin's story has become a way to think through questions of cultural identity, gender, 
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and the difficulty of judging people whose choices were made under conditions very different from our own. Chicana feminist 
scholars and artists have reclaimed her as a figure of female agency and survival rather than betrayal. Writers like Gloria Anzaldúa 
and Cherríe Moraga have reimagined La Malinche as an ancestor figure whose ability to move between cultures offers a model 
for contemporary border-crossers and code-switchers. 

This reinterpretation does not ignore the violence of conquest or the suffering it caused, but it refuses to reduce a complex 
historical person to a symbol of shame. The debates over Malintzin's legacy are a good example of how historical interpretation 
changes over time and how communities use the past to understand their present. The same events and the same limited 
documentary evidence support radically different narratives depending on the questions interpreters ask and the values they 
bring. Learning to read these competing interpretations critically, asking what evidence supports each and what purposes each 
serves, is part of doing history. 

This page titled 1.5: Leaders and Legacies - Malintzin (La Malinche) is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.6: Study Guide 

Indigenous and Spanish Foundations 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe the major achievements of Indigenous civilizations in Mesoamerica 
and the American Southwest before European contact. 

2. Explain the religious, economic, and political motivations that drove Spanish 
exploration and colonization of the Americas. 

3. Describe the conquest of Tenochtitlan, including the roles of disease, 
Indigenous alliances, and military conflict, and its impact on Indigenous 
populations. 

4. Compare competing historical interpretations of the conquest era, using the 
legacy of Malintzin (La Malinche) as an example. 

Section Summaries 

1.1. Overview 

Chicano history begins long before the United States or Mexico existed as nations, rooted in 
the sophisticated civilizations of Mesoamerica and the American Southwest. The Aztec Empire, built 
upon knowledge inherited from earlier cultures like Teotihuacan, created a massive metropolis at 
Tenochtitlan that functioned as a center for engineering, commerce, and religion. Simultaneously, 
diverse peoples such as the Pueblo, Navajo, Apache, and O'odham developed distinct social 
structures and spiritual practices perfectly suited to the desert and mountain environments of the 
borderlands. The arrival of Spanish colonizers, whose worldview was forged by centuries of religious 
warfare during the Reconquista, triggered a violent collision of worlds characterized by military 
conflict and a catastrophic demographic collapse caused by epidemic disease. Within this upheaval, 
the fall of Tenochtitlan resulted from a complex mix of Spanish technology, disease, and strategic 
alliances with Indigenous groups who sought to end Aztec domination. The legacy of this era is 
perhaps best embodied by Malintzin (La Malinche), a cultural intermediary whose life has been 
reimagined by later generations as both a symbol of betrayal and a model of survival, illustrating 
how these ancient foundations continue to shape contemporary Mexican American identity. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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1.2 Mesoamerican Civilizations: The Aztec and Their Predecessors 

This section examines the sophisticated urban civilization the Aztecs (Mexica) built in the 
Valley of Mexico, drawing on a cultural continuity spanning centuries. 

• Urban Achievement: Tenochtitlan, founded around 1325, grew to house 200,000 to 
300,000 people, making it larger than London or Paris at the time. 

• Knowledge Systems: Aztec astronomers created precise ritual and solar calendars, 
while engineers designed sophisticated aqueducts and dikes to manage the lake’s water 
quality. 

• Agricultural Innovation: The chinampa system of raised agricultural beds produced 
multiple harvests annually and fed far more people per acre than European agriculture. 

• Religion and Culture: The Aztecs understood themselves as living in the Fifth Sun, 
and formal education through the calmecac and telpochcalli transmitted cultural values 
across generations. 

 

1.3 Indigenous Peoples of the Borderlands 

This section surveys the diverse Indigenous peoples of the American Southwest, whose varied 
social structures interacted with Spanish colonization in distinct ways. 

• Pueblo Peoples: The Hopi, Zuni, and Rio Grande Pueblo communities lived in multi-story 
adobe villages, with political authority resting in religious leaders and councils. 

• Agricultural Knowledge: Pueblo farmers utilized irrigation ditches, check dams, and the 
"three sisters" agricultural system (maize, beans, and squash). 

• Spiritual Traditions: Underground kivas served as essential spaces for rituals, while 
kachinas (supernatural beings) played a central role in spiritual life. 

• Other Borderlands Peoples: Athapaskan-speaking peoples (ancestors of the Navajo and 
Apache) migrated into the region by 1500 CE, while the O'odham developed irrigation 
agriculture in the Sonoran Desert. 

 

1.4 Contact and Conquest 

This section explains the historical forces shaping Spanish colonizers and the factors that 
enabled the fall of the Aztec Empire. 
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• The Spanish World: The Reconquista, ending in 1492, ensured that military conquest and 
religious mission remained inextricably intertwined for Spanish soldiers. 

• Mixed Motivations: Exploration was driven by economic ambitions to reach Asian 
markets and the expectation of earning spiritual merit. 

• Technologies and Disease: Steel weapons and horses provided advantages, but the 
unintentional introduction of epidemic diseases like smallpox proved far more 
consequential. 

• Indigenous Alliances: Cortés exploited internal conflicts; thousands of Indigenous 
warriors, particularly the Tlaxcalans, made a Spanish victory possible. 

• Contested Narratives: Modern scholars question Spanish claims, such as the myth that 
Moctezuma believed Cortés was the god Quetzalcoatl. 

 

1.5 Leaders & Legacies: Malintzin (La Malinche) 

This section examines the life of Malintzin and the shifting interpretations of her historical role. 

• Historical Person: Born to Nahua nobility and sold into slavery, Malintzin’s linguistic 
abilities in Nahuatl and Maya made her an invaluable interpreter for Cortés. 

• Beyond Translation: She acted as a cultural intermediary and diplomatic figure, helping 
city-states (altepetl) negotiate terms. 

• Competing Interpretations: Nineteenth-century nationalists cast her as a traitor, while 
modern historians like Camilla Townsend focus on her choices and strategic survival. 

• Chicana Reclamation: Feminist scholars have reclaimed her as an ancestor figure whose 
ability to move between cultures offers a model for contemporary identity. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Mexica: The name the Aztecs used for themselves; they were the builders of the empire 
centered at Tenochtitlan and the people from whom modern "Mexico" takes its name. 

• Tenochtitlan: The Aztec capital founded around 1325 on an island in Lake Texcoco; 
by 1519, it housed between 200,000 and 300,000 people, making it larger than most 
contemporary European capitals. 

• Teotihuacan: An ancient Mesoamerican city that flourished between 100 and 650 CE; 
the Mexica regarded this site as sacred and incorporated its traditions into their own 
religious practices. 

• Templo Mayor: A massive double pyramid in the center of Tenochtitlan dedicated to the 
rain god Tlaloc and the war god Huitzilopochtli. 

• Chinampa: Highly productive raised agricultural beds built in shallow lake waters; this 
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system allowed for multiple harvests annually and supported dense urban populations. 
• Nezahualcoyotl: The ruler credited with designing a massive dike that separated the 

brackish waters of Lake Texcoco from freshwater areas to protect the city’s drinking water 
and crops. 

• Codices: Painted books created by Mesoamerican scholars to record historical events, 
religious knowledge, astronomical observations, and tribute records. 

• Tonalpohualli / Xiuhpohualli: The tonalpohualli was a 260-day ritual calendar that 
interacted with the 365-day solar calendar, known as the xiuhpohualli, to structure the 
Aztec understanding of time. 

• Calmecac / Telpochcalli: Formal Aztec schools; the calmecac trained nobility for the 
priesthood and leadership, while the telpochcalli trained commoners as warriors. 

• Kiva: Underground ceremonial chambers used by Pueblo peoples for religious rituals, 
community meetings, and the transmission of cultural knowledge. 

• Kachinas: Supernatural beings associated with natural phenomena and ancestors in 
Pueblo spirituality; they are honored in ceremonial life through precise calendars. 

• Three Sisters: An agricultural system combining maize, beans, and squash in the same 
fields to maximize yields while maintaining soil fertility. 

• Reconquista: The centuries-long campaign to end Muslim rule in the Iberian Peninsula, 
which concluded in 1492 and shaped the Spanish approach to military and religious 
conquest. 

• Limpieza de sangre: "Blood purity"; a Spanish concept distinguishing "Old Christians" 
from those with Muslim or Jewish ancestry, later influencing colonial racial classifications. 

• Encomienda: A colonial system granting Spanish colonists rights to Indigenous labor in 
exchange for supposed protection and religious instruction. 

• Moctezuma II: The Aztec ruler who first received Hernán Cortés in Tenochtitlan in 1519 
and later died under disputed circumstances during the conflict. 

• La Noche Triste: "The Sad Night" (June 30, 1520), marking the disastrous retreat of 
Spanish forces from Tenochtitlan after a violent uprising. 

• Cuauhtémoc: The final Aztec ruler who led the resistance during the siege of the capital 
and eventually surrendered to Cortés on August 13, 1521. 

• Malintzin: A Nahua woman who served as an invaluable interpreter and diplomatic 
intermediary for the Spanish; her legacy is contested between interpretations of betrayal 
and survival. 

• Malinchismo: A term derived from Malintzin's name that refers to the preference for 
foreign things or cultures over one's own. 

• Mestizo: A person of mixed Indigenous and European ancestry, symbolized by the birth 
of Malintzin’s son, Martín. 

• Altepetl: The Indigenous city-states that Malintzin helped negotiate with, exercising 
agency as a cultural and political intermediary. 
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Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Townsend, Camilla. Fifth Sun: A New History of the Aztecs. Oxford University Press, 
2019. 

◦ Relevance: Centers Indigenous voices by drawing primarily on Nahuatl-
language sources. 

• Townsend, Camilla. Malintzin's Choices: An Indian Woman in the Conquest of Mexico. 
University of New Mexico Press, 2006. 

◦ Relevance: The definitive scholarly biography examining Malintzin beyond the 
myths. 

• Restall, Matthew. When Montezuma Met Cortés. Ecco, 2018. 
◦ Relevance: Challenges traditional conquest narratives, particularly the 

Quetzalcoatl myth. 

 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian: Native Knowledge 360° 
◦ https://americanindian.si.edu/nk360 
◦ Description: Educational resources on Indigenous peoples developed in consultation 

with Native communities. 
• Library of Congress: Florentine Codex 

◦ https://www.loc.gov/item/2021667837/ 
◦ Description: Digital access to the encyclopedic work preserving Aztec knowledge in 

Nahuatl and Spanish. 
• INAH: Templo Mayor Museum 

◦ https://templomayor.inah.gob.mx/english 
◦ Description: Virtual tour of the museum built on the excavated Aztec great temple 

site. 
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Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The Aztecs (Engineering an Empire) (45 mins) 
◦ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xUIhk8kT5uc 
◦ Description: Explores Aztec engineering including Tenochtitlan's causeways, 

aqueducts, and chinampas. 
• Crash Course World History: The Aztecs (12 mins) 

◦ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dGJbthPWD1g 
◦ Description: Accessible overview of Aztec civilization. 

• Indian Pueblo Cultural Center 
◦ https://indianpueblo.org/ 
◦ Description: Resources from New Mexico's Pueblo communities on history and 

contemporary life. 

This page titled 1.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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1.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. When Spanish soldiers first saw Tenochtitlan in 1519, they compared it to: a) Rome b) 
Venice c) London d) Cairo 

2. The Aztec regarded the ancient ruins of Teotihuacan as sacred because they believed: a) 
their enemies had built it and must be avenged b) it was where the gods created the sun 
and moon c) Spanish missionaries had blessed the site d) gold was buried beneath its 
pyramids 

3. True or False: The Aztec built their civilization entirely from scratch, with no influence from 
earlier Mesoamerican cultures. 

4. The chinampa agricultural system was significant because it: a) required less labor than 
European farming b) could only grow one type of crop at a time c) produced multiple 
harvests per year d) was introduced by Spanish colonizers 

5. In Aztec society, the calmecac and telpochcalli served to: a) train soldiers for the Spanish 
army b) transmit cultural knowledge to young people c) convert Indigenous peoples to 
Christianity d) teach European languages to nobility 

6. True or False: The Aztec understood themselves as living in the Fifth Sun and believed 
they owed debts to gods who had sacrificed themselves to create the world. 

7. What made Pueblo political structures challenging for Spanish colonizers? a) Pueblo 
communities maintained large standing armies b) authority rested with councils rather 
than single rulers c) the Pueblo had formed alliances with other Europeans d) Pueblo 
villages were hidden in remote locations 

8. In Pueblo cultures, kivas served primarily as: a) defensive towers for spotting enemies b) 
spaces for rituals and community gatherings c) storage facilities for corn and other crops 
d) housing for community elders 

9. True or False: Pueblo oral traditions proved resilient under Spanish colonization because 
knowledge held in memory and passed down within families could not be burned like 
books. 

10. The "three sisters" agricultural system combined which crops? a) wheat, barley, and oats 
b) maize, beans, and squash c) tomatoes, peppers, and onions d) rice, millet, and sorghum 

11. The Reconquista is significant to understanding Spanish colonization because it: a) 
taught Spanish soldiers to fight on horseback for the first time b) connected warfare 
and religious mission in Spanish culture c) established Spain's alliance with Indigenous 
peoples d) introduced Spanish soldiers to gunpowder weapons 

12. La Noche Triste ("the Sad Night") refers to: a) the night Moctezuma died under disputed 
circumstances b) the disastrous Spanish retreat from Tenochtitlan in June 1520 c) 
the final surrender of the Aztec ruler Cuauhtémoc d) the outbreak of smallpox among 
Indigenous populations 

13. True or False: Estimates suggest that central Mexico's population fell from roughly 25 
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million in 1519 to about 2.5 million by 1600, due largely to epidemic diseases like 
smallpox. 

14. The fall of Tenochtitlan is described as "also a civil war among Indigenous peoples" 
because: a) different factions within Aztec nobility fought each other b) Cortés's force 
relied on thousands of Indigenous allies c) the Aztec army turned against its own emperor 
d) neighboring city-states fought each other for Spanish favor 

15. Why did the Tlaxcalans ally with Cortés against the Aztec? a) they had been longtime 
trading partners with Spain b) they had resisted Aztec expansion for generations c) Cortés 
promised them control of Tenochtitlan d) they were forced to join after military defeat 

16. True or False: Modern scholars generally accept that Moctezuma surrendered because he 
believed Cortés was the god Quetzalcoatl. 

17. Malintzin's role in the conquest extended beyond simple translation because she: a) led 
Spanish soldiers into battle b) interpreted cultural context and diplomatic protocols c) 
wrote the official Spanish accounts of the conquest d) served as Cortés's military advisor 

18. The term malinchismo, derived from "La Malinche," refers to: a) the practice of learning 
multiple languages b) a preference for foreign things over one's own culture c) the 
tradition of women serving as diplomats d) loyalty to one's homeland 

19. Chicana feminist scholars like Gloria Anzaldúa have reinterpreted Malintzin as: a) a 
historical figure who deserves condemnation b) a victim with no agency who deserves 
only pity c) a figure of survival and cultural navigation d) a religious martyr of the colonial 
period 

20. True or False: The debates over Malintzin's legacy demonstrate that historical 
interpretation changes over time as communities use the past to understand their 
present. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. Explain how the chinampa system worked and why it allowed Aztec farmers to support 
such a large urban population. 

2. How did Aztec education serve both practical and cultural purposes? 
3. Why did Pueblo communities organize political authority around councils and religious 

leaders rather than individual rulers? What advantages did this system offer? 
4. How did the Reconquista shape Spanish attitudes toward conquest and conversion in the 

Americas? 
5. Why were Indigenous alliances essential to Spanish victory over the Aztec Empire? What 

motivated groups like the Tlaxcalans to join Cortés? 
6. Why have different groups interpreted Malintzin's legacy so differently? What does the 

"traitor" narrative reveal about nineteenth-century Mexican nationalism? 
7. How have Chicana feminist scholars reclaimed Malintzin, and why does her story resonate 

with contemporary Mexican American communities? 
8. How did epidemic diseases like smallpox affect Indigenous communities beyond the 

direct death toll? What social and economic consequences followed the epidemics? 
9. Why do modern scholars question the claim that Moctezuma believed Cortés was the god 
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Quetzalcoatl? 
10. The chapter describes Malintzin's son Martín as 'one of the first documented mestizo 

children and a living symbol of the biological and cultural mixing that characterized 
colonial Mexican society.' What does this tell us about the new social realities emerging 
from the conquest? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter shows that both Mesoamerican and Southwestern Indigenous peoples 
developed sophisticated systems for passing knowledge between generations—from 
Aztec schools and codices to Pueblo oral traditions and kiva ceremonies. Compare 
how two different Indigenous societies transmitted cultural knowledge. Why was this 
transmission important, and how did these systems respond differently to the pressures 
of colonization? 

2. The fall of Tenochtitlan involved Spanish soldiers, but it also involved tens of thousands 
of Indigenous allies fighting against Aztec rule. What does this tell us about the political 
situation in Mesoamerica before the Spanish arrived? How does understanding the role 
of Indigenous alliances change the way we think about the conquest? 

3. Malintzin has been called a traitor, a victim, and a survivor. The chapter notes that these 
interpretations "reveal as much about the interpreters as about Malintzin herself." Choose 
two different interpretations of Malintzin and explain what each one tells us about the 
values and concerns of the people who created it. What does this case study teach us 
about how historical memory works? 

4. The chapter describes the demographic collapse that followed European contact, with 
central Mexico's population falling from roughly 25 million to 2.5 million within 80 
years. How did this massive population loss shape the power dynamics between Spanish 
colonizers and Indigenous communities? Consider both immediate effects and longer-
term consequences mentioned in the chapter. 

This page titled 1.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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2: COLONIAL RULE IN THE AMERICAS 

2.1: Overview 

2.2: Systems of Conquest and Control 

2.3: Challenging Colonial Rule 

2.4: Cultural Transformation Under Spanish Rule 

2.5: Cultural Lab - Indigenous Codices and Colonial Documents 

2.6: Study Guide 

2.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

This page titled 2: Colonial Rule in the Americas is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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2.1: Overview 

Figure 2.1 Timeline of Colonial Rule in the Americas, 1520–1700 CE (Author created, 2025) 

The development of Spanish institutions, mission building, disease impacts on Indigenous populations, and events 
leading to the Pueblo Revolt. 

In a page from the Florentine Codex, Nahua artists depicted the smallpox epidemic of 1520. Bodies lie on woven sleeping mats, 
covered in pustules, while a standing figure gestures helplessly toward the sick. The image captures a catastrophe that colonial 
administrators' tribute records could only hint at, showing not just death tolls, but the collapse of families and communities 
when too many people fell ill to care for one another. Created decades after the conquest under Spanish supervision, the codex 
nonetheless preserved Indigenous voices and visual traditions. Its Nahuatl text sometimes tells a different story than the Spanish 
translation on the facing page, which serves as a quiet assertion of perspective within the constraints of colonial rule. 

The codex was not unique. Across colonial Mexico, Indigenous peoples worked within systems designed to control them, and they 
sometimes turned those systems to their own purposes. Colonial authorities who demanded labor and tribute needed Indigenous 
leaders to collect it. The church that destroyed temples and sacred texts still required Indigenous hands to build new churches. 
Spanish courts meant to enforce colonial law became venues where communities petitioned against abuses and defended their 
lands. The institutions Spain built to govern its American territories, such as encomienda labor systems, racial classification 
schemes, missions, and courts, became the framework within which colonial life unfolded for three hundred years. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the encomienda system and the sistema de castas functioned to organize labor and social hierarchy 
in colonial society. 

2. Identify the specific strategies Indigenous peoples used to resist, adapt to, and survive under Spanish colonial 
rule. 

3. Summarize the role of the Catholic Church in colonial society and its impact on Indigenous cultural and religious 
practices. 

Learning Objectives 
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4. Identify the key features of Indigenous codices and the unique historical perspectives they provide compared to 
Spanish documents. 

This page titled 2.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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2.2: Systems of Conquest and Control 

Spain did not simply conquer territory, as it also built institutions to govern the people living on the land. The topics in this 
section look at three specific systems that organized colonial life: the encomienda, which structured labor and tribute; the 
sistema de castas, or caste system, which classified people by ancestry and assigned them a place in the social order; and the 
role of Indigenous leaders, known as caciques, who became essential intermediaries between their communities and colonial 
authorities. 

Figure 2.2 Page from the Codex Kingsborough, c. 1550s 
(Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

This Indigenous-created document records a formal complaint 
against an abusive encomendero. Native peoples used Spanish 
legal systems to challenge exploitation, and such legal petitions 
represent one form of resistance to colonial labor practices. 

 

Spanish colonizers faced a significant practical problem following the initial conquest: how to extract labor and tribute from 
Indigenous populations while maintaining order and, at least officially, fulfilling religious obligations to convert native peoples 
to Christianity. The encomienda, a term derived from the Spanish verb meaning "to entrust," provided their solution. Under 
this system, the Spanish crown granted individual colonizers the right to demand labor and tribute from specific Indigenous 
communities. In exchange, the encomendero, or grant holder, was theoretically required to protect the people under his authority 
and ensure their instruction in the Christian faith. 

In practice, the encomienda system enabled widespread exploitation throughout the colonies. Encomenderos demanded 
excessive tribute payments and forced Indigenous workers into mines, agricultural fields, and construction projects under brutal 
conditions. Spanish colonial records contain numerous complaints about these abuses, including accounts from Spanish clergy 
who witnessed the system's effects firsthand. Bartolomé de las Casas, a priest who initially held an encomienda before renouncing 
it, documented what he called the "destruction of the Indies" in writings that detailed violence, overwork, and population collapse. 
His accounts, while sometimes questioned for rhetorical exaggeration, drew on direct observation and contributed to intense 
debates within Spanish society about the morality of colonial practices. 
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The encomienda did not grant ownership of land or people in a legal sense, which was a distinction that mattered for Spanish law 
even if it meant very little to those forced to labor. Indigenous communities retained theoretical rights to their lands and persons, 
and this created openings for legal challenges that some communities pursued through the Spanish courts. The crown, concerned 
about the growing power of encomenderos and influenced by clergy like Las Casas, gradually restricted the system during the 
sixteenth century. The New Laws of 1542 attempted to phase out encomiendas entirely, though colonial resistance eventually 
forced modifications to these reforms. By the late colonial period, other labor systems had largely replaced the encomienda, 
but the damage was already done. Communities that had lost half or more of their population to overwork and disease spent 
generations trying to recover. 

The Sistema de Castas 

Figure 2.3 Cuadro de castas (Casta painting), unknown artist, 
18th century (Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia. 
Public Domain.) 

This painting displays all sixteen official casta categories used 
in colonial Mexico, each panel showing a couple and their child 
labeled by racial classification. The sistema de castas attempted 
to organize colonial society by ancestry, though lived experience 
often defied such rigid categorization. 

Spanish colonial society organized itself around an elaborate system of racial classification that affected nearly every aspect of 
daily life. The sistema de castas ranked people according to their ancestry, creating a hierarchy that placed those of Spanish 
descent at the top and assigned inferior status to those with Indigenous or African heritage. This system reflected Spanish 
obsessions with limpieza de sangre, or blood purity, that had developed during the Reconquista. During that era, ancestry 
determined whether one was an Old Christian or a potentially suspect convert from Islam or Judaism. 
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Figure 2.4 Colonial Class System Pyramid, by AltavozAnon, 2025 
(Wikimedia Commons. CC0 1.0.) 

The hierarchical social structure of colonial Latin America. 
Peninsulares (Spanish-born) held the highest status, followed by 
criollos (American-born Spaniards), with mestizos, Indigenous 
peoples, and enslaved Africans occupying lower positions, 
though daily life often complicated these official distinctions. 

At the apex of colonial society stood peninsulares, who were people born in Spain. These individuals held the highest 
governmental and church positions. Below them ranked criollos, people of Spanish descent born in the Americas, who often 
possessed wealth and local influence but faced exclusion from the top offices. The system then descended through increasingly 
elaborate categories of mixed ancestry. Children of Spanish and Indigenous parents were classified as mestizos, while those of 
Spanish and African descent were termed mulatos. 

Beyond these basic categories, colonial authorities developed dozens of additional terms, such as castizo for those of Spanish 
and mestizo parentage, morisco for Spanish and mulato, and lobo for Indigenous and African. By the eighteenth century, artists 
produced casta paintings depicting these categories in family groupings. These works serve as a testament to both the complexity 
of the system and the fascination colonial society held for racial taxonomy. 

What your casta classification actually meant for daily life was quite profound. It determined what you could wear, as Indigenous 
people and those of African descent could not legally wear silk or gold jewelry. It determined what jobs you could hold because 
guild membership, government positions, and religious offices required proof of Spanish ancestry. It even determined where 
you could live, whom you could marry, and what legal rights you possessed. The system was particularly harsh toward those with 
African ancestry, who faced the most severe restrictions regardless of their wealth or achievements. 

Yet the casta system was never as rigid in practice as its elaborate categories suggested. People found ways to manipulate these 
classifications by claiming higher status ancestry or taking advantage of ambiguous physical appearance. Colonial records show 
individuals whose casta classification changed over their lifetimes or differed between documents. Wealth, education, and social 
connections could sometimes override racial designations. The gap between the system's theoretical rigidity and its practical 
flexibility reveals both the colonial state's desire for control and the clear limits of that control in everyday life. 
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The Role of Caciques 

Figure 2.5 The Meeting of Cortés and Montezuma, unknown 
artist, second half of 17th century (Library of Congress, Jay I. 
Kislak Collection. Public Domain.) 

This colonial-era painting imagines the 1519 encounter between 
Cortés and Moctezuma II. Created over a century after the 
event, such images constructed a narrative of peaceful transfer 
of power that obscured the violence and complexity of the actual 
conquest. 

Colonial administration depended heavily on Indigenous leaders who served as intermediaries between Spanish authorities and 
native communities. These caciques, a term the Spanish borrowed from Caribbean Indigenous languages and applied broadly, 
occupied an impossible position; they were responsible to Spanish officials who demanded tribute and labor, yet they remained 
bound by obligations to the communities they led. How caciques managed this position reveals both the mechanisms of colonial 
control and the spaces within which Indigenous people found room to act. 

Spanish authorities expected caciques to maintain order, collect tribute, organize labor drafts for Spanish enterprises, and ensure 
their communities' compliance with colonial demands. Those who failed faced punishment, including imprisonment, loss of 
position, or violence. Yet those who cooperated too completely risked losing legitimacy within their communities. Many caciques 
responded by developing strategies of selective compliance, appearing to embrace Spanish authority while quietly protecting 
community resources, shielding religious practices from colonial oversight, or underreporting population numbers to reduce 
tribute obligations. 

Some cacique families maintained their positions across generations by mastering Spanish legal systems while preserving 
traditional forms of authority. They documented their pre-conquest nobility in terms Spanish officials would recognize, pursued 
legal cases in colonial courts, and arranged marriages that consolidated power. The descendants of these families sometimes 
retained influence into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as their authority was rooted in colonial-era adaptations of pre-
conquest social structures. In parts of Oaxaca, Chiapas, and Guatemala, you can still find families whose local standing traces 
back to ancestors who figured out how to navigate the colonial system without losing their communities' trust. 

This page titled 2.2: Systems of Conquest and Control is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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2.3: Challenging Colonial Rule 

Indigenous peoples were not passive victims of colonial rule. From the earliest years of the Spanish presence, communities 
throughout Mesoamerica and the borderlands developed sophisticated strategies for survival, cultural preservation, and 
resistance. Some took up arms in open rebellion. Others filed meticulous lawsuits within the Spanish legal system. Others hid 
their sacred ceremonies and waited for the right moment to act. The specific choice of resistance depended on a complex set 
of circumstances, including a community's location, its relationship with neighboring groups, the personalities of local Spanish 
officials, and careful calculations about what resistance might cost versus what it might achieve. 

Figure 2.6 Francisco Tenamaztle confronts Viceroy Antonio de 
Mendoza during the Mixtón War, from the Codex Telleriano-
Remensis, 1541 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

This codex illustration records one of many armed rebellions 
that challenged Spanish authority throughout the colonial 
period. Indigenous communities employed diverse strategies to 
resist, adapt to, and survive colonial rule—armed uprising was 
just one option among many. 

The Mixtón War, which lasted from 1540 to 1542, stands as one of the largest and most serious challenges to Spanish authority 
in the early colonial period. The conflict erupted in the rugged highlands of western Mexico, in a region the Spanish called Nueva 
Galicia. The Caxcan, Zacateco, and other peoples of this area had never been subjects of the Aztec Empire, and they proved 
entirely unwilling to accept Spanish rule either. 

The immediate spark for the conflict came from the brutality of Spanish slave raids and the relentless demands of the encomienda 
system. However, the rebellion also carried a significant religious dimension. Indigenous spiritual leaders called for a return to 
traditional ways and promised that the gods would aid those who rejected Christianity. Warriors gathered at fortified hilltop sites 
called peñoles, which were natural strongholds that proved exceptionally difficult for Spanish cavalry to assault. 
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Figure 2.7 Map of the Mixtón War, by GATbnF, 2021 (Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

The Mixtón War (1540–1542) represented one of the largest 
Indigenous uprisings against Spanish colonial rule. Caxcan, 
Zacateco, and other peoples in northwestern Mexico united 
under leaders like Francisco Tenamaztle, forcing Viceroy 
Mendoza to personally lead an army to suppress the rebellion. 

The rebellion spread rapidly, and by 1541, Indigenous forces controlled much of the region. They killed several Spanish 
commanders, including the conquistador Pedro de Alvarado, who died from injuries sustained when a horse fell on him during a 
failed assault on a peñol. The situation grew serious enough that Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza personally led an army north. He 
brought not only Spanish soldiers but thousands of Indigenous allies from central Mexico, groups who had their own reasons to 
fight against peoples who had long been their traditional enemies. 

The Spanish eventually suppressed the rebellion through a combination of military force and diplomacy, offering amnesty to 
some groups while pursuing others relentlessly. Francisco Tenamaztle, one of the principal Caxcan leaders, continued guerrilla 
resistance for years before his eventual capture. He was then sent to Spain, where he argued before the royal court that his people 
had been fully justified in resisting Spanish atrocities. His legal advocacy, which was conducted with the help of Bartolomé de 
las Casas, represents an extraordinary instance of Indigenous resistance continuing through colonial legal channels even after a 
military defeat. 

The Mixtón War taught Spanish authorities that Indigenous peoples could mount coordinated, large-scale military resistance, 
and it also demonstrated the ongoing importance of Indigenous allies to Spanish military success. The aftermath of the war saw 
changes in Spanish policy, including a greater reliance on Franciscan missionaries rather than military force to pacify frontier 
regions, though the underlying dynamics of colonial exploitation continued, nonetheless. 
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The Pueblo Revolt 

Figure 2.8 Loren Mozley, Pueblo Revolt 1680, 1936 (U.S. 
Courthouse, Albuquerque, New Mexico. Public Domain.) 

This WPA-era mural depicts the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, when 
Pueblo peoples across New Mexico coordinated an uprising that 
drove Spanish colonizers out of the region for twelve years. The 
revolt demonstrated that Indigenous resistance could succeed, 
even if Spanish reconquest eventually followed. 

The Pueblo Revolt of 1680 achieved what no other Indigenous uprising in colonial North America managed, as it actually drove 
European colonizers out and kept them out for over a decade. Understanding how this happened, and what followed, reveals both 
the possibilities and the limits of armed resistance to colonial rule. 

Spanish colonizers had established themselves in New Mexico in 1598, imposing the encomienda system, demanding tribute and 
labor, and working systematically to suppress Pueblo religious practices. Franciscan friars destroyed kivas, confiscated sacred 
objects, and punished religious leaders. The Pueblo peoples, who lived in some seventy autonomous villages spread across a vast 
territory, had no tradition of unified political action. Each pueblo governed itself, which made coordinated resistance difficult. 
This was a reality that the Spanish counted on to maintain their control. 

Several factors came together in the late 1670s to change this calculation. A severe drought brought crop failures and widespread 
hunger, while Apache and Navajo raids increased as those groups also faced resource pressures. Spanish authorities responded 
to signs of religious revival among the Pueblos with a crackdown in 1675, arresting forty-seven religious leaders, hanging three, 
and whipping the rest. Among those whipped was a man from San Juan Pueblo named Popé, or Po’pay. 
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Figure 2.9 Map of early Native American tribal territories in the 
Southwest, 1970 (U.S. Geological Survey. Public Domain.) 

This map shows the Pueblo peoples who coordinated the 1680 
revolt: the Tewa (including Popé's home at San Juan Pueblo), 
Northern Tiwa, Tano, Towa (Jemez), Keres, and—joining from 
the west—Zuni and Hopi. The Southern Tiwa and Piro pueblos 
near present-day Socorro did not participate, having been more 
deeply incorporated into Spanish colonial society. 

 

Popé emerged as the organizing force behind what came next. Working from Taos Pueblo in the north, he built a network of 
support across the scattered villages. This was a remarkable political achievement given the distances involved and the absolute 
need for secrecy. The plan called for a coordinated uprising on August 11, 1680. When Spanish authorities discovered the plot 
and arrested two messengers, Popé moved the date up by a day. Even with this disruption, the revolt succeeded beyond anything 
the Spanish had imagined possible. 

On August 10, Pueblo warriors attacked missions and haciendas across New Mexico simultaneously. They killed over 400 Spanish 
colonists, including 21 of the 33 Franciscan friars in the province. Survivors fled to Santa Fe, where Governor Antonio de Otermín 
found himself besieged by a force of approximately 2,500 Pueblo warriors. After a week of fighting, the Spanish retreated south 
to El Paso, abandoning New Mexico entirely. 

For the next twelve years, the Pueblo peoples controlled their homeland. They destroyed churches, burned Spanish records, and 
worked to restore traditional practices. Popé reportedly ordered that everything Spanish be rejected, including the language, the 
religion, the seeds, and even the names given in baptism. Yet the period was not simply a return to pre-colonial conditions. The 
Pueblos kept Spanish horses, metal tools, and wheat. Internal conflicts eventually emerged, and the unity that had made the revolt 
possible proved difficult to maintain in peacetime. 

Spanish forces returned in 1692 under Diego de Vargas, reconquering the province over several years of fighting and negotiation. 
However, the Pueblo Revolt had demonstrated that colonial control was not inevitable. It had to be maintained, and it could 
be broken. The Spanish who returned governed differently than before, showing greater tolerance for Pueblo religious practices 
and significantly reducing labor demands. The legacy of the revolt persisted in Pueblo oral traditions and in the fundamentally 
changed relationship between colonizers and the colonized that followed. 
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This page titled 2.3: Challenging Colonial Rule is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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2.4: Cultural Transformation Under Spanish Rule 

If resistance was one response to colonial rule, adaptation was another, and in practice, most communities did both. They fought 
where they could and adjusted where they had to, finding ways to preserve what mattered most under circumstances they had not 
chosen. The result was not simply the replacement of Indigenous cultures with Spanish ones, but rather the creation of something 
new. These were colonial societies shaped by both traditions, often in ways that colonial authorities neither planned nor fully 
understood. 

Preserving Indigenous Identity 

Figure 2.10 Voladores de Papantla, photograph by VBlume, 2022 
(Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

The Danza de los Voladores is a Totonac ritual dating back 
centuries before Spanish contact. Four performers descend from 
a tall pole, spinning earthward on ropes while a fifth plays music 
atop the mast. The ceremony's survival to the present day 
testifies to Indigenous communities' preservation of sacred 
traditions across generations of colonial rule and beyond. 

Colonial authorities made the suppression of Indigenous culture a central goal. Friars burned libraries of painted books that 
had recorded centuries of astronomical observations, historical records, and religious knowledge. They prohibited traditional 
ceremonies, destroyed temples and sacred objects, and demanded outward conversion to Christianity. These actions were 
intended to erase the foundations of Indigenous identity, yet communities proved resourceful in preserving their traditions 
through strategies that ranged from outward compliance to creative reinterpretation. 

Some practices continued hidden from Spanish observation, performed in homes, remote locations, or community gatherings that 
excluded outsiders. Other traditions survived by merging with Christian forms, creating syncretic practices that satisfied Spanish 
observers while preserving Indigenous meanings. The danza de los voladores, or dance of the flyers, is a Totonac ceremony with 
pre-Hispanic roots dating to at least 1200 CE. Originally associated with agricultural fertility and cosmic renewal, the ceremony 
continued under colonial rule by being tied to Catholic feast days. Spanish authorities permitted it as an entertainment or folk 
custom, remaining unaware of its deeper significance for the participants. 
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Figure 2.11 Atrial cross at San Nicolás de Tolentino, Actopan, 
Hidalgo, Mexico, photograph by RubeHM, 2020 (Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Atrial crosses like this one stood in church courtyards 
throughout colonial Mexico, serving as focal points for outdoor 
religious instruction. Indigenous artisans often carved these 
crosses, incorporating native artistic traditions and symbols into 
Christian imagery, a form of cultural adaptation that allowed 
communities to maintain elements of their heritage within the 
new religious framework. 

Evidence of cultural persistence appeared throughout colonial-era art and architecture. Indigenous artists working on church 
construction incorporated pre-Hispanic symbols into Christian contexts. Carved stone crosses from central Mexico, such as the 
atrial crosses found at many sixteenth-century churches, combined Catholic imagery with Indigenous cosmological designs. 
Flowers, feathers, obsidian blades, and symbols associated with pre-Hispanic deities appeared alongside crosses, hearts, and 
other Christian motifs. Spanish clergy sometimes recognized these inclusions and sometimes remained unaware of their 
significance; regardless, Indigenous artists claimed space for their own meanings within these imposed religious frameworks. 
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Figure 2.12 Otomí dancers perform the Danza de los Arrieros 
at the feast of El Divino Rostro, San Jerónimo Acazulco, Mexico, 
photograph by Maunus, 2009 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 
3.0.) 

Religious festivals tied to the Catholic calendar gave Indigenous 
communities approved occasions to gather, dance, and 
celebrate together. Within these events, communities 
maintained their own music, choreography, and traditions, which 
helped preserve cultural knowledge even under colonial 
oversight. 

The Otomí people of central Mexico exemplify these broader patterns of survival. With roots in the region extending back to at 
least 800 CE, Otomí communities maintained distinctive traditions despite centuries of first Aztec and then Spanish domination. 
Their ceremonial dances, textile arts, and community organizations adapted to changing political circumstances while preserving 
core elements of Otomí identity. The danza de los arrieros, or muleteers' dance, is still performed today in Otomí communities. 
It reflects a colonial-era occupational identity expressed through dance forms with pre-Hispanic roots, performed in contexts 
shaped by Catholic ritual calendars. 

Otomí textile traditions show similar continuity. Intricate embroidery patterns encoded cultural knowledge and community identity 
in designs that connected contemporary artisans to pre-Hispanic predecessors. While materials and some motifs changed under 
colonial influence, the practice of embedding meaning in textile designs and transmitting that knowledge across generations 
persisted. Spanish authorities focused their suppression efforts on public religious ceremonies and political structures, often 
overlooking domestic arts that proved effective vehicles for cultural transmission. 

Indigenous peoples also created new cultural forms in response to colonial conditions. Scribes trained in Spanish literacy 
produced documents that combined European formats with Indigenous content and perspectives. Annals, maps, land records, 
and legal testimonies written by Indigenous authors preserved community histories and territorial claims in forms that Spanish 
authorities would recognize. The Florentine Codex represents an extraordinary example of this documentary production, but 
thousands of less elaborate Indigenous-authored documents survive in Mexican and Spanish archives. These were not passive 
records made by outside observers; rather, Indigenous communities actively documented their own experiences to create 
evidence they could use in court, pass down to their children, and consult when colonial officials tried to rewrite history. 
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The Catholic Church's Role 

Figure 2.13 Page from Psalmodia christiana y sermonario de los 
santos del año en lengua Mexicana, by Bernardino de Sahagún, 
1583 (John Carter Brown Library. Public Domain.) 

This Nahuatl-language chant book contains Christian hymns for 
fifty-four church festivals. Friars like Sahagún learned 
Indigenous languages to spread Catholicism, but their 
translations also preserved Nahuatl as a written language and 
created texts that Indigenous communities could use on their 
own terms. 

The Catholic Church served as a primary instrument of Spanish colonial rule, but its role was more complex than simple 
domination. Clergy accompanied conquistadors from the earliest expeditions, viewing the conversion of Indigenous peoples 
as both a religious duty and a justification for conquest. The church established parishes, built churches and monasteries, 
and organized systematic campaigns to baptize Indigenous populations while suppressing traditional religious practices. Friars 
collected and burned thousands of religious texts, sacred objects, and ceremonial items in the decades following the conquest. 
We will never know what knowledge was lost in those fires; astronomical records refined over centuries, historical accounts of 
events we can now only guess at, and religious poetry or philosophical traditions that existed nowhere else were all consumed. 

Yet the church also created spaces where some Indigenous traditions survived and evolved. Clergy learned Indigenous languages 
to preach and hear confessions, and some, like Bernardino de Sahagún, documented native cultures extensively. These efforts 
created records that preserved knowledge that might otherwise have been lost entirely. The church’s institutional presence in 
Indigenous communities sometimes offered protection against the worst excesses of secular colonizers, though this protection 
was inconsistent and came at the cost of cultural and religious autonomy. Indigenous peoples learned to work within church 
institutions, using cofradías, or religious brotherhoods, and participation in parish life to maintain community organization and 
mutual support under colonial oversight. 
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Figure 2.14 Virgin of Guadalupe advises Juan Diego, unknown 
artist, date unknown (Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

According to tradition, the Virgin Mary appeared to the 
Indigenous man Juan Diego at Tepeyac in 1531, speaking to 
him in Nahuatl. The Virgin of Guadalupe became a symbol that 
allowed Indigenous and mestizo peoples to claim a place within 
colonial Catholicism on their own terms. 

The Virgin of Guadalupe became the most significant symbol of religious transformation in colonial Mexico. According to 
tradition, the Virgin Mary appeared to an Indigenous man named Juan Diego at Tepeyac, near Mexico City, in 1531, just ten years 
after the conquest. The apparition site had previously been associated with Tonantzin, an Aztec mother goddess. The Virgin’s 
dark complexion and the Nahuatl name Guadalupe, which was possibly derived from a phrase meaning "she who crushes the 
serpent," connected her to Indigenous religious sensibilities. Whether one interprets the Guadalupe tradition as a miracle, a 
church strategy for promoting conversion, or an Indigenous appropriation of Catholic symbols, its significance for Mexican and 
Mexican American identity is difficult to overstate. The Virgin of Guadalupe became a symbol that belonged to Indigenous and 
mestizo communities in ways that distinguished Mexican Catholicism from its Spanish origins. 

53 (2.4.5)



Language and Education 

Figure 2.15 Indian School, Laguna Pueblo, photograph by C.B. 
Waite, c. 1920 (Internet Archive. No known copyright 
restrictions.) 

Schools for Indigenous children (whether run by Spanish friars 
in the colonial era or by American authorities centuries later) 
aimed to replace native languages and cultural practices with 
those of the colonizing power. Laguna Pueblo, despite 
generations of such policies, maintains its Keresan language 
and traditions today. 

Spanish colonial authorities promoted the Spanish language as a primary tool of cultural transformation, yet the linguistic 
landscape of colonial Mexico remained incredibly complex. While Spanish became the language of government, commerce, and 
higher education, Indigenous languages continued to dominate most communities. Indigenous elites who wished to participate 
in colonial institutions necessarily learned Spanish, but Nahuatl remained so prevalent in central Mexico that it even served as 
an administrative language in some contexts. Spanish clergy produced dictionaries, grammars, and religious texts in Indigenous 
languages to facilitate conversion; however, these efforts inadvertently created resources that helped preserve those very 
languages for future generations. 

Educational institutions served colonial purposes while sometimes producing unintended consequences. Schools established 
by religious orders trained Indigenous students in Spanish language, Catholic doctrine, and European knowledge systems. The 
Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, founded in 1536, educated Indigenous nobles in Latin, Spanish, and European philosophy 
and theology. This institution produced the graduates who contributed to vital projects like the Florentine Codex. While these 
schools aimed to create a class of Indigenous people who would support colonial rule, they also provided Indigenous individuals 
with the intellectual tools to document their own cultures and advocate for their communities' interests within the Spanish legal 
system. 

For most Indigenous people, formal education remained limited. Village priests provided basic religious instruction, and some 
communities maintained informal systems for transmitting traditional knowledge outside colonial oversight. Literacy in Spanish 
or Latin remained rare among Indigenous populations throughout the colonial period. The oral traditions, apprenticeship systems, 
and family-based education that had transmitted knowledge before the conquest continued to function. These systems adapted 
to new circumstances while preserving the stories, the skills, and the foundational sense of identity that defined a community’s 
history and origins. 
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Architecture and Urban Planning 

Figure 2.16 Cristóbal de Villalpando, View of the Plaza Mayor of 
Mexico City, 1695 (Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

The heart of colonial Mexico City, built directly atop the ruins 
of Tenochtitlan. The plaza (site of the former Aztec ceremonial 
center) became the administrative and commercial hub of New 
Spain, surrounded by the viceregal palace, cathedral, and 
merchant arcades. 

Spanish colonizers reshaped the physical landscape of the Americas according to their own cultural patterns, but the resulting 
built environment reflected Indigenous influence as well. Colonial cities followed the Spanish plaza system, organizing 
communities around central squares that combined religious, governmental, and commercial functions. The main church faced 
the plaza alongside government buildings and residences of prominent families. This spatial arrangement, which is still visible 
in cities throughout Mexico and the American Southwest, embodied Spanish ideas about proper social order while providing 
settings for public life, markets, and community gatherings. 

Mexico City rose literally on the ruins of Tenochtitlan. Spanish colonizers demolished Aztec temples and used their stones to 
construct churches and government buildings. The main plaza, the Zócalo, occupied the same space as the Aztec ceremonial 
center, and the cathedral was built partly atop the Templo Mayor. This physical superimposition of Spanish over Indigenous 
spaces carried obvious symbolic weight, as it was intended to assert Christian triumph over Indigenous religion. Yet the city's 
location on a lake island, its basic street grid following Aztec precedents, and the Indigenous labor that constructed Spanish 
buildings meant that Tenochtitlan's presence persisted within the colonial capital. 

Indigenous building techniques and aesthetic preferences influenced colonial architecture in ways that colonial authorities did 
not always control or even notice. Adobe construction, which had characterized Indigenous building in many regions, continued 
under Spanish rule because it suited local materials and the climate. Indigenous artisans trained in European techniques brought 
their own sensibilities to colonial projects, incorporating local decorative traditions into churches, public buildings, and private 
residences. 

Regional architectural styles emerged that combined Spanish forms with Indigenous and local elements, creating distinctive built 
environments in different parts of New Spain. If you walk through the historic centers of Oaxaca, Puebla, or San Antonio today, you 
are seeing the results of this blending. These Spanish colonial layouts are filled with buildings that carry the marks of Indigenous 
hands in their stonework, their colors, and their details. 
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This page titled 2.4: Cultural Transformation Under Spanish Rule is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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2.5: Cultural Lab - Indigenous Codices and Colonial 
Documents 

This Culture Lab section offers a chance to practice working directly with historical sources. Reading different kinds of evidence 
requires careful consideration of who created them, for what purpose, and what they leave out. The activities below follow that 
process step by step. 

 

What Is a Codex? 

When we think of historical documents, we usually imagine letters, diaries, or official papers. We think of words on a page. 
However, some of the most revealing sources from colonial Mexico tell their stories through images as much as text. Indigenous 
codices are pictorial manuscripts created by Native artists and scribes, and they preserve perspectives that Spanish documents 
often ignored or distorted. 

Reading a codex means learning to analyze images as carefully as we read words. In this Culture Lab, we will practice that skill 
with one of the most important surviving documents from early colonial Mexico. 

The Source 

Take another look at this image from the Florentine Codex, created by Nahua artists in the decades after the Spanish conquest. 

Figure 2.17 Smallpox epidemic, from the Florentine Codex, Book 
XII, 1577 (Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. Public 
Domain.) 

The scene shows the 1520 smallpox epidemic that swept through Tenochtitlan. The image is divided into sections. In the upper 
left, a caregiver sits beside a patient whose body is covered in pustules, reaching toward them to provide care. In the lower left, 
a single figure lies alone on a woven mat. On the right side, three figures lie on mats placed next to one another, all marked with 
the characteristic lesions of the disease. 
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This page comes from a twelve volume work created between 1545 and 1590. A Spanish friar named Bernardino de Sahagún 
organized the project, but Nahua scholars, artists, and scribes provided the content. The text appears in two columns with Nahuatl 
on one side and Spanish on the other. Scholars have discovered these two versions do not always say the same thing. 

Read It 

The setting matters. The victims lie on petlatl, which were woven mats people slept on at home. This detail tells us the epidemic 
struck people in their own houses rather than on battlefields. These were not warriors dying in combat; they were families, sick in 
their beds. 

The bodies also tell a story. The figures all show the characteristic pustules of the disease across their bodies. Each 
figure is positioned slightly differently, with some on their sides and some more stretched out, but all are clearly suffering. 
The artist rendered these details with care, showing specific, observed effects of the illness rather than relying on symbols or 
generalizations. 

The composition reveals the epidemic's impact on households and communities. One scene shows a caregiver still able to 
tend to a patient. On the right, three sick figures lie side by side, suggesting an entire household struck by the disease. In the 
lower left, a single figure lies alone with no one beside them. Together, these scenes suggest what happened as the epidemic 
spread: care gave way to shared suffering, and eventually to isolation when no one was left to help. 

The Nahuatl text reinforces what the image shows. It records that before the Spanish arrived, an epidemic broke out, a 
sickness of pustules. Large bumps spread on people, and some were entirely covered. The disease brought great desolation, and 
very many died of it. They could no longer walk about, but lay in their dwellings and sleeping places, no longer able to move or 
stir. And very many starved; there was death from hunger, for none could take care of the sick; nothing could be done for them. 

Text and image work together to emphasize the same devastating detail: people did not just die from disease. They died 
because the social bonds that normally sustained communities through crisis had collapsed. When too many people fell sick at 
once, there was no one left to bring water, prepare food, or care for the dying. 

 

Compare It 

This is where the analysis becomes particularly interesting. How did Spanish writers describe the same epidemic? Hernán Cortés, 
in his letters to the king, mentioned disease but spent most of his words on Spanish military victories. Bernal Díaz del Castillo, 
a soldier who wrote a chronicle of the conquest, acknowledged the epidemic but called it divine providence, or God helping the 
Spanish win. 

Neither Spanish account focuses on Indigenous suffering the way this codex page does. Neither describes the breakdown of 
families and communities, the starvation that followed when caregivers fell sick, or the sheer human scale of the catastrophe. 

This difference matters for how we understand history. If we only read Spanish sources, the epidemic looks like a footnote to a 
military victory. The Indigenous source reveals it as a social collapse that killed an estimated 40% of central Mexico's population 
in a single year. That is devastation no army could have caused. Reading both types of sources together gives us a fuller picture 
than either one could provide alone. 

 

A Note on Sources 

The Florentine Codex is an extraordinary document, but it is not a window straight into the past. Like every historical source, it 
was shaped by the circumstances of its creation. 
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Keep in mind: 

• It was made under Spanish supervision, decades after the conquest 
• The Spanish colonial government considered it dangerous enough to confiscate 
• The Nahua contributors had to work within colonial pressures while preserving their people's history 
• Many other codices were destroyed; this one survived partly by luck 

Some scholars think the Nahua artists and writers engaged in quiet resistance, documenting the human cost of colonization in 
ways that couldn't easily be dismissed and preserving their perspectives in Nahuatl, even when Spanish translations softened or 
omitted details. 

 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter a visual primary source (a codex, a photograph, a political cartoon, a mural), try asking: 

1. Who made this? What was their position in society? What pressures or purposes shaped their work? 
2. When was it made? During the events shown, or later from memory? How might that timing affect what's 

included? 
3. What details did they choose to show? Settings, gestures, expressions, objects: each choice carries meaning. 
4. What's missing? What perspectives or details are left out, and why might that be? 
5. How does it compare to other accounts? What do you learn by reading multiple sources together? 

These questions work for sources from any time period. The ability to read images critically and compare competing accounts is 
just as useful for understanding today's world as it is for studying the past. 

Explore Further 

Digitized codices are available through the World Digital Library (Library of Congress), the Getty Research Institute's Florentine 
Codex collection, and FAMSI (Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies). 

Florentine Codex specifically: 

• Getty Research Institute's Digital Florentine Codex (the best resource, fully searchable with translations): 
florentinecodex [florentinecodex.getty.edu] 

• Library of Congress / World Digital Library version: loc.gov/item/ [www.loc.gov] 

Broader codex collections: 

• FAMSI (Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies): famsi.org/mayawriting/ [www.famsi.org] — 
includes Maya, Aztec, and Mixtec codices with downloadable facsimiles 

• Mediateca INAH (Mexico's National Institute of Anthropology and History): mediateca.inah.gob.mx/
[mediateca.inah.gob.mx] — huge digital repository including codices, photographs, and other cultural heritage materials 

• Códices de México (collaborative Mexican project): accessible through the Mediateca INAH site, includes codices 
from multiple Mexican archives 

This page titled 2.5: Cultural Lab - Indigenous Codices and Colonial Documents is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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2.6: Study Guide 

Colonial Rule in the Americas 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the encomienda system and the sistema de castas functioned to 
organize labor and social hierarchy in colonial society. 

2. Identify the specific strategies Indigenous peoples used to resist, adapt to, and 
survive under Spanish colonial rule. 

3. Summarize the role of the Catholic Church in colonial society and its impact on 
Indigenous cultural and religious practices. 

4. Identify the key features of Indigenous codices and the unique historical 
perspectives they provide compared to Spanish documents. 

Section Summaries 

2.1 Overview 

Colonial rule reshaped the Americas for three hundred years, but Indigenous peoples were 
never passive witnesses to these changes. This chapter examines the rigid institutions Spain 
built to govern its territories, including the encomienda labor system and the sistema de castas 
racial hierarchy, while highlighting how Indigenous communities turned those very systems to their 
own purposes. From the armed resistance of the Mixtón War and the Pueblo Revolt to the quiet 
preservation of traditions within the Catholic Church and the mission system, a persistent tension 
remained between colonial control and Indigenous endurance. By analyzing Indigenous-authored 
codices alongside Spanish records, we uncover a fuller picture of colonial life that includes the 
human scale of catastrophes and the sophisticated survival strategies of those who navigated this 
new reality. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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2.2 Systems of Conquest and Control 

This section examines the institutional frameworks Spanish colonizers created to extract labor 
and organize a new social order. 

• The Encomienda System: Derived from the word for "to entrust," this system granted 
colonizers the right to demand labor and tribute from specific communities in exchange 
for supposed protection and Christian instruction. In practice, it enabled widespread 
exploitation and brutal conditions, leading to intense moral debates among clergy like 
Bartolomé de las Casas. 

• The Sistema de Castas: This elaborate racial classification system ranked people by 
ancestry and was rooted in the Spanish obsession with limpieza de sangre, or blood 
purity. While peninsulares and criollos held the highest status, dozens of categories like 
mestizo and mulato governed a person’s legal rights, clothing, and occupation. 

• The Role of Caciques: Indigenous leaders served as essential intermediaries who 
balanced the demands of Spanish officials for labor and tribute with their own community 
obligations. Many successfully protected their people through selective compliance, 
appearing to cooperate while quietly shielding traditional resources and religious 
practices. 

 

2.3 Challenging Colonial Rule 

Indigenous communities developed sophisticated strategies for survival, ranging from open 
rebellion to meticulous legal action. 

• The Mixtón War (1540–1542): One of the largest challenges to Spanish authority was led 
by figures like Francisco Tenamaztle in western Mexico. The rebellion combined military 
force at hilltop peñoles with a religious call to return to traditional ways. 

• The Pueblo Revolt of 1680: Organized by Popé, this coordinated uprising successfully 
drove Spanish colonizers out of New Mexico for twelve years. It remains a unique example 
of a successful, large-scale expulsion of European powers in colonial North America. 

• Legal and Diplomatic Resistance: After military defeat in the Mixtón War, Tenamaztle 
continued his resistance through the Spanish royal court to argue for his people's rights. 
Communities also mastered the Spanish legal system to file lawsuits defending their 
lands and petitioning against abuses. 
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2.4 Cultural Transformation Under Spanish Rule 

Colonial society was not a simple replacement of one culture by another, but the creation of 
new, syncretic forms. 

• Preserving Identity: Traditions like the danza de los voladores survived by being tied 
to Catholic feast days, which often hid their deeper significance from Spanish observers. 
The Otomí people exemplify this continuity through their ceremonial dances and textile 
arts. 

• Religious Syncretism: Indigenous artists incorporated pre-Hispanic symbols, such as 
obsidian blades and feathers, into the stone atrial crosses they were commissioned 
to carve for churches. The Virgin of Guadalupe emerged as a powerful symbol of this 
transformation, connecting Indigenous and mestizo communities to a dark-
complexioned Mother figure at a site previously sacred to the goddess Tonantzin. 

• Built Environments: Although Mexico City was built atop the ruins of Tenochtitlan, it 
retained the ancient street grid and lake-island location. Regional architecture often 
combined Spanish layouts with Indigenous materials like adobe and native decorative 
details. 

 

2.5 Culture Lab: Indigenous Codices and Colonial Documents 

This section explores how pictorial manuscripts provide essential perspectives often missing 
from Spanish text-based records. 

• The Florentine Codex: Created by Nahua scholars and artists under Spanish supervision, 
this twelve-volume work records the human cost of the conquest. Visual details, such as 
victims suffering from smallpox on traditional petlatl, or sleeping mats, reveal the collapse 
of family networks that military records ignore. 

• Comparing Perspectives: While Spanish soldiers like Bernal Díaz del Castillo often 
framed epidemics as divine providence aiding their victory, Indigenous sources 
emphasize social catastrophe and starvation. 
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Key Terms & Definitions 

• Encomienda: A system that entrusted Indigenous labor and tribute to Spanish colonizers 
in exchange for protection and religious instruction. 

• Sistema de Castas: A racial hierarchy that classified people by ancestry to determine 
their social status and legal rights. 

• Limpieza de sangre: "Blood purity"; the Spanish obsession with ancestry that influenced 
colonial social rankings. 

• Peninsulares / Criollos: Peninsulares were Spanish-born officials at the top of society, 
while criollos were their American-born descendants. 

• Cacique: An Indigenous leader who acted as a political intermediary between their 
community and the Spanish state. 

• Peñoles: Fortified hilltop strongholds used by Indigenous warriors during the Mixtón War. 
• Popé (Po’pay): The San Juan Pueblo leader who organized the 1680 Pueblo Revolt. 
• Syncretism: The blending of different religious or cultural traditions into a new, hybrid 

form. 
• Virgin of Guadalupe: An apparition of the Virgin Mary to Juan Diego in 1531; she is a 

dark-skinned figure who became a central symbol of Mexican identity. 
• Cofradía: A religious brotherhood used by Indigenous communities to organize mutual 

support under church oversight. 
• Codex: A pictorial manuscript created by Indigenous artists to record history, religion, 

and community experiences. 
• Petlatl: Woven mats used for sleeping; their appearance in codices helps historians 

identify domestic settings rather than battlefields. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Lockhart, James. The Nahuas After the Conquest. Stanford University Press, 1992. 
◦ Relevance: The foundational study of how Nahua communities adapted to colonial 

rule while maintaining cultural continuity. 
• Clendinnen, Inga. Ambivalent Conquests: Maya and Spaniard in Yucatan, 1517-1570. 

Cambridge University Press, 2003. 
◦ Relevance: Examines the encounter between Maya peoples and Spanish colonizers, 

emphasizing Indigenous perspectives and agency. 
• Weber, David J. The Spanish Frontier in North America. Yale University Press, 1992. 

◦ Relevance: Comprehensive history of Spanish colonization in the borderlands, 
including detailed treatment of the mission system. 
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Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Getty Research Institute: Digital Florentine Codex 
◦ https://florentinecodex.getty.edu/ 
◦ Description: Fully searchable digital version with translations; the best resource for 

exploring this essential source. 
• Library of Congress: World Digital Library 

◦ https://www.loc.gov/item/2021667837/ 
◦ Description: Digital access to the Florentine Codex and other colonial-era 

documents. 
• FAMSI (Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies) 

◦ https://www.famsi.org/mayawriting/codices/ 
◦ Description: Maya, Aztec, and Mixtec codices with downloadable facsimiles. 

Multimedia & Video 

• Crash Course World History: The Spanish Empire 
◦ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjhIzemLdos 
◦ Description: Accessible overview of Spanish colonial systems including encomienda 

and the role of the church. 
• PBS: The Missions of California 

◦ Description: Documentary exploring the California mission system and its effects on 
Indigenous communities. 

• Mediateca INAH 
◦ https://mediateca.inah.gob.mx/ 
◦ Description: Mexico's National Institute of Anthropology and History digital 

repository, including codices, photographs, and cultural heritage materials. 

This page titled 2.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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2.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Chapter 2: Colonial Rule in the Americas 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. Under the encomienda system, Spanish colonizers received the right to: a) own 
Indigenous people as permanent slaves b) demand labor and tribute from Indigenous 
communities c) claim all land within a specific territory d) marry Indigenous women 
without church approval 

2. True or False: The encomienda system worked exactly as intended, with encomenderos 
consistently providing protection and religious instruction to Indigenous communities. 

3. In the sistema de castas, peninsulares held the highest status because they were: a) the 
wealthiest colonizers b) born in Spain c) descended from conquistadors d) married to 
Indigenous nobility 

4. The sistema de castas affected daily life by determining: a) only who could hold 
government office b) clothing, occupations, and marriage options c) which church people 
attended d) how much tax people paid 

5. Caciques occupied a difficult position in colonial society because they: a) were required 
to convert to Islam b) had to balance Spanish demands with community obligations c) 
could not learn Spanish d) were forbidden from owning property 

6. True or False: Many caciques developed strategies of selective compliance, appearing 
to cooperate with Spanish authorities while quietly protecting community resources and 
shielding religious practices from oversight. 

7. The Pueblo Revolt of 1680 demonstrated that: a) Indigenous peoples always accepted 
Spanish rule b) organized resistance could drive out Spanish colonizers c) the mission 
system was popular with Indigenous communities d) Spanish military technology made 
resistance impossible 

8. Indigenous communities used Spanish courts to: a) file lawsuits defending land rights 
and reporting abuses b) convert to Christianity c) request permission to leave their 
villages d) apply for Spanish citizenship 

9. True or False: Indigenous religious practices disappeared completely after Spanish 
colonizers prohibited them and destroyed temples and sacred objects. 

10. Colonial-era carved crosses in central Mexico reveal Indigenous adaptation because 
they: a) were secretly made of Aztec gold b) combined Catholic imagery with Indigenous 
symbols c) were hidden from Spanish priests d) contained written protests in Nahuatl 

11. The Virgin of Guadalupe became significant for Indigenous and mestizo communities 
because: a) she appeared only to Spanish priests b) her appearance connected her to 
Indigenous traditions c) the Pope declared her the official saint of New Spain d) she 
promised military victory against the Spanish 
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12. The danza de los voladores survived colonial rule by: a) being performed only in secret 
locations b) being associated with Catholic feast days c) being practiced only by Spanish 
colonizers d) replacing all Indigenous elements with Christian symbols 

13. True or False: The Colegio de Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco trained Indigenous nobles in Latin, 
Spanish, and European philosophy, producing graduates who contributed to projects like 
the Florentine Codex. 

14. Mexico City was built on the ruins of Tenochtitlan, with: a) no trace of the Aztec city 
remaining b) the cathedral constructed partly atop the Templo Mayor c) Aztec temples 
preserved as museums d) a completely new street grid ignoring Aztec precedents 

15. The concept of limpieza de sangre (blood purity) that shaped the sistema de castas 
originated in Spain during: a) the Roman conquest of Iberia b) the Reconquista, 
distinguishing "Old Christians" from converts c) trade negotiations with Indigenous 
peoples d) the Protestant Reformation 

16. True or False: Colonial records show that individuals' casta classifications sometimes 
changed over their lifetimes or differed between documents, revealing gaps between the 
system's theoretical rigidity and its practical flexibility. 

17. Cofradías (religious brotherhoods) were important to Indigenous communities because 
they: a) allowed communities to avoid paying tribute b) provided a way to maintain 
community organization under colonial oversight c) were led exclusively by Spanish 
priests d) replaced traditional Indigenous governance entirely 

18. The Florentine Codex is valuable to historians because: a) it was written entirely by 
Spanish priests b) it preserves Indigenous perspectives in Nahuatl text and images c) it 
contains maps showing the location of gold mines d) it is the only document from colonial 
Mexico 

19. In the Florentine Codex's depiction of the 1520 smallpox epidemic, the progression of 
panels shows: a) Spanish soldiers arriving to help the sick b) a caregiver tending a patient, 
then later panels with the sick lying alone c) priests performing last rites for the dying d) 
Indigenous healers using traditional medicine 

20. True or False: Spanish accounts of the 1520 smallpox epidemic focused on Indigenous 
suffering and the breakdown of families and communities in the same way Indigenous 
sources did. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the encomienda system work in theory versus in practice? What were 
encomenderos supposed to provide, and what actually happened? 

2. Explain how the sistema de castas organized colonial society. What determined a 
person's place in the hierarchy, and what were the consequences of that classification? 

3. Why did caciques face an "impossible position" in colonial society? What strategies did 
some use to navigate between Spanish demands and community obligations? 

4. Describe two different forms of Indigenous resistance to colonial rule (one armed, one 
non-violent). What did each approach achieve or attempt? 

5. How did Indigenous peoples maintain religious practices despite Spanish prohibitions? 
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Give a specific example of how traditional beliefs survived within or alongside Christian 
forms. 

6. Why did the Virgin of Guadalupe become such an important symbol for Indigenous and 
mestizo communities? What connected her to Indigenous religious traditions? 

7. How did Indigenous artisans incorporate their own traditions into colonial religious 
architecture? Give a specific example from the chapter. 

8. How did the physical construction of Mexico City reflect both Spanish dominance and 
Indigenous persistence? What elements of Tenochtitlan remained present in the colonial 
capital? 

9. What makes Indigenous codices valuable as historical sources? What can they reveal that 
Spanish documents often do not? 

10. Using the Florentine Codex's smallpox scene as an example, explain how reading 
Indigenous and Spanish accounts together gives a fuller picture of historical events than 
either source alone. 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes caciques as occupying an "impossible position" between Spanish 
demands and community obligations. Some cooperated with colonial authorities; others 
practiced "selective compliance." How do you evaluate the choices available to 
Indigenous leaders under colonial rule? What factors might have influenced whether a 
cacique leaned toward cooperation or quiet resistance? 

2. Indigenous peoples found ways to maintain cultural and religious practices despite 
systematic Spanish efforts to suppress them. Compare two examples of cultural survival 
discussed in the chapter (such as religious syncretism, artistic expression, or domestic 
arts like textiles). What made these strategies effective? What do they reveal about the 
limits of colonial control? 

3. The Virgin of Guadalupe became a symbol that "belonged to Indigenous and mestizo 
communities in ways that distinguished Mexican Catholicism from its Spanish origins." 
How did Guadalupe bridge Indigenous and Catholic traditions? What does her 
significance reveal about how colonized peoples can reshape imposed religions to serve 
their own purposes? 

4. The Culture Lab demonstrates that Indigenous and Spanish sources describe the same 
events differently. Using the smallpox epidemic as an example, explain what each type 
of source emphasizes and why those differences matter for how we understand history. 
What are the dangers of relying on only one perspective? 

This page titled 2.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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3.1: Overview 

Figure 3.1 Timeline of The Mexican Frontier, 1800–1840 CE (Author Created, 2025) 

The Mexican War for Independence, the development of frontier trade and settlement 
patterns, and the Anglo-American immigration that transformed the northern borderlands 
discussed in Chapter 3. 

In 1810, a parish priest in the town of Dolores rang his church bells before dawn and called 
his parishioners to rise against Spanish rule. Father Miguel Hidalgo's uprising attracted tens of 
thousands of followers within weeks, mostly Indigenous and mestizo peasants who saw in the 
movement a chance to challenge the systems that had burdened them for three centuries. Hidalgo's 
decrees abolished slavery and tribute payments, promised land to Indigenous communities, and 
declared an end to the racial categories that divided colonial society. This vision was radical enough 
to frighten criollo elites into opposing the very independence they claimed to want. 

By the time Mexico finally won its independence in 1821, that radical vision had been set aside. 
The settlement that ended Spanish rule preserved the social hierarchies Hidalgo had challenged, 
and the new nation inherited northern territories it could barely govern. Frontier communities found 
themselves caught between a distant capital and Indigenous nations whose raids intensified as 
Mexican defenses weakened. 

In this uncertain environment, ranching economies expanded while trade routes like the Santa 
Fe Trail brought American merchants and settlers into the region. Simultaneously, the land grant 
systems that had organized frontier life for generations continued to shape who owned what and 
who worked for whom. The patterns established during these decades determined what Mexican 
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Americans stood to lose when the border eventually moved. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe Spanish and Mexican settlement patterns in the borderlands, including 
missions, land grants, acequias, and ranching traditions. 

2. Summarize the causes of the Mexican War for Independence and the differences 
between its early radical goals and the 1821 settlement. 

3. Identify the challenges Mexico faced in governing its northern frontier, such as 
secularization, expanding trade, and Anglo-American immigration. 

4. Explain how frontier-era institutions and traditions influenced Mexican American 
identity and legal claims in later generations. 

5. Describe the significance of José María Morelos’s political vision, particularly his calls 
for racial equality and social reform. 

Learning Objectives 

This page titled 3.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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3.2: Exploration and Settlement in the Borderlands 

Before the northern borderlands became a site of political conflict between nations, they were shaped by generations of Spanish 
exploration, mission building, and settlement. The topics in this section follow that process from the earliest expeditions through 
the development of ranching economies, irrigation systems, and patterns of cultural exchange between Spanish settlers and 
Indigenous communities. 

 

Early Expeditions: Cabeza de Vaca 

Spanish exploration of the territories north of central Mexico began decades before permanent settlements took root, appearing 
more as a series of desperate gambles than a coordinated conquest. These earliest expeditions produced a wealth of geographic 
information rather than immediate territory, as small parties of explorers encountered the vast distances and harsh climates that 
would define frontier life for centuries. These journeys established formal Spanish claims to the northern interior while exposing 
the significant logistical challenges that would eventually force a shift in how the crown approached colonization. 

Figure 3.2 Map of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca's expedition 
route, 1528–1536, map by Lencer, 2008 (Wikimedia Commons. 
CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

After a failed Spanish expedition to Florida, Cabeza de Vaca 
and a small group of survivors spent eight years traveling across 
the Gulf Coast and into northern Mexico, relying on Indigenous 
peoples for survival and guidance along the way. 

The eight-year journey of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca from Florida to Mexico provided the first detailed European account of 
the continent's interior. Originally part of a failed 1528 expedition to Florida, Cabeza de Vaca and three companions, including an 
enslaved African man named Esteban, survived a shipwreck on the Texas coast and years of captivity. They lived among various 
Indigenous groups, moving from the status of slaves to that of respected healers, and relied entirely on their hosts for survival 
and guidance before reaching Spanish settlements in 1536. His published account, La Relación, offered a rare perspective that 
prioritized survival and cross-cultural adaptation over the typical military bravado found in other Spanish chronicles. 

These reports convinced Spanish officials that the northern frontier could not be subdued through the same methods used in the 
Aztec or Inca empires. The sheer scale of the land, the scarcity of reliable water, and the mobile nature of Indigenous populations 
required a different strategic lens. While these practical realities set in, the accounts also inadvertently fueled myths of wealthy 
kingdoms, such as the "Seven Cities of Cíbola," which lured Francisco Vázquez de Coronado into his own grueling trek across the 
Southwest. Although Coronado found no gold, his soldiers were the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon and the Great Plains, 
bringing back geographic knowledge of the bison herds and vast grasslands that forever changed the Spanish understanding of 
the North American continent. 
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Spanish Settlement Patterns and Land Grants 

Figure 3.3 Map of the Santa Fe National Historic Trail, 2017 (U.S. National Park Service. Public Domain.) 

The Santa Fe Trail connected Missouri to New Mexico, serving as a vital commercial route that linked the Spanish 
borderlands to American markets well before U.S. westward expansion made the journey common. 

Permanent Spanish settlement in the borderlands proceeded slowly, constrained by the immense distance from colonial centers, 
limited resources, and the persistent resistance of Indigenous nations. Despite these hurdles, strategic outposts eventually took 
root across the frontier. Santa Fe, established in 1610, served as the administrative heart of New Mexico and remains one of 
the oldest European-founded settlements in the United States. Over the next two centuries, other key communities followed: San 
Antonio in 1718, Tucson in 1775, and Los Angeles in 1781, forming a thin but enduring line of Spanish presence across the North. 

While these settlements followed legal patterns established in central Mexico, they were forced to adapt to the realities of the 
frontier. The mercedes de tierra, or land grants, distributed territory to settlers within a familiar legal framework, yet these frontier 
grants were significantly larger than those in the south. This expansion in size was a practical necessity; the crown needed to 
offer massive tracts of land to entice families to move to such remote, often dangerous regions. These grants frequently carried 
the heavy obligation to defend the territory from raids and to develop the land within a specific timeframe, ensuring the settlers 
remained committed to the crown’s expansionist goals. 

Survival in these isolated areas also required a high degree of communal cooperation, which was facilitated by the ejido system. 
This system provided communal lands for grazing and shared resources, creating a safety net that individual families could not 
provide on their own. This cooperative spirit extended to the physical layout of the towns themselves. Mandated by Spanish 
law, the plaza-centered town layout organized communities around a central square that combined religious, governmental, and 
commercial functions. 

This spatial arrangement, which you can still walk through today in cities from Santa Fe to San Diego, was more than just an 
architectural preference. It embodied Spanish ideals of social order while providing the practical benefits of a concentrated 
defense and a shared space for markets and community gatherings. The church and government buildings anchored the plaza, 
with residential lots extending outward according to a settler's social standing, literally mapping the colonial hierarchy onto the 
frontier landscape. 
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Acequia Systems and Agricultural Innovation 

Figure 3.4 Acequia Madre (Mother Ditch) in the Monte del 
Sol neighborhood, Santa Fe, New Mexico, photograph by 
Netherzone, 2022 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Acequia systems like this one distributed water from rivers to 
fields through community-maintained channels. Some acequia 
associations in northern New Mexico have operated 
continuously since the 1600s. 

In the arid borderlands, water was the ultimate arbiter of where a community could take root. Spanish colonizers arrived with 
irrigation traditions forged in the dry landscapes of southern Spain, but they soon found that successful agriculture required a 
deep engagement with local conditions. The acequia systems that emerged across the Southwest were not merely functional 
ditches; they were the result of a sophisticated blending of Mediterranean techniques and Indigenous knowledge that became 
the lifeblood of frontier society. 

These systems functioned by diverting water from rivers and streams into a network of channels through a process that demanded 
intense community cooperation. The acequia madre, or mother ditch, served as the primary artery, with smaller channels 
branching off to irrigate individual fields. Because the system relied on the shared use of a scarce resource, communities 
organized themselves around the water. Elected officials known as mayordomos were tasked with the immense responsibility of 
overseeing water distribution and organizing the collective labor required to clean and repair the channels each year. 

While the Spanish brought their own legal frameworks, the Pueblo peoples had already mastered irrigation centuries before, as 
we discussed in Chapter 1. Spanish settlers studied these existing practices while introducing Mediterranean agricultural tools, 
resulting in a hybrid system that was remarkably well-adapted to the Southwest. This model proved so durable that it survived 
the transitions between Spanish, Mexican, and American rule. In parts of northern New Mexico, some acequia associations have 
operated without interruption since the 1600s. Their annual spring cleaning, the limpia, continues to bring community members 
together to clear the ditches by hand, a ritual that maintains the physical infrastructure while reinforcing the social bonds of the 
village. 

Frontier agriculture similarly reflected this convergence of two worlds. Wheat, grapes, and fruit trees from Europe were planted 
alongside the maize, beans, and squash that had been domesticated in the Americas for millennia. The introduction of cattle, 
sheep, and horses fundamentally transformed the landscape, turning vast stretches of land into ranching territories. In regions 
where water was too scarce for intensive farming, ranching became the center of gravity for the economy, providing the meat, 
hides, and wool that sustained the population and connected the frontier to broader markets. 
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Indigenous-Spanish Cultural Exchange 

Figure 3.5 Miguel Cabrera, De español e india, nace mestiza, 
1763 (Mexican History Museum, Monterrey. Public Domain.) 

Casta paintings like this one classified colonial subjects by racial 
mixture, here labeling the child of a Spanish father and 
Indigenous mother as "mestiza." On the frontier, these rigid 
categories often mattered less than family ties, local reputation, 
and practical skills. 

The racial classification system established in central Mexico certainly extended to the frontier, but the sheer distance from 
colonial centers and the relentless demands of survival often blurred the boundaries it attempted to enforce. Frontier 
communities brought together Spanish settlers, Indigenous nations, and smaller populations of African descent in a state 
of interdependence that the rigid sistema de castas never fully anticipated. In these remote outposts, the daily necessity of 
cooperation frequently overrode the official social hierarchies dictated from afar. 

Historical records from these settlements reveal an extensive and practical exchange of knowledge between Spanish and 
Indigenous communities. Settlers quickly realized they did not fully understand the environment and consequently adopted 
Indigenous foods, medicinal plants, and building techniques suited to the arid climate. Conversely, Indigenous peoples selectively 
incorporated Spanish technologies—most notably metal tools, horses, and livestock—into their own economies. These interactions 
created economic networks and trade relationships that functioned effectively across cultural and political boundaries, even with 
Indigenous groups that remained entirely outside colonial control. 

Intermarriage occurred frequently despite official disapproval, leading to a mestizo population that became numerically dominant 
in many frontier regions by the late eighteenth century. Children of these unions often occupied ambiguous social positions, 
but they became the essential glue of frontier society. By the time of Mexican independence in 1821, the frontier population 
was overwhelmingly mestizo, and the legalistic categories of the caste system had largely given way to the importance of local 
reputation, family ties, and practical skills. This was the foundational population that would eventually become Mexican American; 
they were a people whose ancestors had been mixing and adapting on the frontier for generations before the border moved. 

This page titled 3.2: Exploration and Settlement in the Borderlands is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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3.3: Life on the Northern Frontier 

Figure 3.6 Antonio Fabrés, Portrait of Miguel Hidalgo, 1905 
(National Palace, Mexico City. Public Domain.) 

Painted nearly a century after Hidalgo's execution, this idealized 
portrait reflects how Mexican national mythology elevated 
Hidalgo as the father of independence. His 1810 uprising drew 
mass support from Indigenous and mestizo communities with 
promises of slavery's abolition and an end to racial 
classification. 

Mexico achieved its independence from Spain in 1821, though the victory did not deliver the social revolution many had 
anticipated. The struggle began in earnest with Father Miguel Hidalgo’s 1810 uprising, which offered a radical vision for the 
future: the abolition of slavery, an end to oppressive tribute payments, the redistribution of land, and the total elimination of 
the racial categories that had structured colonial life for centuries. While these promises drew massive support from Indigenous 
and mestizo communities, they deeply alarmed the criollo elites. Fearing a loss of their own status, these elites initially backed 
Spanish forces to crush the insurgency. 

Following Hidalgo’s execution in 1811, the movement for independence fragmented into various regional guerrilla campaigns. 
Leaders like José María Morelos took up the cause, yet the eventual path to sovereignty took a different turn. Independence was 
ultimately secured through a conservative political settlement known as the Plan of Iguala. This agreement guaranteed criollo 
privilege and maintained the authority of the Catholic Church, effectively sidelining the profound social reforms that had fueled 
the early years of the rebellion. Consequently, the new nation began its life with the same colonial social hierarchies largely intact. 
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Challenges of Mexican Administration 

Figure 3.7 Map of the United States, 1810–1812, published in 
Henry Eldridge Bourne and Elbert Jay Benton, A History of the 
United States, 1913 (Internet Archive. Public Domain.) 

Though this map predates Mexican independence, it illustrates 
the enormous territory Mexico inherited from Spain in 1821. 
Governing these far-flung northern regions from Mexico City 
proved nearly impossible, leaving frontier communities largely 
on their own. 

The government born from the independence settlement inherited a vast northern domain that it was fundamentally unprepared 
to govern. The geography alone presented a staggering obstacle; a journey from Mexico City to Santa Fe could consume 
weeks under ideal conditions, while maintaining contact with California required months of travel. This physical distance was 
compounded by chronic political instability at the national level, where frequent leadership changes and shifting constitutional 
arrangements prevented the development of a consistent frontier policy. With a treasury drained by years of war, the new republic 
lacked the revenue to defend these remote territories or build the infrastructure necessary to bind them to the national core. 

Because effective oversight was impractical, frontier communities often functioned with a high degree of unintended autonomy. 
Local elites managed land distribution, water rights, and community governance with minimal interference from distant officials. 
While this allowed for policies tailored to local needs, it also left frontier residents vulnerable. These communities quickly realized 
they could not rely on Mexico City for military defense, economic investment, or the resolution of complex legal disputes that 
exceeded local authority. 

The most pressing challenge arrived in the form of intensified conflict with Indigenous nations that remained outside Mexican 
control. During the 1820s and 1830s, Apache and Comanche raids on frontier outposts grew more frequent and effective as the 
Mexican military failed to maintain the defensive presidio system established by Spain. Without a reliable national army, settlers 
were forced to organize their own defense, often brokering fragile alliances with specific Indigenous groups to counter others. 
Correspondence from this era reflects a pervasive sense of insecurity, with frontier residents expressing deep frustration as they 
waited for military support that rarely arrived. 
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The Mission System 

Figure 3.8 Map of the missions of Alta California, published 
in Rosa V. Winterburn, The Spanish in the Southwest, 1903 
(Internet Archive. Public Domain.) 

The twenty-one California missions stretched along the coast 
from San Diego to just north of San Francisco, each roughly a 
day's journey apart. This chain formed the institutional backbone 
of Spanish colonization in Alta California. 

The Spanish mission system had organized frontier life for nearly three centuries before Mexican independence. These 
institutions served a triple purpose: religious conversion, economic production, and social control. Beginning with the first 
Franciscan missionaries in 1524, religious orders established hundreds of missions across New Spain, stretching from the central 
valleys of Mexico to the northern coastline of Alta California. This chain of missions formed the institutional backbone of Spanish 
colonization, serving as centers for spreading both Christianity and Spanish culture while simultaneously organizing Indigenous 
labor for colonial ends. 

Missions followed a standard physical layout designed to manage the daily lives of their inhabitants. The church building 
dominated the complex, its size and decoration intended to impress Indigenous converts and assert the presence of the new 
faith. Surrounding the church were workshops called talleres, where Indigenous workers learned European crafts. Dormitories 
known as monjeríos housed unmarried women and girls under close supervision, while families typically lived in housing units 
arranged around the central compound. Beyond the immediate walls, agricultural fields, orchards, and grazing lands extended into 
the landscape, all worked by Indigenous laborers according to schedules strictly dictated by the missionaries. 
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Figure 3.9 Rexford Newcomb, plan view of Mission San Juan 
Capistrano, published in The Franciscan Mission Architecture of 
Alta California, 1916 (Public Domain.) 

This floor plan illustrates the standard mission layout: a 
dominant church building surrounded by workshops, 
dormitories, and living quarters arranged around enclosed 
courtyards. The design kept Indigenous residents under close 
supervision while organizing daily labor and religious life. 

Life within the missions was governed by rigid routines centered on religious observance and manual labor. Bells marked every 
transition of the day, signaling times for prayer, meals, and work. Missionaries strictly enforced attendance at religious services 
and prohibited traditional ceremonies, though Indigenous peoples often found ways to maintain their own practices in secret. The 
physical toll was often severe; workers tended crops, herded livestock, and manufactured goods under harsh conditions. Mortality 
rates at many missions remained high, driven by the combined stresses of overwork, inadequate nutrition, and the continued 
spread of epidemic diseases within these concentrated populations. 

Despite these human costs, missions functioned as powerful economic enterprises that permanently altered regional 
environments. The agricultural techniques and Mediterranean crops introduced by the friars—including wheat, grapes, and 
olives—changed diets and land use across the frontier. Similarly, the introduction of cattle, sheep, and horses transformed the 
economy and provided goods that circulated through vast regional trade networks. By the time Mexican independence arrived, 
the mission system had fundamentally reshaped the ecological and economic reality of the borderlands. 

Eventually, the newly independent Mexican government moved to dismantle the system through a process called secularization. 
Mexican liberals viewed the missions as remnants of colonial privilege that unfairly concentrated land and labor under church 
control. During the 1830s, particularly in California, missions were converted into ordinary parishes, and their vast landholdings 
were distributed to new owners. In practice, these lands passed into the hands of well-connected ranchers rather than the 
Indigenous people who had worked them. Displaced from their homes, many mission residents were forced to find work on the 
emerging ranchos or drift into growing towns, finding themselves marginalized in the very landscape their labor had built. 

Economic Development and Trade Networks 

Despite the persistent political instability and defensive challenges of the era, the frontier economy expanded significantly during 
the Mexican period. This growth was largely driven by the expansion of ranching, which surged as secularized mission lands 
became available for private acquisition. A robust export market emerged for hides and tallow, particularly in California, where 
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ranchos sent ships loaded with cowhides to traders from the United States and Europe. These hides became so central to the 
local economy that they were nicknamed "California banknotes." Similar trade networks developed in Texas, connecting frontier 
producers to broader Atlantic markets and integrating the region into a global commercial web. 

Internal trade also flourished after independence as the new Mexican government lifted the restrictive Spanish regulations 
on foreign commerce. This opening provided fresh opportunities for merchants willing to navigate the long, arduous journeys 
between frontier settlements and external markets. Goods began to flow between regions that had been administratively isolated 
under Spanish rule, as traders sought profits in this newly accessible commercial environment. These economic shifts did more 
than just move goods; they began to pull the frontier into the orbit of American markets well before any formal political changes 
occurred. 

Figure 3.10 Vaqueros at the Empire Ranch, Arizona, c. 1890 
(Empire Ranch Foundation. Public Domain.) 

These vaqueros drove 900 cattle from Arizona to California, 
work that demanded the specialized riding and roping skills 
developed over generations on the Mexican frontier. Most of 
the men pictured are Mexican workers whose expertise Anglo 
ranchers depended on. 

The heart of this economy was the vaquero, or cowboy, whose culture created traditions that eventually defined ranching 
across the entire American West. While Spanish settlers brought cattle-raising practices from Iberia, the open ranges and vast 
distances of the borderlands necessitated new techniques. Vaqueros developed specialized equipment to survive and work in this 
environment, including the wide-brimmed hat, leather chaps, and the reata, or lasso. They perfected the riding and roping skills 
required to manage cattle across thousands of acres of unfenced territory, turning ranching into a highly specialized trade. 

Ranching operations generally centered on large estates where owners, workers, and their families formed tightly interconnected 
communities. The hacienda system was modified for frontier conditions, organizing labor and production while establishing social 
hierarchies based on land ownership. Within these communities, vaquero skills were passed down from generation to generation, 
creating deep occupational traditions. Workers carried this expertise with them as they moved between ranches, ensuring that 
these refined methods of cattle management became standardized across the northern frontier. 

These traditions eventually spread northward as Anglo-American settlers adopted the techniques and vocabulary of the vaquero. 
The linguistic legacy of this exchange remains embedded in the English language; words like "lasso," "rodeo," "corral," and "ranch" 
all derive directly from Spanish. After the American conquest, Mexican vaqueros often continued to work the same ranges they 
always had, frequently for new Anglo owners who were entirely dependent on their expertise. While the romanticized image of the 
American cowboy later dominated popular culture, that archetype owed nearly everything to these Mexican predecessors whose 
contributions remained largely unacknowledged for over a century. 

This page titled 3.3: Life on the Northern Frontier is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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3.4: Land Grants and Early Settlements 

Land ownership on the frontier was governed by a system of grants that shaped settlement patterns across California, Texas, and 
New Mexico. These legal frameworks determined how territory was distributed and utilized, creating regional variations in land 
use that defined frontier life. Understanding these structures provides essential context for the demographic shifts and territorial 
conflicts that emerged as Anglo-American settlers entered the region in growing numbers. 

These grants operated under a logic of occupation, where the crown and later the Mexican government used land to incentivize 
the defense and development of remote territories. Whether through private ranchos or communal village holdings, the system 
created a complex patchwork of claims that tied families to the landscape for generations. As new populations moved into the 
borderlands, these established patterns of ownership became the primary points of friction between different cultural and legal 
traditions. 

The Colonization Law of 1824 

Figure 3.11 Colorado and Red River Land Company stock 
certificate and map of Texas land grants, 1835 (University of 
Texas at Arlington Libraries Special Collections. Public Domain.) 

This stock certificate marketed shares in Texas lands to 
investors in New York, illustrating how the empresario system 
enabled foreign speculation on Mexican territory. The company's 
claims, based on grants to English-born empresario John 
Charles Beales, were already tenuous when this certificate was 
printed. 

Mexico's Colonization Law of 1824 established the legal framework for distributing public lands throughout the new nation's 
northern territories. This legislation reflected liberal ideals that favored private property as an engine for development, while 
also addressing the urgent need to populate and defend the remote frontier. By authorizing state governments to grant land 
to individuals or to contract with empresarios, the law encouraged a generous distribution of territory intended to secure the 
borderlands through settlement. 

The law's regional implementation varied significantly based on local conditions and the specific decisions of state authorities. 
In California, territorial governors focused on distributing land primarily to Mexican citizens, a practice that fueled the rise of 
the massive rancho system. New Mexico experienced less upheaval, as its long-established settlement history meant that most 
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traditional landholders simply maintained their existing positions under the new federal law. 

Texas served as the most significant testing ground for the empresario system, with consequences that would eventually reshape 
the continent. The Mexican government utilized immigration agents to recruit foreign settlers, offering them large tracts of land 
in exchange for their loyalty and development of the region. This strategy aimed to create a buffer against external threats, but 
instead introduced the challenge of integrating thousands of foreign settlers into Mexican territory and culture. 

Demographic Changes and Anglo Settlement 

The Mexican period saw the beginning of demographic changes that transformed the frontier over the following decades. Anglo-
American immigration introduced populations with different languages, religions, and legal traditions, alongside conflicting 
attitudes toward land and labor. While this migration was most dramatic in Texas, it was present in smaller numbers throughout 
the northern borderlands. Mexican authorities alternated between encouraging foreign settlement as a means of frontier 
development and attempting to restrict immigration that seemed to threaten national sovereignty. 

The settlers who arrived during this era occupied varied positions in frontier society. Some, like the merchants of the Santa Fe Trail 
or the early California rancheros who married into Mexican families, integrated into existing communities and became Mexican 
citizens. In contrast, many of the slaveholding cotton farmers who moved into Texas maintained separate communities and 
resisted incorporation into Mexican legal and social systems. These divergent relationships, characterized by both cooperation 
and deep-seated friction, shaped the transitions that followed later American conquest. 

Official correspondence from this period documents a growing alarm regarding the transformation of Texas and the potential 
for similar shifts elsewhere. Authorities in Mexico City issued directives attempting to restrict further immigration and enforce 
Mexican law, yet limited resources and immense distances made these orders largely impractical to execute. This widening gap 
between official policy and frontier reality directly contributed to the political crises that eventually culminated in war with the 
United States. 
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Legacies of the Frontier Period 

Figure 3.12 Luis Romero (left) and Ramon Ahumada (right), 
vaqueros in Arizona, 1890s (Arizona Memory Project. Public 
Domain.) 

This studio portrait of Ahumada and young Romero reflects 
the pride vaqueros took in their craft. Their decorated clothing 
and carefully posed horse display a tradition passed between 
generations long before and after American control of the 
Southwest. 

The traditions established during Spanish and Mexican rule became the foundational pillars for Mexican American identity and 
political claims in subsequent generations. Vaquero culture, land grant systems, acequia water management, and plaza-centered 
communities all persisted across the political transitions that followed the mid-nineteenth century. When Mexican American 
activists in the twentieth century organized to defend their land rights, they drew directly on the legal traditions of the frontier 
period. Similarly, when communities mobilized to protect their water, they referenced the irrigation systems and associations 
developed under Spanish and Mexican law. 

The frontier experience also fostered a distinct identity that separated these northern communities from the national core in 
central Mexico. Life on the borderlands was shaped by unique Indigenous neighbors, different economic opportunities, and a 
more distant relationship to central authority. This regional history created a population with its own specific customs and social 
structures long before the arrival of the United States. 

After American annexation, these same communities found themselves characterized as foreign within their own homeland. 
Their languages, religions, and legal traditions were often treated as obstacles to American expansion rather than legitimate 
inheritances from a deep and complex past. They had built the acequias, established the cattle industry, and planted the orchards 
generations before the border moved. While the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo promised to respect their property and rights, the 
tension between that promise and the reality of American development would define the chapters that follow. 

This page titled 3.4: Land Grants and Early Settlements is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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3.5: Leaders and Legacies - Jose Maria Morelos 

While Father Hidalgo’s name is most often associated with the start of Mexican independence, José María Morelos carried the 
movement forward after Hidalgo’s execution and provided it with a concrete political vision. A man of mixed race and modest 
origins, Morelos rose to lead the insurgency, offering radical constitutional ideas that challenged the very foundations of colonial 
society. His legacy remains a powerful symbol for different groups who see in his life a struggle for a more equitable nation. 

Figure 3.13: José María Morelos, Héroe de la Independencia 
Mexicana, 19th century (Mexican History Museum, Monterrey. 
Public Domain.) 

Morelos, the son of a carpenter and a woman of African descent, 
spent years as a mule driver before entering the priesthood. 
His background among working people shaped the radical social 
vision he brought to the independence movement. 

From Mule Driver to Revolutionary Leader 

José María Morelos was born in 1765 in Valladolid to a family of modest means. His father worked as a carpenter, and his mother 
was the daughter of a schoolteacher with African ancestry. Before entering the priesthood at age twenty-five, Morelos spent years 
working as a mule driver. This occupation required him to traverse Mexico’s difficult terrain, granting him an intimate knowledge 
of the country's geography and diverse peoples that would later prove invaluable during his military campaigns. 

Morelos’s background marked him as a distinct outsider to the criollo elite who dominated colonial society. His mixed ancestry, 
years of manual labor, and late entry into formal education set him apart from the privileged clergy of his time. These experiences 
deeply informed his political outlook, fostering a profound sympathy for the Indigenous and mestizo populations who sustained 
the colony with their labor while bearing its heaviest social and economic burdens. 
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Figure 3.14 Mural depicting the meeting of Hidalgo and 
Morelos, Museo Casa de Morelos, photograph by 
Fernandomate1, 2010 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

This mural portrays the 1810 meeting where Hidalgo authorized 
Morelos to raise forces in the south. The Indigenous figures 
flanking both leaders reflect how the independence movement 
drew support from communities that bore the heaviest burdens 
of colonial rule. 

Military Leadership and Political Vision 

When the independence movement launched in 1810, Morelos sought out Hidalgo and was authorized to raise forces in the south. 
Over the next four years, Morelos displayed a level of military sophistication that the initial uprising had lacked. He organized 
disciplined troops, developed effective tactics for the rugged southern terrain, and secured significant victories against Spanish 
royalist armies. His campaigns eventually controlled substantial territory, posing a genuine threat to Spanish authority through 
organized warfare rather than chaotic rebellion. 

Morelos combined this military success with a sophisticated political program. In his 1813 document, "Sentiments of the Nation," 
he articulated goals that envisioned a fundamental social transformation. He called for the absolute abolition of slavery and the 
removal of all racial distinctions, declaring that all inhabitants should be known simply as "Americans." By seeking to eliminate the 
casta categories that structured colonial life, he proposed a society based on individual rights and limited governmental power, 
adapting Enlightenment thought to the specific needs of Mexico. 
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Figure 3.15 Congress of Chilpancingo on the day of the Solemn 
Act of the Declaration of Independence of Northern America, 
photograph by Hpav7, 2010 (Public Domain.) 

The Congress of Chilpancingo, convened under Morelos's 
protection in 1813, produced both the "Sentiments of the Nation" 
and the Constitution of Apatzingán. Though never implemented, 
these documents envisioned a Mexico without racial categories 
or slavery. 

The Congress of Chilpancingo, convened under his protection, produced the Constitution of Apatzingán in 1814. Although it was 
never fully implemented due to the ongoing war, the document established the principle of popular sovereignty and eliminated 
racial distinctions in citizenship. It created a government with separated powers and limited terms, serving as a landmark of 
serious political thought that influenced Mexican constitutional development for decades to come. 

Legacy and Execution 

Spanish forces captured Morelos in November 1815 following a military defeat. His trial and execution were highly symbolic; 
ecclesiastical authorities stripped him of his priestly status before civil authorities executed him by firing squad on December 22, 
1815. He did not live to see the independence achieved in 1821, which resulted in a conservative settlement that preserved many 
of the social hierarchies he had fought to dismantle. 

While slavery was eventually abolished, the racial inequalities and marginalization of Indigenous communities that Morelos 
targeted remained deeply embedded in Mexican practice. For later generations, he came to represent the unfulfilled promises 
of the revolution. Reformers and revolutionaries frequently invoked his memory to advocate for social change, and his image 
became a staple of Mexican national identity. 

Among Mexican American communities in the twentieth century, Morelos’s example inspired activists who saw parallels between 
his struggle and their own campaigns against discrimination. The story of a mule driver who taught himself law and military 
strategy to challenge an oppressive system remains a vital narrative for those fighting against marginalization. His life stands as a 
testament to the idea that the foundations of a nation should be built on the equality of its people rather than the circumstances 
of their birth. 

This page titled 3.5: Leaders and Legacies - Jose Maria Morelos is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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3.6: Study Guide 

The Mexican Frontier 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe Spanish and Mexican settlement patterns in the borderlands, including 
missions, land grants, acequias, and ranching traditions. 

2. Summarize the causes of the Mexican War for Independence and the differences 
between its early radical goals and the 1821 settlement. 

3. Identify the challenges Mexico faced in governing its northern frontier, such as 
secularization, expanding trade, and Anglo-American immigration. 

4. Explain how frontier-era institutions and traditions influenced Mexican American 
identity and legal claims in later generations. 

5. Describe the significance of José María Morelos’s political vision, particularly his calls 
for racial equality and social reform. 

Section Summaries 

3.1 Overview 

In 1810, Father Miguel Hidalgo called his parishioners to rise against Spanish rule, attracting 
tens of thousands of Indigenous and mestizo followers who saw a chance to challenge three 
centuries of systemic burden. His radical decrees sought to abolish slavery, end tribute, and 
eliminate racial categories, yet this vision frightened criollo elites who preferred independence 
without social upheaval. When Mexico finally won independence in 1821, it came through a 
conservative settlement that preserved existing hierarchies and left the new nation with northern 
territories it could barely govern. Frontier communities found themselves caught between a distant, 
unstable capital and Indigenous nations whose raids intensified as Mexican defenses weakened. 
In this uncertain environment, ranching economies expanded while trade routes like the Santa Fe 
Trail pulled the region into the American commercial orbit. The vaquero traditions, acequia water 
systems, and land grant structures established during these decades became the foundations for 
Mexican American identity and future legal claims. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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3.2 Exploration and Settlement in the Borderlands 

This section examines how the northern frontier was shaped by generations of exploration, 
mission building, and cultural exchange. 

• Early Expeditions: The eight-year journey of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca provided the 
first detailed account of the interior. His narrative, La Relación, prioritized survival and 
cross-cultural adaptation over military conquest. 

• Settlement and Land: Permanent settlements like Santa Fe (1610) and San Antonio 
(1718) served as strategic outposts. Mercedes de tierra, or land grants, were used to 
entice families to these remote regions, often requiring them to defend the territory from 
raids. 

• Acequia Systems: In the arid Southwest, water was the ultimate arbiter of survival. 
Acequia systems blended Mediterranean techniques with Indigenous knowledge, 
requiring coordinated community labor and oversight by elected mayordomos. 

• Cultural Exchange: Frontier life often blurred the boundaries of the sistema de castas. 
Intermarriage and the practical exchange of environmental knowledge created a 
predominantly mestizo population that relied on local reputation rather than rigid colonial 
categories. 

3.3 Life on the Northern Frontier 

This section traces the shift from Spanish colonial rule to Mexican independence and the 
subsequent administrative challenges. 

• The Independence Settlement: While Hidalgo and Morelos sought social revolution, 
independence was secured through the conservative Plan of Iguala. This agreement 
protected the privileges of the church and elites, leaving social reforms sidelined. 

• Administrative Struggles: Mexico City was too distant and politically unstable to 
effectively govern the North. Frontier communities operated with unintended autonomy 
but remained vulnerable to intensified raids by Apache and Comanche nations. 

• Secularization of Missions: During the 1830s, the Mexican government dismantled the 
mission system. Mission lands were largely distributed to well-connected ranchers rather 
than Indigenous laborers, who found themselves marginalized in the landscape they had 
built. 

• The Vaquero Tradition: The frontier economy centered on ranching, specifically the 
export of hides and tallow. Vaqueros developed specialized riding skills and equipment 
like chaps and the reata, which later defined American ranching culture. 

3.4 Land Grants and Early Settlements 

This section explores how land distribution influenced regional character and demographic 
shifts. 
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• Colonization Law of 1824: This law authorized states to grant land to individuals or 
contract with empresarios to populate the frontier. In Texas, this strategy introduced 
thousands of foreign settlers who maintained separate communities and resisted 
Mexican integration. 

• Regional Variation: California developed a massive rancho system controlled by a 
wealthy elite, while New Mexico maintained stable, long-established land grant 
communities. 

• Frontier Legacies: The institutions of this period, from acequias to plaza-centered 
towns, persisted across political transitions. They provided the legal and cultural basis for 
Mexican American resistance to later American expansion. 

3.5 Leaders & Legacies: José María Morelos 

This section examines the radical social vision of the priest who led the insurgency after 
Hidalgo. 

• Background: Born to a family of modest means with African ancestry, Morelos worked 
as a mule driver before entering the priesthood. This background gave him an intimate 
knowledge of Mexico's diverse peoples. 

• Political Vision: In "Sentiments of the Nation," Morelos called for the absolute abolition 
of slavery and the removal of all racial distinctions, proposing that all inhabitants be 
known simply as "Americans". 

• Lasting Impact: Although executed in 1815, his vision influenced later reformers. 
Mexican American activists in the twentieth century saw his struggle against 
marginalization as a model for their own campaigns. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca: A Spanish explorer whose eight-year journey from 
Florida to Mexico provided the first detailed European account of the continent's interior, 
emphasizing survival and cross-cultural adaptation over military conquest. 

• La Relación: The published account of Cabeza de Vaca’s travels, which offered a rare 
perspective that prioritized his reliance on Indigenous hosts and his experiences as a 
healer. 

• Esteban: An enslaved African man who was one of the three companions of Cabeza 
de Vaca; he was among the first non-Indigenous people to traverse the North American 
Southwest. 

• Mercedes de tierra: Land grants distributed to settlers by the Spanish and Mexican 
governments, which often required families to defend and develop the remote territory 
within a specific timeframe. 

• Ejido: A system of communal lands used for grazing and shared resources, providing a 
necessary safety net for families in the isolated and often dangerous frontier environment. 

• Acequia / Acequia madre: A sophisticated irrigation system where the "mother ditch" 
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(acequia madre) diverted water from rivers into a network of community-maintained 
channels to sustain agriculture in arid regions. 

• Mayordomo: An elected official tasked with the immense responsibility of overseeing 
water distribution and organizing the collective labor required to maintain the acequia 
infrastructure. 

• Vaquero: A highly skilled horseman and cattle worker who developed the specialized 
riding, roping, and management techniques that eventually defined ranching across the 
American West. 

• Reata: A lasso or rope used by vaqueros for roping cattle; it is the direct linguistic source 
of the English word "lariat". 

• Grito de Dolores: The "Cry of Dolores"; the 1810 call to revolution by Father Miguel 
Hidalgo that attracted tens of thousands of Indigenous and mestizo followers. 

• Criollo: A person of Spanish descent born in the Americas; these elites often desired 
independence from Spain but feared the social radicalism of leaders like Hidalgo. 

• Peninsular: A person born in Spain who held the highest governmental and church 
positions in the colonial hierarchy. 

• Plan of Iguala: The 1821 conservative political settlement that achieved Mexican 
independence while guaranteeing the privileges of the Catholic Church and the criollo 
elite. 

• Agustín de Iturbide: The conservative leader who negotiated the Plan of Iguala, 
effectively sidelining the radical social reforms of the early independence movement. 

• Secularization: The 1830s process of converting missions into ordinary parishes and 
distributing their vast landholdings to private individuals, often well-connected ranchers. 

• Talleres / Monjeríos: Specialized spaces within the mission complex; talleres were 
workshops for European crafts, while monjeríos were dormitories used to supervise 
unmarried women and girls. 

• Santa Fe Trail: A vital commercial route opened in 1821 that connected Missouri to New 
Mexico, bringing American merchants, goods, and ideas into the region. 

• Empresario: An immigration agent authorized by the Mexican government to recruit 
foreign settlers in exchange for large tracts of land. 

• Rancho / Ranchero: A rancho was a large landed estate focused on cattle raising, while 
a ranchero was the owner of such an estate and part of the elite class. 

• "Sentiments of the Nation": The 1813 document by José María Morelos that called for 
the absolute abolition of slavery and the elimination of all racial categories. 

• Constitution of Apatzingán: Produced in 1814 under the protection of Morelos, this 
document established the principle of popular sovereignty and racial equality, though it 
was never fully implemented. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Weber, David J. The Spanish Frontier in North America. Yale University Press, 1992. 
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◦ Relevance: Comprehensive history of Spanish colonization in the borderlands, 
essential for understanding settlement patterns and frontier institutions. 

• Hämäläinen, Pekka. The Comanche Empire. Yale University Press, 2008. 
◦ Relevance: Reframes the frontier period by centering Comanche power; essential for 

understanding the raids and Indigenous relationships that shaped frontier life. 
• Van Young, Eric. The Other Rebellion: Popular Violence, Ideology, and the Mexican 

Struggle for Independence, 1810-1821. Stanford University Press, 2001. 
◦ Relevance: Examines the social dimensions of the independence movement, 

particularly the Indigenous and mestizo participation that characterized the Hidalgo 
and Morelos uprisings. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Texas State Historical Association: Handbook of Texas Online 
◦ https://www.tshaonline.org/handbook 
◦ Description: Encyclopedic resource on Texas history including detailed entries on 

land grants, empresarios, and the Mexican period. 
• New Mexico Office of the State Historian: Land Grants 

◦ https://www.newmexicohistory.org 
◦ Description: Resources on New Mexico's land grant history and ongoing community 

efforts to preserve these traditions. 
• California Missions Foundation 

◦ https://californiamissionsfoundation.org 
◦ Description: Information on California's missions including their secularization and 

transformation during the Mexican period. 

Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The West (Ken Burns) 
◦ Description: Documentary series including coverage of Spanish and Mexican frontier 

life, vaquero culture, and the transitions that followed American conquest. 
• C-SPAN: Acequias of the Southwest 

◦ Description: Lecture on the history and continuing importance of acequia irrigation 
systems in New Mexico communities. 

This page titled 3.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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3.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca's account of his eight-year journey through the borderlands 
differed from later conquest narratives because it emphasized: a) military victories over 
Indigenous peoples b) the location of gold and silver deposits c) survival and knowledge 
gained from Indigenous hosts d) the superiority of Spanish civilization 

2. The acequia irrigation systems that developed in the Southwest required: a) individual 
farmers to maintain separate water sources b) coordinated community labor to construct 
and maintain c) approval from authorities in Mexico City for each use d) the removal of all 
Indigenous irrigation systems 

3. True or False: The vaquero traditions that developed on the Mexican frontier later 
influenced American cowboy culture, with English words like "lasso," "rodeo," "corral," and 
"ranch" deriving from Spanish. 

4. Father Miguel Hidalgo's Grito de Dolores attracted tens of thousands of followers 
primarily from which groups? a) peninsulares and Catholic clergy b) Indigenous and 
mestizo peasants c) wealthy criollo landowners d) American merchants and settlers 

5. Hidalgo's decrees during the independence movement called for: a) preserving the 
colonial racial classification system b) abolishing slavery and ending tribute payments c) 
granting more power to peninsulares d) expanding the mission system throughout Mexico 

6. True or False: Criollo elites strongly supported Hidalgo's movement because they wanted 
both independence and the social revolution he proposed. 

7. José María Morelos's background shaped his political vision because: a) he was born into 
the peninsular elite b) his mixed ancestry and years as a mule driver gave him sympathy 
for common people c) he had never experienced poverty or discrimination d) he was 
trained as a military officer in Spain 

8. The Constitution of Apatzingán (1814) is significant because it: a) was implemented 
throughout Mexico after independence b) established popular sovereignty and eliminated 
racial distinctions c) preserved the casta system and church privileges d) was written by 
Spanish colonial authorities 

9. True or False: The Plan of Iguala (1821) achieved independence through a conservative 
settlement that preserved existing social hierarchies and notably lacked the 
commitments to Indigenous rights that had characterized the early independence 
movement. 

10. After Mexican independence, frontier communities struggled because: a) the new 
government provided too much oversight b) political instability meant the government 
could not defend remote territories c) all trade with the United States was prohibited d) 
the mission system was strengthened and expanded 

11. The secularization of missions in California resulted in: a) Indigenous peoples receiving 
most former mission lands b) mission lands passing largely to well-connected ranchers 
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c) the Catholic Church gaining more frontier control d) missions being converted into 
military forts 

12. True or False: The acequia systems of the Southwest drew entirely on Spanish irrigation 
techniques and were uninfluenced by Indigenous farming practices already present in the 
region. 

13. California's rancho economy during the Mexican period depended on: a) gold mining and 
manufacturing b) the hide and tallow trade with foreign merchants c) wheat farming for 
export to Europe d) the fur trade with Russia 

14. Under Mexico's Colonization Law of 1824, empresarios were: a) military commanders 
defending the frontier b) immigration agents authorized to recruit settlers c) Catholic 
priests administering missions d) tax collectors for the national government 

15. True or False: Apache and Comanche raids on frontier settlements intensified during the 
1820s and 1830s because Mexican military resources proved inadequate to replace the 
Spanish presidio system. 

16. The demographic transformation in Texas during the Mexican period was significant 
because: a) it strengthened Mexico's control over the territory b) Anglo-American settlers 
held values that conflicted with Mexican law c) it brought more loyal Mexican citizens to 
the frontier d) Indigenous populations increased dramatically 

17. Morelos's "Sentiments of the Nation" proposed that all inhabitants of Mexico should be 
known simply as: a) criollos b) "Americans" rather than divided by casta categories c) 
Spanish citizens d) Catholics 

18. True or False: The traditions established during Spanish and Mexican rule, including 
vaquero culture, land grant systems, and acequia water management, became 
foundations for Mexican American identity that persisted across later political transitions. 

19. The mayordomo in frontier communities was responsible for: a) collecting taxes for the 
Mexican government b) overseeing water distribution and organizing ditch maintenance 
c) leading military defense against raids d) administering Catholic sacraments 

20. True or False: Morelos lived to see his vision of racial equality and social reform 
implemented when Mexico achieved independence in 1821. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. Explain how acequia systems worked and why they required community cooperation to 
function. 

2. How did the vaquero culture that developed on the Mexican frontier influence later 
American ranching traditions? 

3. Compare the goals of Hidalgo and Morelos with the conservative settlement that actually 
achieved Mexican independence in 1821. What was included and what was left out? 

4. Why did Hidalgo's movement attract popular support but alarm criollo elites? 
5. What challenges did the Mexican government face in administering its northern frontier 

after independence? 
6. How did secularization affect Indigenous peoples who had lived at California missions? 
7. Explain how California's rancho economy functioned during the Mexican period. What was 
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the primary trade, and how did it connect frontier producers to outside markets? 
8. Why did Texas experience more dramatic demographic change during the Mexican period 

than California or New Mexico? 
9. What was Morelos's "Sentiments of the Nation," and what vision for Mexico did it express? 

10. Why did the traditions established during Spanish and Mexican rule remain important to 
Mexican American communities in later generations? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter contrasts the radical vision of Hidalgo and Morelos with the conservative 
settlement that actually achieved independence in 1821. What does this gap between 
revolutionary goals and actual outcomes reveal about who had power in Mexican society? 
How might Mexican history have developed differently if the early insurgents' vision had 
been implemented? 

2. Frontier communities developed distinctive institutions like acequia systems, vaquero 
culture, and land grant communities that required cooperation and created shared 
identities. How did the practical demands of frontier life shape social relationships and 
community organization? What do these institutions reveal about how people adapted 
Spanish and Indigenous traditions to borderlands conditions? 

3. The chapter describes how Anglo-American immigration transformed Texas while having 
less impact on California and New Mexico during this period. What factors explain these 
regional differences? How did the patterns established during the Mexican period set the 
stage for later conflicts? 

4. José María Morelos rose from mule driver to revolutionary leader, developing a political 
vision that challenged the racial hierarchies of colonial society. What aspects of his 
background shaped his ideas? Why do you think later Mexican and Mexican American 
activists continued to invoke his legacy? 

This page titled 3.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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4.1: Overview 

Figure 4.1 Timeline of The U.S.-Mexican War and Annexation, 1845–1870 CE (Author Created, 2025) 

The U.S.-Mexican War, the acquisition of the Southwest, the California Gold Rush era, and the gap between treaty 
promises and lived realities for Mexican Americans, alongside key developments in Mexico that shaped borderlands 
communities discussed in Chapter 4. 

The map attached to the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo contained significant errors that would have lasting consequences for 
the region. The actual location of El Paso del Norte did not match where the cartographer had placed it, and the boundary line, 
intended to follow specific geographic features, ran through terrain the mapmaker had never personally seen. These mistakes 
were fitting, as the treaty that ended the U.S.-Mexican War in 1848 transferred half of Mexico's national territory to the United 
States. However, the lines drawn on paper could not capture the lived reality of annexation for the roughly 100,000 Mexican 
citizens who suddenly found themselves residents of a foreign country. 

While the treaty promised these new Americans that their property would be protected, their religion respected, and their rights 
secured, the implementation was far more complex. Before ratification, the U.S. Senate deleted the specific article that would 
have guaranteed the recognition of their existing land grants. In California, the subsequent Gold Rush brought a flood of Anglo-
American migrants who outnumbered Californios within just two years, pushing the original residents to the margins of a society 
their families had spent generations building. 

Throughout the Southwest, Mexican Americans faced a legal and social landscape that had fundamentally shifted against them. 
They found that the courts operated exclusively in English, the laws followed unfamiliar traditions, and the officials in charge often 
favored newcomers over long-established residents. This widening gap between treaty promises and the actual experience of 
Mexican Americans shaped their communities for generations. It provided them with both the legal grounds for claiming their 
rights and bitter evidence of how easily those claims could be ignored by the new governing power. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

Learning Objectives 
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1. Summarize how the ideology of Manifest Destiny contributed to the U.S.-Mexican War and the major 
consequences of the conflict. 

2. Identify the key provisions of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the reality of their implementation in the ceded 
territories. 

3. Describe how annexation and the California Gold Rush transformed the political, economic, and social status of 
Mexican Americans. 

4. Explain the significance of Benito Juárez’s career and liberal reforms for both Mexican and Mexican American 
communities. 

5. Identify how material artifacts like Santos and Colchas serve as historical evidence for lives rarely recorded in 
written documents. 

This page titled 4.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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4.2: War and Manifest Destiny 

Figure 4.2 N. Currier, Attack on the Castle 
Chapultepec, 1848 (Library of Congress, Prints 
and Photographs Division. Public Domain.) 

American lithographers produced prints like this 
one to dramatize U.S. victories during the war 
with Mexico. The 1847 storming of Chapultepec 
Castle became one of the conflict's most iconic 
moments, remembered very differently on each 
side of the border. 

The U.S.-Mexican War emerged from a set of ideas regarding territorial expansion, national 
destiny, and racial hierarchy that had permeated American political culture for decades. These 
beliefs, often categorized under the banner of Manifest Destiny, framed the conquest of the West as 
a providential duty and cast Mexican and Indigenous control as an obstacle to progress. The topics 
below examine these ideologies alongside the actual conflict, including the persistent Mexican 
resistance that prolonged the war and the significant group of Americans who opposed the invasion 
at the time. 

Manifest Destiny and Territorial Ambitions 

The U.S.-Mexican War emerged from tensions that had been mounting since Mexico achieved 
independence, driven largely by an American ideology known as Manifest Destiny. This belief, which 
dominated newspapers and political speeches throughout the 1840s, held that the United States 
possessed a providential right to expand across the North American continent. Proponents of this 
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expansion framed the movement westward as both inevitable and divinely sanctioned, viewing 
Mexican territory as a space waiting to be claimed because it appeared weakly defended and 
sparsely populated by European standards. 

Figure 4.3 Mexican-American War overview map, 
created by Kaidor, 2012 (Wikimedia Commons. 
CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

The war involved multiple fronts: Taylor's 
campaign in northern Mexico, Scott's invasion 
from Veracruz to Mexico City, and Kearny's march 
through New Mexico to California. The disputed 
territory between the Nueces River and the Rio 
Grande, where the first shots were fired, is visible 
in southern Texas. 

Texas served as the immediate catalyst for the conflict after Anglo-American settlers declared 
independence in 1836. For nearly a decade, the Republic of Texas existed in a disputed status 
because Mexico refused to recognize its sovereignty, continuing to view the region as part of its 
own national domain. When the United States formally annexed Texas in 1845, Mexico responded 
by breaking diplomatic relations. This tension was further complicated by a boundary dispute, as 
the United States claimed the Rio Grande as the southern border while Mexico insisted the line 
remained at the Nueces River, over one hundred miles to the north. 

President James K. Polk, who had been elected on an explicitly expansionist platform, moved 
to resolve these territorial disagreements in favor of the United States. He initially attempted to 
purchase California and New Mexico by sending diplomat John Slidell to Mexico City, but the 
Mexican government refused to receive him. In response, Polk ordered General Zachary Taylor to 
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move American troops into the disputed territory between the two rivers. When Mexican forces 
attacked an American patrol in April 1846, Polk informed Congress that Mexico had shed American 
blood on American soil and requested a formal declaration of war. 

The War's Course and Mexican Resistance 

Figure 4.4 Carlos Paris, Antonio Lopez de Santa 
Anna, 19th century (Museum of Mexico City. 
Public Domain.) 

Santa Anna led Mexican forces at the Battle of 
Buena Vista in 1847, where his army nearly broke 
American lines before being forced to withdraw. 
His long and turbulent political career saw him 
serve as president multiple times across three 
decades of Mexican political upheaval. 

The war unfolded across multiple fronts as American forces invaded Mexican territory from 
Texas, New Mexico, and the sea. General Zachary Taylor's army secured early victories at Palo 
Alto and Resaca de la Palma before capturing the northern city of Monterrey. Simultaneously, 
Colonel Stephen Kearny led a separate force from Missouri to take Santa Fe without a shot 
fired, subsequently continuing his march toward California. To cripple Mexican commerce and 
communication, naval forces blockaded major ports and landed troops that eventually began the 
grueling inland march toward Mexico City. 

Mexican forces mounted a determined resistance despite facing significant disadvantages 
in modern equipment and consistent funding. Under General Antonio López de Santa Anna, the 
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Mexican Army nearly achieved a decisive victory at the Battle of Buena Vista in February 1847, where 
cavalry charges almost broke the American lines before being forced to withdraw. The defense of 
the capital in September 1847 resulted in some of the war's most intense combat, particularly at 
the Battle of Chapultepec. It was here that young military cadets, remembered in Mexican history 
as Los Niños Héroes, died defending their positions against the final American advance. 

The human cost of the conflict extended deeply into the lives of the civilian population. 
American occupation forces governed Mexican cities under martial law, frequently requisitioning 
supplies, restricting movement, and meting out harsh punishments for any perceived resistance. 
In regions under prolonged occupation, communities suffered from the disruption of commerce, 
interference with Catholic religious observances, and violence from both regular soldiers and the 
irregular volunteers who followed the American armies. These civilians, many of whom had no voice 
in the political decisions that led to the war, bore the heaviest burdens of a conflict their government 
was ultimately unable to win. 
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Contemporary Opposition to the War 

Figure 4.5 N. Currier, An Available Candidate. 
The one qualification for a Whig president, 1848 
(Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division. Public Domain.) 

This Democratic cartoon attacked the Whig Party 
for nominating a presidential candidate whose 
main credential was military glory from the 
Mexican War. The pyramid of skulls and 
bloodstained sword made the cost of that glory 
explicit, though Democrats themselves had been 
the war's strongest supporters. 

Not all Americans supported the war, as opposition emerged from various quarters and was 
motivated by a range of moral and political concerns. Anti-slavery Whigs, including a young Illinois 
congressman named Abraham Lincoln, questioned the justifications for the conflict and suspected 
the war was a calculated effort to acquire new territory for the expansion of slavery. Abolitionists 
similarly condemned the invasion as a slaveholders' plot, while other critics simply doubted the war's 
legality, questioning whether the disputed territory where the first shots were fired was ever truly 
American soil. 

Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant, who served throughout the campaign and later became president, 
offered one of the most striking critiques of the invasion. Writing in his memoirs decades later, 
he described the conflict as one of the most unjust ever waged by a stronger against a weaker 
nation. He even suggested that the American Civil War served as a form of divine punishment for 
the injustice visited upon Mexico. During the war itself, Henry David Thoreau famously refused to 
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pay taxes that might support the military effort and spent a night in jail, an experience that inspired 
his influential essay, Civil Disobedience. 

These dissenting voices did not stop the war, which continued to enjoy substantial popular 
support throughout much of the United States. Newspapers frequently celebrated victories and 
promoted expansionist ideals, while volunteer regiments formed in states far from the actual 
fighting. The conflict created immediate military heroes out of Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott, 
both of whom later ran for president. Nevertheless, the opposition established a lasting precedent 
for questioning American military interventions and created a historical record that later 
generations would invoke when critiquing expansionist policies. 

Impact on Civilian Populations 

For the approximately 100,000 Mexican citizens residing in the territories ceded to the United 
States, the conclusion of the war brought immediate disruption and a permanent transformation 
of their lives. Families across California, New Mexico, and the disputed regions of southern Texas 
suddenly found themselves under American military occupation. They were forced to navigate a 
landscape of unfamiliar laws and answer to officials who often neither spoke their language nor 
understood the cultural and legal customs that had governed the region for centuries. 

Some members of the Mexican elite initially welcomed the American arrival, hopeful that a 
new administration might provide the political stability and economic growth that the struggling 
Mexican republic had failed to deliver. Figures such as Mariano Vallejo in California cooperated 
with American authorities under the expectation that their social status and property rights would 
be respected. These hopes frequently proved misplaced, as the massive demographic shifts and 
political restructurings that followed the war marginalized even those who had initially collaborated 
with the new government. 

This transition created the fundamental condition that has shaped Mexican American history 
ever since: a population that became American not through immigration, but through conquest. The 
people living in these territories did not choose to cross a border; rather, the border moved across 
them. This unique origin story distinguishes Mexican Americans from most other immigrant groups 
and established the specific legal and moral claims that have informed civil rights arguments for 
generations. 

This page titled 4.2: War and Manifest Destiny is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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4.3: The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed in 1848, officially ended the conflict by transferring 
nearly half of Mexico's national territory to the United States. This agreement did more than just 
redraw a boundary; it formally promised to protect the civil and property rights of the Mexican 
citizens residing within the ceded lands. The following sections examine the specific language of 
the treaty, the crucial articles the U.S. Senate removed before ratification, and how the significant 
gap between these written protections and their actual enforcement shaped Mexican American life 
for decades. 

A central point of contention was the legal status of the roughly 100,000 people who became 
Americans overnight. While the treaty offered a pathway to citizenship and guaranteed the right to 
maintain their religion and customs, the reality on the ground often contradicted these high-level 
diplomatic assurances. The loss of specific legal protections during the ratification process left 
many families vulnerable to land loss and political disenfranchisement, creating a legacy of litigation 
and advocacy that remains a cornerstone of Mexican American history. 
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Territorial Transfer and Payment 

Figure 4.6 John Disturnell, map of Mexico, 1847 
(Everett D. Graff Collection of Western Americana, 
Newberry Library. Public Domain.) 

This map was attached to the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo as the official reference for drawing the 
new border between the United States and 
Mexico. Errors in the map later caused boundary 
disputes that required additional negotiations 
and the 1853 Gadsden Purchase to resolve. 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on February 2, 1848, ended the war and transferred 
nearly half of Mexico's national territory to the United States. This enormous acquisition, totaling 
approximately 525,000 square miles, included present-day California, Nevada, and Utah, as well as 
most of New Mexico and Arizona, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. In exchange for this territory, 
the United States paid $15 million and assumed $3.25 million in claims that American citizens had 
filed against the Mexican government. 

These negotiations occurred under the duress of military occupation. American forces held 
Mexico City, and the Mexican government that signed the treaty struggled to maintain its own 
legitimacy amidst the chaos of defeat. While Mexican negotiators managed to include provisions 
intended to protect the rights of their citizens and established the Rio Grande as the boundary for 
Texas, the final document was undeniably a reflection of American military dominance. 

The official map attached to the treaty, drawn by John Disturnell, contained significant errors 
that led to immediate boundary disputes. Most notably, the actual location of El Paso del Norte 
differed from its placement on the map, making it impossible to accurately draw the intended 
boundary line. These geographic ambiguities eventually required further negotiations and led to 
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the Gadsden Purchase of 1853, which transferred an additional 29,670 square miles of Mexican 
territory to the United States for $10 million. 

Citizenship and Civil Rights Provisions 

Figure 4.7 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
exchange copy, 1848 (National Archives and 
Records Administration, NAID 299809. Public 
Domain.) 

The treaty transferred nearly half of Mexico's 
territory to the United States. Articles VIII and 
IX promised that Mexican citizens in the ceded 
lands would be protected in their liberty, property, 
and religion. Whether the United States honored 
those promises is a central question in the 
chapters that follow. [Read the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hildago in English] 

Articles VIII and IX of the treaty specifically addressed the status of the Mexican citizens 
remaining in the newly transferred territories. Individuals who wished to maintain their Mexican 
citizenship had the option to relocate south of the new border or stay in their homes while formally 
retaining their original nationality. Those who remained and did not explicitly choose to keep their 
Mexican citizenship automatically became American citizens after one year. The treaty promised 
that these new citizens would be maintained and protected in the free enjoyment of their liberty and 
property, while being secured in the free exercise of their religion without restriction. 
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These provisions were the result of determined efforts by Mexican negotiators to protect 
their former compatriots. The final language was intended to guarantee property rights, religious 
freedom, and civil rights equivalent to those enjoyed by all other American citizens. In theory, 
Mexican Americans entered the United States with full constitutional protections, ensuring their 
land titles were recognized and their cultural practices were respected by the new government. 

The protections established by the treaty were significant because they created specific legal 
obligations that Mexican Americans could invoke, even when those obligations were left unfulfilled. 
This status created a unique historical condition; unlike immigrants who arrived later with no prior 
claim to American rights, Mexican Americans could point to a ratified international treaty as the 
foundational basis for their citizenship and property. This distinction became a vital tool in the legal 
and political struggles for civil rights that followed in later generations. 

Article X and Property Rights 

The original version of the treaty included Article X, which specifically recognized the validity 
of all land grants made by the Spanish and Mexican governments. Had it remained, American 
courts would have been required to honor existing property titles without forcing landowners to 
navigate the complexities of the American legal system. However, the U.S. Senate deleted Article X 
before ratifying the treaty, a decision that carried devastating consequences for Mexican American 
landowners. 

Without the explicit protections of Article X, land grants that were perfectly valid under Mexican 
law entered a state of legal uncertainty. While the treaty still contained general language regarding 
property rights, the specific mechanism for recognizing Spanish and Mexican deeds had vanished. 
Although Mexican negotiators protested and received a "Protocol of Querétaro" from American 
officials offering verbal assurances, this protocol lacked the legal weight of a Senate-ratified treaty. 

The deletion of Article X foreshadowed a period of systematic dispossession. Without clear 
treaty protection, owners were forced to prove their claims in American courts at their own expense, 
often facing challengers with superior political connections and legal expertise. These legal battles 
frequently dragged on for decades, with lawyer fees and court costs gradually consuming family 
savings. Even when families eventually won their cases, many emerged with only a fraction of their 
original holdings, having sold off vast portions of their territory just to pay for their defense. Families 
who had held property for generations were often reduced to working as laborers on the very land 
their ancestors had once owned. 

The Gap Between Promise and Practice 

Mexican Americans recognized immediately that the treaty's promises might not be kept. José 
Mariano Chávez, a prominent New Mexican, expressed this early anxiety in an 1849 letter to his 
brother: "The Americans promise much with their laws and their justice, but already we see how 
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difficult it is to maintain what is ours." This skepticism proved well-founded as the years following 
annexation brought systematic challenges to Mexican American rights and property. 

The treaty created a framework of rights, but realizing those protections required navigating 
American legal and political systems designed by and for English-speaking Protestants. Courts 
operated exclusively in English, and legal procedures followed common law traditions that were 
entirely unfamiliar to people raised under Spanish and Mexican civil law. Furthermore, the officials 
who administered the new territories often harbored prejudices against Mexican Americans, 
frequently favoring Anglo-American newcomers in local disputes. 

The gap between the treaty's text and the actual experience of Mexican Americans became 
a persistent theme in the community's history. Later generations frequently invoked the document 
when demanding civil rights, arguing that the United States had never fulfilled its original 
obligations. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo remained relevant because it documented promises 
that had been made, even when those promises went unkept. 

This page titled 4.3: The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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4.4: Life After Annexation 

Annexation changed the legal status of tens of thousands of people overnight, but its effects unfolded unevenly over years. 
The topics in this section cover the demographic upheaval of the Gold Rush, the realities of economic displacement, and the 
subsequent fights over language and education. They also examine the ways Mexican American communities organized to protect 
their interests while navigating a new and often hostile political system. 

The transition to American rule was not a singular event but a prolonged period of adjustment and resistance. As new legal and 
social structures were imposed, established residents had to find ways to assert their rights in a society that increasingly viewed 
them as outsiders. This section looks at how these communities utilized both their traditional cultural strengths and their new 
legal status to maintain their presence and dignity in a rapidly changing landscape. 

The California Gold Rush and Demographic Shift 

Figure 4.8 Pío Pico, his wife María Ignacia Alvarado, and nieces 
Maraneto Alvarado and Trinidad de la Guerra, photograph by 
C. C. Pierce, before 1854 (Huntington Digital Library. Public 
Domain.) 

Pico served as the last Mexican governor of Alta California. After 
American conquest, he lost most of his extensive landholdings 
through the legal processes described in this chapter and died 
in poverty in 1894. 

The discovery of gold at Sutter's Mill in January 1848, just days before the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, transformed 
California with a speed that overwhelmed existing Mexican American communities. Within two years, the non-Native population 
exploded from roughly 15,000 to over 100,000, as Anglo-Americans quickly became the majority. This influx brought a flood of 
people from around the world, but the largest numbers arrived from the eastern United States, carrying attitudes and institutions 
that marginalized the Californios who had lived there for generations. 

This demographic upheaval shifted political power decisively and almost immediately. California's 1849 constitutional convention 
included only eight delegates of Mexican descent among its forty-eight members. The constitution they produced declared 
English the official language of government proceedings, despite the treaty's implicit promises of linguistic accommodation. 
Mexican Americans, who had been the majority population for decades, found themselves politically sidelined within months of 
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annexation. 

Californios who had held social and economic prominence under Mexican rule faced rapid displacement. Families like the Picos, 
Vallejos, and de la Guerras had owned vast ranchos and wielded significant political influence, but within a single generation, 
most had lost both their lands and their positions. While some individuals attempted to adapt by forming alliances with Anglo-
American newcomers, even these collaborations often failed to protect Mexican American interests in the face of the new order. 

Economic Transformation 

The rancho economy that had characterized Mexican California could not survive the demographic and political shifts that 
annexation brought. The traditional hide and tallow trade, which had connected California ranchos to international markets for 
decades, gave way to new economic activities oriented toward the Gold Rush. While cattle remained valuable, they were now 
raised as beef for hungry miners rather than as a source of hides for export. These shifting labor systems and land use patterns 
fit poorly with American commercial agriculture and rigid concepts of private property. 

Throughout the Southwest, traditional economic relationships faced similar disruptions. Communal land use practices, which were 
essential to Mexican ranching and allowed livestock to graze across large unfenced areas, conflicted with American preferences 
for clearly bounded and fenced private property. Water rights systems based on Spanish and Mexican law, including the acequia 
arrangements that required community maintenance, faced immediate challenges from American legal concepts that treated 
water as a private commodity rather than a shared resource. 

Mexican Americans responded to these economic changes in various ways, seeking stability in a volatile landscape. Some found 
opportunities within the new economy by working as vaqueros, miners, merchants, or craftspeople. Others maintained traditional 
practices where possible, adapting them to the new legal circumstances. Economic survival often required moving between 
Mexican cultural traditions and American commercial expectations, a process that helped develop the bicultural skills that would 
characterize Mexican American communities for generations. 

Language and Education Battles 

Language became a primary site of conflict as English-speaking officials and institutions gained dominance throughout the 
Southwest. While the treaty guaranteed religious and cultural rights—which Mexican Americans understood to include the right to 
use their native tongue—state constitutions, court proceedings, and public schools increasingly operated exclusively in English. 
This shift placed Spanish speakers at a severe disadvantage in legal proceedings, where they were often unable to follow 
testimony or instructions and remained dependent on translators who might not represent their interests accurately. 

Public schools typically promoted Anglo-American cultural values alongside the English language, creating significant pressure on 
Mexican American children to abandon their heritage. Families responded to this cultural encroachment in different ways. Some 
avoided public institutions entirely, relying instead on Catholic parish schools or private instruction to maintain Spanish literacy 
and Mexican cultural identity. Other families accepted English education as a practical necessity for their children's advancement 
while making deliberate efforts to preserve their language and traditions at home. 

The conflict over language reflected deeper questions about the future of society in the borderlands. It forced a debate 
over whether Mexican Americans would be expected to assimilate entirely or if they could maintain distinctive identities 
while participating in American life. These questions of linguistic and cultural belonging, raised immediately after annexation, 
established a tension that would persist for generations. 

Connections to Mexico 

The new border did not completely sever the connections between Mexican Americans and Mexico. Families remained split 
across the boundary, and Spanish-language newspapers consistently carried news of Mexican politics alongside local concerns. 
These events south of the border shaped how Mexican Americans understood their own circumstances and possibilities within 
the United States. 
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Figure 4.9 President Benito Juárez, c. 1860 (Instituto Nacional 
de Estudios Históricos de las Revoluciones de México. Public 
Domain.) 

A Zapotec Indian from Oaxaca who did not speak Spanish until 
age twelve, Juárez rose through education and law to lead 
Mexico through its most turbulent decades. His career answered 
Anglo-American claims that Mexicans were incapable of 
democratic self-government. 

Benito Juárez became the primary symbol of Mexican democratic possibility during this era. A Zapotec Indian from Oaxaca who 
spoke only his native language until age twelve, Juárez educated himself, studied law, and rose to become Mexico's president. His 
Reform Laws of the 1850s sought to reduce the political power of the Catholic Church and establish legal equality regardless of 
race or background. When France invaded Mexico in 1862 and installed a European emperor, Juárez led years of resistance until 
the invaders were expelled and the republic was restored. The Battle of Puebla on May 5, 1862, where Mexican forces defeated a 
superior French army, became a landmark of resistance to foreign intervention that is still celebrated today as Cinco de Mayo. 

For Mexican Americans facing systemic discrimination, Juárez offered powerful proof that Mexican political traditions included 
deep liberal and democratic principles. His career directly challenged Anglo-American claims that Mexicans were incapable of 
self-government. Juárez's emphasis on education and legal equality provided the frameworks that Mexican American activists 
would apply to their own struggles for civil rights and representation for generations to come. 

This page titled 4.4: Life After Annexation is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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4.5: Culture Lab - Reading Objects as Historical Evidence 

Most historical sources are written, appearing as treaties, letters, newspapers, or laws. However, some of the most valuable 
evidence comes from the objects people made and used every day. These artifacts are especially useful for understanding those 
who left few written records, including women, working families, and communities that maintained traditions outside official 
institutions. In this Culture Lab, we practice reading objects the way we read documents, looking for the stories they tell about 
the people who made and used them. 

The Source 

First, look at this carved wooden santo (saint figure) from New Mexico, created during the 1600s–1700s. 

Figure 4.10 San Rafael, Archangel: santo de bulto, c. 1600, painted wood, 
New Mexico (Cleveland Museum of Art. CC0 1.0.) 

Local artists called santeros carved figures like this one for home altars and village churches. This santo depicts San Rafael 
Arcángel (the Archangel Raphael), the patron saint of healing, travelers, and the sick. In a remote frontier region where illness 
could be deadly and the nearest doctor might be days away, a figure like this carried deep meaning. Families prayed to San Rafael 
for protection on dangerous journeys and recovery from disease. He is traditionally shown with a fish and a staff, symbols drawn 
from the biblical Book of Tobit, in which the archangel guides a young traveler and heals his father's blindness. 

Read It 

Let’s break down what this object can tell us. 

• The materials record local adaptation. This figure is carved from wood and painted with pigments available in 
the region. New Mexican santeros typically worked with cottonwood, a tree that grows along the acequias (irrigation 
channels) of the Rio Grande valley. Their colors came from natural sources: red from iron oxide, yellow from clay, blue 
from indigo. European art supplies were expensive and hard to get in remote New Mexico. Santeros worked with what 
was available. 

• The style records cultural blending. The subject is Spanish Catholic, but look at the presentation: a simplified 
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face with large painted eyes, minimal anatomical detail, rigid frontal posture. This style echoes pre-Columbian Pueblo 
religious sculptures more than European church art. The result is neither purely Spanish nor purely Indigenous. It is 
distinctively New Mexican. 

• The context explains why these objects existed. New Mexico was one of the most remote outposts of the Spanish 
Empire, separated from major cities in central Mexico by hundreds of miles of difficult terrain. The formal Catholic 
Church had a limited presence in many communities. Residents responded by creating their own religious art. Santeros, 
often farmers or ranchers who carved part-time, filled the gap left by the shortage of priests and imported religious 
goods. Families who could not afford European-made statues commissioned local artists instead. This tradition 
intensified after Mexican independence in 1821, when many missions closed and church presence declined further in 
remote areas. 

• The wear tells its own story. Surviving santos often carry evidence of handling and repainting over generations. 
Families treasured these objects, passing them down and carrying them during migrations. A santo was not just 
decoration. It was a center of daily religious practice and a symbol of family and community identity. 

 

Compare It 

Now consider a very different kind of object from the same broad culture: an embroidered colcha (coverlet) made in 1786 by Doña 
Rosa Solís y Menéndez, a woman from a prominent criollo family in Mérida, on Mexico's Yucatán Peninsula. 

Figure 4.11 Doña Rosa Solís y Menéndez, Embroidered coverlet (Colcha), 
1786, cotton embroidered with silk (Metropolitan Museum of Art. CC0 1.0.) 

This large bedcover is embroidered in brightly colored silk on cotton. The two elegantly dressed figures at the center likely 
represent Doña Rosa and her Spanish-born husband, Gabriel Milanés, whom she married in 1778. Flowering vines on trellises 
fill the background, a traditional symbol of marriage. The piece required extraordinary skill and access to expensive materials: 
imported silk thread and finely woven cotton, not the rough wool and local plant dyes available on the frontier. 

What does comparing these objects tell us? 

Start with the materials. The santo is carved from wood and painted with whatever pigments the maker could find locally. The 
colcha is stitched with imported silk on cotton. That difference tells you something immediate about class, geography, and access. 
The santero on the northern frontier worked with what the land provided. Doña Rosa, in an established southern city connected 
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to Atlantic trade routes, had access to luxury goods from across the empire. Both objects come from the same broad culture, but 
they record very different lived experiences within it. 

Now consider what each object tells us about whose labor gets remembered. We know Doña Rosa's full name, her family, her 
husband, and her city. The santero who carved the San Rafael figure is anonymous, as most santeros were. Formal records 
preserved the names of wealthy, prominent families. Working artists in remote villages rarely appeared in documents at all. 
Objects like santos are often the only evidence we have that these artists existed. 

The colcha also highlights women's creative work. Embroidery was one of the few skilled arts that women across the Spanish-
speaking world practiced openly, and elaborate textiles like this one represented months or years of labor. Yet because 
needlework was considered domestic rather than professional, it was rarely documented the way men's trades were. The object 
itself is the record. 

Finally, think about what happened to objects like these after they were made. Neither the santo nor the colcha stayed frozen 
in the moment of its creation. Santos like this one remained in active use on family altars for generations. In New Mexico, 
families carried them through the transition from Spanish to Mexican to American rule after 1848, and the santero tradition itself 
continued well into the nineteenth century. A santo carved in the 1700s might still have been prayed to, repainted, and treasured 
by a family adjusting to life under a new American government. Likewise, a colcha made for a wedding in 1786 could have been 
passed from mother to daughter across multiple generations and political upheavals. Objects outlive the political moments that 
produce them, and people carry their traditions forward even when borders shift around them. 

A Note on Sources 

Objects have significant limitations as evidence. 

Keep in mind: 

• The objects that survive are not necessarily typical. Precious items were preserved; everyday things were thrown away. 
• Museum objects lack context. A santo in a display case cannot convey what it meant on a family altar surrounded by 

candles and photographs. 
• A single artifact tells us about specific circumstances, not necessarily broader patterns. 
• We can see what objects look like, but we often cannot know their makers' intentions or their owners' feelings. 

Material culture works best alongside written sources. Documents can provide context for objects; objects can expose aspects of 
life that documents miss. Neither tells the whole story alone. 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter an object as historical evidence (or when you want to "read" objects in your own life), try asking: 

1. What materials were used? Where did they come from? What do those choices tell us about available resources 
or cultural preferences? 

2. What skills were required to make this? How were those skills learned and passed on? 
3. Who made and used this object? What does wear, repair, or modification tell you about how it was used? 
4. What cultural traditions influenced it? How might multiple influences combine in a single object? 
5. What can this object not tell you? What context is missing? 

These questions work for historical artifacts, but they also apply to objects around you right now. Everything from clothing to 
phones to street art carries cultural information. Learning to read objects helps you understand both the past and the present. 

 

Explore Further 

Collections of santos, textiles, and other objects from the communities discussed in this chapter can be explored at the museums 
listed below. Many families in New Mexico and southern Colorado still own santos, colchas, and other items passed down through 
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generations. Both objects pictured in this chapter are available for free download through museum open access programs. 

Santos and Spanish Colonial Art: 

• Nuevo Mexicano Heritage Arts Museum (formerly Museum of Spanish Colonial Art, Santa Fe): 
https://nmheritagearts.org — The most comprehensive collection of New Mexican santos, retablos, textiles, and 
folk art. Free admission. 

• Denver Art Museum, Latin American Art Collection: https://www.denverartmuseum.org/en/collection/latin-
american-art — Strong Spanish colonial holdings including santos; searchable online collection 

• New Mexico History Museum (Palace of the Governors, Santa Fe): https://www.nmhistorymuseum.org — 
Includes the Larry and Alyce Frank Collection of Santos (60+ retablos and bultos from 1810–1880) 

Textiles and Folk Art: 

• Museum of International Folk Art (Santa Fe): https://www.internationalfolkart.org — World's largest folk art 
collection; strong Hispanic Heritage Wing with colchas and textiles 

• MOIFA Online Collection (searchable textile collection): http://collection.internationalfolkart.org 
• National Collections: 
• Smithsonian American Art Museum, Latinx Art Collection: https://americanart.si.edu/art/highlights — 

Includes santos and contemporary santero work; searchable online 
• Smithsonian overview of santos and santeros: https://www.si.edu/object/santos-ofrendas-ten-highlights-

latinx-art-smithsonian — Good introduction with photographs of New Mexican carvers 

Additional Resources: 

• Spanish Market (annual Santa Fe event featuring contemporary santeros): https://www.spanishmarket.org 
• New Mexico Museum of Art: https://www.nmartmuseum.org — Currently has "Saints & Santos: Picturing the Holy 

in New Spain" exhibition 

This page titled 4.5: Culture Lab - Reading Objects as Historical Evidence is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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4.6: Study Guide 

The U.S.-Mexican War and Annexation 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Summarize how the ideology of Manifest Destiny contributed to the U.S.-Mexican War 
and the major consequences of the conflict. 

2. Identify the key provisions of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the reality of their 
implementation in the ceded territories. 

3. Describe how annexation and the California Gold Rush transformed the political, 
economic, and social status of Mexican Americans. 

4. Explain the significance of Benito Juárez’s career and liberal reforms for both 
Mexican and Mexican American communities. 

5. Identify how material artifacts like santos and colchas serve as historical evidence 
for lives rarely recorded in written documents. 

Section Summaries 

4.1 Overview 

The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo transferred half of Mexico's national territory to the United 
States in 1848, but the lines drawn on paper could not capture the lived reality of annexation 
for the roughly 100,000 Mexican citizens who suddenly became residents of a foreign country. 
While the treaty promised to protect their property, religion, and rights, the U.S. Senate’s deletion 
of Article X removed the specific guarantee for existing land grants. In California, the Gold Rush 
brought an overwhelming flood of Anglo-American migrants who marginalized Californios within two 
years. Throughout the Southwest, Mexican Americans faced a shifted legal landscape where courts 
operated in English and laws followed unfamiliar traditions. Meanwhile, the rise of Benito Juárez 
in Mexico offered a powerful counter-narrative to Anglo-American claims about Mexican political 
capacity. The persistent gap between treaty promises and lived experience became a defining 
theme that shaped these communities for generations. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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4.2 War and Manifest Destiny 

This section examines the ideological roots and human costs of the U.S.-Mexican War. 

• Manifest Destiny: American expansionists believed the United States had a providential 
right to spread across the continent, framing Mexican and Indigenous control as an 
obstacle to progress. 

• The Road to War: Tensions over the 1845 annexation of Texas and a boundary dispute 
between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande led President Polk to move troops into 
disputed territory. 

• Mexican Resistance: Despite disadvantages in equipment, Mexican forces mounted 
determined resistance at battles like Buena Vista and Chapultepec, where young military 
cadets known as Los Niños Héroes died defending their positions. 

• Contemporary Opposition: Figures like Abraham Lincoln, Ulysses S. Grant, and Henry 
David Thoreau questioned the war’s justice and legality. 

• Impact on Civilians: Annexation created a unique historical condition where a 
population became American through conquest rather than immigration, as the border 
moved across them. 

4.3 The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

This section analyzes the treaty’s formal provisions and the systematic challenges to their 
enforcement. 

• Territorial Transfer: Signed February 2, 1848, the treaty ceded approximately 525,000 
square miles to the United States for $15 million. 

• Citizenship and Rights: Articles VIII and IX promised that Mexican citizens in the 
ceded lands would be protected in their liberty, property, and religion. 

• The Deletion of Article X: The Senate removed the specific article recognizing Spanish 
and Mexican land grants, forcing owners to prove their claims in expensive and unfamiliar 
American courts. 

• Legal Disadvantage: Mexican Americans faced systemic hurdles, as courts operated 
exclusively in English and followed common law traditions that differed from their own 
legal customs. 

4.4 Life After Annexation 

This section describes the rapid social and economic displacement that followed the war. 

• The Gold Rush: The discovery of gold in 1848 drew over 100,000 migrants within two 
years, politically sidelining Californios who had been the majority. 

• Economic Transformation: The rancho economy gave way to American commercial 
agriculture, and communal land and water use practices were challenged by rigid private 
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property concepts. 
• Language and Identity: As English became the dominant language of government 

and schools, families used Catholic parishes and mutualistas (mutual aid societies) to 
preserve their heritage. 

• Benito Juárez and La Reforma: As Mexico's first Indigenous president, Juárez 
championed liberal reforms and led resistance against French intervention, serving as a 
symbol of democratic possibility for Mexican Americans. 

4.5 Culture Lab: Reading Objects as Historical Evidence 

This section explores how everyday objects reveal stories that formal documents often omit. 

• Santos: Carved by local artists called santeros, these wooden saint figures record 
regional adaptation, using local materials like cottonwood and natural pigments to fill the 
gap left by a limited church presence. 

• Colchas: Decorative textiles created by New Mexican women document skilled labor and 
cultural knowledge that was rarely recorded in professional or government documents. 

• Comparing Class and Access: Comparing a frontier santo to an elite silk colcha from 
the Yucatán reveals how geography and class influenced lived experiences within the 
same broad culture. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Manifest Destiny: The nineteenth-century ideology that the United States possessed a 
providential right to expand across North America, used to justify territorial acquisition. 

• Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo: The 1848 agreement ending the U.S.-Mexican War that 
transferred half of Mexico's territory to the U.S. and promised rights to Mexican residents. 

• Article X: The deleted treaty article that would have guaranteed recognition of existing 
Spanish and Mexican land grants. 

• Protocol of Querétaro: Non-binding assurances from U.S. officials that property rights 
would be respected despite the deletion of Article X. 

• Californios: Mexican residents of California who faced rapid loss of land and status after 
the 1848 annexation. 

• Los Niños Héroes: The "Boy Heroes" who died defending Chapultepec Castle against the 
American advance in 1847. 

• Mutualista: A mutual aid society providing economic, social, and political support to 
Mexican American community members. 

• Benito Juárez: Mexico's first Indigenous president; a Zapotec lawyer who championed 
liberal reforms and led resistance to French intervention. 

• La Reforma: The liberal movement led by Juárez to reduce the political power of the 
Catholic Church and establish secular governance. 

• Ley Juárez / Ley Lerdo: 1850s reform laws that restricted special courts and prohibited 
corporate bodies from owning non-essential land. 
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• Cinco de Mayo: Commemorates the 1862 Battle of Puebla, where Mexican forces 
defeated a superior French army. 

• Maximilian: The Austrian Archduke installed as Emperor of Mexico by France from 1864 
to 1867. 

• Santo / Santero: A santo is a carved wooden saint figure; a santero is the local artist who 
creates them using regional materials. 

• Colcha: A decorative embroidered textile documenting the skilled labor and traditions of 
women. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Griswold del Castillo, Richard. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo: A Legacy of Conflict. 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1990. 
◦ Relevance: The definitive study of the treaty, its negotiation, and its consequences 

for Mexican Americans. 
• Pitt, Leonard. The Decline of the Californios: A Social History of the Spanish-Speaking 

Californians, 1846-1890. University of California Press, 1966. 
◦ Relevance: Classic account of how Californio families lost land and status after 

annexation. 
• Hamnett, Brian. Juárez. Longman, 1994. 

◦ Relevance: Accessible biography of Juárez covering his rise, reforms, and legacy. 

 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Library of Congress: Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 
◦ https://www.loc.gov/rr/hispanic/ghtreaty/ 
◦ Description: Full text of the treaty with historical context and related documents. 

• California State Archives: Land Grant Records 
◦ https://www.sos.ca.gov/archives/collections/ 
◦ Description: Primary sources documenting California land grant claims and disputes. 

• Nuevo Mexicano Heritage Arts Museum 
◦ https://nmheritagearts.org 
◦ Description: Comprehensive collection of New Mexican santos, retablos, textiles, and 

folk art. 

Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The U.S.-Mexican War (1846-1848) 
◦ https://www.pbs.org/kera/usmexicanwar/ 
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◦ Description: Documentary exploring the war from both American and Mexican 
perspectives. 

• Museum of International Folk Art 
◦ https://www.internationalfolkart.org 
◦ Description: World's largest folk art collection including Hispanic Heritage Wing with 

colchas and textiles. 
• Smithsonian: Santos and Santeros 

◦ https://www.si.edu/object/santos-ofrendas-ten-highlights-latinx-art-smithsonian 
◦ Description: Introduction to New Mexican religious art with photographs of carvers 

and their work 

This page titled 4.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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4.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. The ideology of Manifest Destiny held that: a) Mexico had the right to reclaim Texas b) 
the United States had a providential right to spread across North America c) European 
nations should colonize the American West d) Indigenous peoples should govern their 
own territories 

2. President Polk justified war with Mexico by claiming that: a) Mexico had invaded 
California b) Mexico had "shed American blood on American soil" c) Mexico had refused 
to sell Texas d) Mexican forces had attacked Washington, D.C. 

3. True or False: All Americans supported the U.S.-Mexican War; there was no significant 
opposition. 

4. Ulysses S. Grant, who served in the U.S.-Mexican War, later described it as: a) America's 
finest hour b) a necessary defense of American territory c) "one of the most unjust ever 
waged by a stronger against a weaker nation" d) a war Mexico started and America 
finished 

5. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo transferred approximately how much Mexican territory 
to the United States? a) one-quarter b) one-third c) nearly half d) two-thirds 

6. True or False: The U.S. Senate ratified the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo with Article X 
intact, fully protecting Mexican land grants. 

7. The deletion of Article X from the treaty meant that Mexican American landowners: a) 
automatically lost all their property b) had to prove their land claims in American courts 
c) could appeal directly to the Mexican government d) received compensation from the 
U.S. government 

8. The California Gold Rush transformed the region by: a) making Californios the wealthiest 
group in the state b) bringing migrants who made Anglo-Americans the majority c) 
driving all Anglo-Americans out of California d) having no effect on existing Mexican 
communities 

9. True or False: California's 1849 constitutional convention included a majority of delegates 
of Mexican descent, reflecting the existing population. 

10. After annexation, Mexican Americans faced disadvantages in legal proceedings because: 
a) they were not allowed to appear in court b) courts operated in English and followed 
unfamiliar legal traditions c) Mexican law continued to apply in all cases d) the treaty 
prohibited them from owning property 

11. Mariano Vallejo and some other California elites initially cooperated with American 
authorities after annexation because they hoped: a) to be appointed as governors of the 
new territory b) the new order would bring political stability and economic opportunities 
Mexico had failed to provide c) cooperation would allow them to maintain the hide and 
tallow trade d) American law would automatically confirm all Mexican land grants 

12. True or False: Mexican negotiators secured a "Protocol of Querétaro" offering assurances 
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about property rights after the U.S. Senate deleted Article X, but this protocol lacked the 
legal force of ratified treaty language. 

13. Benito Juárez's background was significant because: a) he came from a wealthy criollo 
family b) he was a Zapotec Indian who rose from poverty to become president c) he was 
born in Spain and moved to Mexico as an adult d) he inherited his political position from 
his father 

14. The Reform Laws (La Reforma) championed by Juárez aimed to: a) strengthen the 
Catholic Church's political power b) reduce the church's power and establish a secular 
state c) restore the Spanish colonial system d) make Catholicism the only legal religion 

15. True or False: The Battle of Puebla on May 5, 1862 (Cinco de Mayo) was a Mexican victory 
against French forces, symbolizing resistance to foreign intervention. 

16. Juárez's emphasis on education resonated with Mexican American communities because: 
a) all Mexican Americans had access to excellent schools b) they often faced 
discrimination in American educational institutions c) Juárez opposed public education 
d) Mexican Americans were not interested in education 

17. Santos carved by New Mexican santeros reveal cultural blending because: a) they were 
imported directly from Spain b) they combine Spanish Catholic subjects with Indigenous 
aesthetics c) they were made by Anglo-American artists d) they show only European 
artistic influences 

18. True or False: Colchas (embroidered textiles) document women's labor and knowledge 
that formal written records rarely captured. 

19. The gap between the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo's promises and Mexican Americans' 
actual experience mattered because: a) the treaty was never ratified b) it gave Mexican 
Americans legal grounds for claiming their rights c) Mexican Americans never read the 
treaty d) the treaty contained no promises about rights 

20. True or False: The war created a population that became American through conquest 
rather than immigration, distinguishing Mexican Americans from other groups and giving 
them unique legal and moral claims. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the ideology of Manifest Destiny contribute to the U.S.-Mexican War? 
2. What did the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo promise Mexican citizens who remained in the 

ceded territories, and why did the deletion of Article X undermine those promises? 
3. How did the California Gold Rush transform the political and demographic circumstances 

of Californios? 
4. Why did Mexican Americans face disadvantages in American courts and legal systems 

after annexation? 
5. How did language become a site of conflict for Mexican Americans after annexation? 

What strategies did families use to respond? 
6. Explain Benito Juárez's significance as Mexico's first Indigenous president. How did his 

background shape his political vision? 
7. Why did some Americans oppose the U.S.-Mexican War? Describe the criticisms made by 
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figures like Ulysses S. Grant or Abraham Lincoln. 
8. Why did Juárez's example resonate with Mexican American communities facing 

discrimination in the United States? 
9. What can Santos and Colchas reveal about New Mexican communities that written 

documents often cannot? 
10. Why is the distinction between becoming American through conquest versus immigration 

important for understanding Mexican American history? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes a "gap between promise and practice" in how the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo was implemented. What did the treaty promise, and how did the actual 
experience of Mexican Americans differ from those promises? Why does this gap remain 
significant for understanding Mexican American history and civil rights claims? 

2. The war created a population that "became American not through immigration but 
through conquest." How does this origin story distinguish Mexican Americans from other 
groups in American society? What legal, moral, or political implications follow from this 
distinction? 

3. Benito Juárez rose from a Zapotec village to become Mexico's president, championing 
liberal reforms that challenged entrenched power. Why did Mexican American activists 
and newspapers invoke his example when arguing for civil rights? What aspects of his 
story and vision were relevant to their circumstances? 

4. The Culture Lab argues that objects like santos and colchas provide valuable historical 
evidence about people whose experiences were rarely recorded in written documents. 
What can material culture reveal that written sources cannot? What are the limitations of 
using objects as historical evidence? 

This page titled 4.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.1: Overview 

Figure 5.1 Timeline of Forging Mexican American Identity, 1850–1895 CE (Author Created, 2025) 

The development of Mexican American community institutions, the legal battles over land claims from the California 
Land Act through the Court of Private Land Claims, acts of resistance like Juan Cortina's seizure of Brownsville and 
Las Gorras Blancas, and the literary contributions of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton discussed in Chapter 5. 

In 1855, a seventeen-year-old named Francisco P. Ramírez launched a newspaper in Los Angeles called El Clamor Público. He 
printed its masthead in Spanish, declaring that freedom of the press was the only guarantee of the people in civilized nations. 
Over the next four years, Ramírez used his paper to document violence against Mexicans, report on unfair legal proceedings, 
and demand that Mexican Americans receive the rights their citizenship supposedly guaranteed. He was not alone, as Spanish-
language newspapers appeared throughout the Southwest within years of annexation. These platforms gave communities a way 
to preserve their culture, share vital information, and argue for their place in American society. 

These newspapers were one piece of a broader effort to build institutions that could sustain Mexican American communities 
under hostile conditions. Mutual aid societies collected dues and provided support when members faced illness, death, or legal 
trouble. At the same time, Catholic parishes maintained traditions that connected families to their past while helping them 
manage their present. Families continued speaking Spanish at home even as English dominated the courts and schools. 

While these communities organized, the legal system that operated in English was systematically stripping Mexican Americans 
of the land their families had held for generations. The California Land Act of 1851 required landowners to prove their claims 
before American commissioners, and this process of confirmation became a mechanism for dispossession. The communities 
that survived this period did so by building networks of mutual support, developing legal expertise through painful experience, 
and creating institutions that outlasted the challenges of any single generation. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe the community institutions Mexican Americans built after annexation, including mutualistas, Catholic 
parishes, and Spanish-language newspapers. 

Learning Objectives 
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2. Summarize how the California Land Act of 1851 and specific court decisions led to the dispossession of Mexican 
American landowners. 

3. Identify the strategies Mexican American families used to defend their land claims and the primary reasons these 
efforts often failed. 

4. Describe the role of the early Spanish-language press in developing political consciousness and preserving 
Mexican American cultural traditions. 

5. Explain the significance of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s novels as both literary achievements and political 
advocacy for Mexican American rights 

This page titled 5.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.2: Forging Identity in the Northern Territories 

After annexation, Mexican American communities faced pressure on multiple fronts, ranging 
from land loss and economic marginalization to systemic challenges against their language and 
cultural practices. These pressures were not met with passivity; instead, families and communities 
responded by building robust networks of mutual support and maintaining the religious traditions 
that served as the bedrock of their social lives. The following sections examine how these groups 
navigated a changing landscape by continuing to pass vital cultural knowledge to the next 
generation, ensuring that their identity remained distinct even under the weight of a new political 
and social order. 

Central to this survival was the maintenance of deeply rooted community networks designed 
to manage these changed circumstances. From the emergence of formal mutual aid societies 
to the continued role of the Catholic parish as a community center, Mexican Americans utilized 
every available institution to protect their interests. By fostering these connections, they created a 
framework for resistance and persistence that allowed their cultural heritage to flourish despite the 
exclusionary practices of the era. 
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Community Networks and Mutual Support 

Figure 5.2 The Gallegos House, Santa Fe, New 
Mexico, originally built 1857–1862, photograph by 
Laurianne.fiorentino, 2018 (Wikimedia Commons. 
CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Built by José Manuel Gallegos, a priest, territorial 
legislator, and twice-elected delegate to 
Congress, this building served as a private home, 
boarding house, chapel, and government office 
space. Still standing in Santa Fe, it reflects how 
a single building could anchor overlapping 
community networks of faith, politics, and mutual 
support in territorial New Mexico. 

The decades following the war required Mexican Americans to lean on deeply rooted 
community networks to maintain their identity while navigating a new political reality. Gathering 
points such as churches, political organizations, boarding houses, and even private homes became 
essential spaces where neighbors shared resources and news. In territorial New Mexico, buildings 
like the Gallegos House in Santa Fe served multiple purposes at once, functioning as a residence, 
a chapel, a boarding house, and a government office. This structure anchored a community under 
the leadership of a figure who moved between religious and political roles. These informal systems 
eventually matured into formal organizations known as mutualistas, which provided both practical 
assistance and community solidarity. The Sociedad Hispano Americana de Beneficencia Mutua, 
founded in Santa Fe in 1853, was one of the earliest of these societies, but similar groups soon 
appeared throughout the Southwest. 

These societies operated on a model of collective responsibility. Members paid regular dues, 
and in exchange, the group provided benefits during times of hardship. When a member passed 
away, the society helped cover funeral expenses and supported the grieving family. If a member 
faced illness, unemployment, or legal trouble, the organization stepped in with aid. Beyond this 
material support, mutualistas created social networks that connected families across vast distances 
and different generations. The model itself drew on traditions that existed long before the border 
moved. Mexican communities had a long history of cooperative organization, particularly the 
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cofradías, or religious brotherhoods, that managed mutual support within Catholic parishes. These 
new societies simply adapted those older traditions to American life, often using both English and 
Spanish and learning to navigate American laws regarding fraternal organizations. 

These organizations also filled a political vacuum. Mutualistas helped members understand 
American bureaucracies, explained unfamiliar legal procedures, and occasionally organized 
collective action on local issues. They kept records of members who were eligible to vote and 
coordinated efforts to protect community interests. The experience gained in organizing these 
societies proved vital, as it helped build the skills in collective action that would eventually fuel later 
civil rights movements. 
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Religious Practices and Community Celebrations 

Figure 5.3 Catholic church in El Cerrito, San 
Miguel County, New Mexico, photograph by Irving 
Rusinow, 1941 (National Archives and Records 
Administration, NAID 521216. Public Domain.) 

Founded in 1824 as part of the San Miguel del 
Vado Land Grant, El Cerrito was already a 
generation old when American annexation came 
in 1848. The church anchored the village's 
original fortified plaza. When this photograph was 
taken on Good Friday, the priest lived in another 
village and could not come every Sunday, so a 
local woman led services in his absence, 
continuing a tradition of lay religious leadership 
common across the rural Southwest. 

 

The Catholic Church remained central to Mexican American community life, providing 
continuity with the past and institutional support for cultural preservation. Parishes served as much 
more than places of worship; they functioned as community centers where neighbors gathered to 
organize charitable activities and maintain connections to Mexican religious traditions. 

Religious celebrations marked the calendar with events that reinforced community bonds and 
cultural identity. Las Posadas, the nine-night celebration before Christmas reenacting Mary and 
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Joseph's search for shelter, brought neighbors together in processions between homes. Día de los 
Muertos honored deceased family members through altar building, cemetery visits, and community 
gatherings. Local patron saint festivals, celebrated with masses, processions, music, and food, 
created annual occasions for gathering that connected Mexican Americans to broader Catholic 
traditions. 

Figure 5.4 Preparing for Día de los Muertos 
dance and blessings at Mission San José, San 
Antonio Missions National Historical Park, Texas, 
2021 (National Park Service. Public Domain.) 

Día de los Muertos celebrations like this one 
blend Indigenous and Catholic traditions in ways 
that have defined Mexican American religious life 
for centuries. The copal smoke, Aztec-inspired 
regalia, and mission setting reflect layers of 
cultural practice reaching back to the colonial 
period. 

These celebrations combined elements from different traditions that distinguished Mexican 
American Catholicism from both Mexican and European forms. Indigenous influences, present since 
the colonial period, persisted in certain practices and imagery. Regional variations reflected the 
unique histories of communities in California, Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. This flexibility in 
popular religious practice allowed communities to maintain their traditions while adapting to the 
pressures of a new political environment. 

The church also provided practical services that helped Mexican Americans navigate American 
society. Parishes maintained vital records of baptisms, marriages, and deaths that served legal as 
well as religious purposes. Parish schools offered education in Spanish and transmitted cultural 
knowledge alongside religious instruction. Furthermore, priests and nuns often served as advocates 

130 (5.2.5)



for community members in their dealings with government officials or employers. 

Language and Cultural Continuity 

Spanish remained the primary language of Mexican American communities in the decades 
after annexation, despite increasing pressure to adopt English. Families spoke Spanish at home, 
conducted business in Spanish with each other, and maintained literacy through newspapers, 
religious texts, and personal correspondence. This linguistic continuity did more than preserve 
heritage; it facilitated ongoing relationships with Mexico and ensured that cultural connections 
remained vibrant across the new border. 

The Spanish spoken in different regions developed distinctive characteristics that reflected 
local histories. New Mexican Spanish preserved archaic forms that had fallen out of use in central 
Mexico, while Tejano Spanish incorporated vocabulary from the ranching culture that dominated 
south Texas. In California, the language carried influences from the diverse populations that mixed 
during the Gold Rush years. These regional variations created distinct identities within the broader 
Mexican American community, reflecting the unique lived experiences of each territory. 

Bilingualism developed as a practical necessity for those who interacted regularly with English-
speaking institutions. Some Mexican Americans achieved fluency in both languages, moving easily 
between Spanish-speaking homes and English-dominated workplaces or government offices. 
Others learned enough English to manage essential transactions while remaining more comfortable 
in Spanish. Frequently, children became vital intermediaries, translating for parents and 
grandparents whose English remained limited. 

The maintenance of Spanish was not merely a matter of convenience; it carried deep cultural 
and political significance. Language preserved access to Mexican literature, music, and intellectual 
traditions while enabling communication with relatives and newly arriving immigrants. It served as 
a marker of identity that kept Mexican American communities distinct from the Anglo-American 
majority, maintaining cultural boundaries that provided a sense of protection and community in a 
rapidly changing world. 
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Foundations for Later Mexican American Identity 

Figure 5.5 Blessing of the Animals at the Fiesta 
de San Gabriel, San Gabriel Mission, California, 
photograph by Los Angeles Times Photographic 
Archive, 1960 (UCLA Library Special Collections. 
CC BY 2.0.) 

Parish celebrations like the four-day Fiesta de 
San Gabriel brought together Catholic ritual, 
Mexican cultural traditions, and everyday 
community life. Here a priest blesses children in 
traditional dress along with their pets at a mission 
founded in 1771, connecting generations of 
Mexican American experience across nearly two 
centuries. 

The patterns established in the decades following annexation shaped the definition of Mexican 
American identity for generations to come. People learned to navigate two worlds at once; they 
spoke Spanish at home while using English at work, celebrated the Fourth of July alongside Cinco 
de Mayo, and attended both Catholic mass and public school. This was not a state of confusion or 
contradiction. Rather, it was a sophisticated way of life that millions developed out of necessity and 
passed down to their children. 

The question of how to balance Mexican heritage with American citizenship remained central 
to internal identity debates. Some voices emphasized assimilation, arguing that adopting English 
and American customs was the most effective path to success. Others insisted on strict cultural 
preservation, maintaining Spanish, Catholic traditions, and deep connections to Mexico. In practice, 
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most Mexican Americans moved between these positions, combining elements of both cultures in 
ways that suited their specific circumstances and local environments. 

The experience of marginalization, despite holding legal citizenship, generated grievances that 
accumulated over decades. When Mexican American veterans returned from World War II only 
to be denied service at restaurants and swimming pools, they drew on family memories of these 
earlier injustices. Similarly, when Chicano activists in the 1960s demanded recognition of land grant 
rights, they were continuing legal and moral fights their great-grandparents had initiated a century 
prior. The institutions built during this period, including the mutualistas, the parishes, and the 
newspapers, provided organizational models that later movements adapted. Ultimately, this history 
became a vital resource. It served as proof that Mexican Americans had been here, had built thriving 
communities, and had been promised rights that were yet to be fully realized. 

This page titled 5.2: Forging Identity in the Northern Territories is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.3: Land, Law, and Dispossession 

Land served as the central point of conflict for many Mexican Americans in the years following 1848. The subsequent sections 
trace the arduous legal processes used to challenge, defend, and ultimately seize Mexican-era land grants. This history begins 
with the California Land Act of 1851 and extends through the later decisions of the Court of Private Land Claims. Beyond the 
legislation itself, these topics examine the specific strategies that communities developed over time to navigate an unfamiliar 
and often hostile legal system. 

The transition from Mexican to American property law was rarely a simple administrative matter. It involved a fundamental shift 
in how ownership was defined, proven, and protected. As students explore these legal battles, they will see how the loss of land 
translated into a loss of political and social influence. These sections also highlight the persistence of families who fought for 
decades to maintain their ancestral holdings, providing a clear view of the resilience required to survive this era of dispossession. 

The California Land Act of 1851 

Figure 5.6 Doña Angustias de la Guerra (1815–1890), 
photograph by Dames & Williams, c. 1885 (Public Domain.) 

Angustias de la Guerra was a daughter of one of Santa Barbara's 
most prominent Californio families. The de la Guerras held 
extensive land grants under Mexican rule, and like many elite 
Californio families, spent years navigating the American legal 
system to defend their claims after the California Land Act of 
1851 required them to prove ownership of land they had held for 
generations. 

The legal assault on Mexican American land ownership began almost immediately following annexation. The California Land Act 
of 1851 required all holders of Spanish and Mexican land grants to prove their claims before a Board of Land Commissioners 
within a two year window. While the stated purpose of the law was to establish a neutral process for confirming valid titles, the 
legislation shifted the burden of proof onto the existing landowners. This requirement initiated legal proceedings that resulted in 
many families losing properties they had held for generations. 

The confirmation process was characterized by high costs, lengthy timelines, and procedural barriers for Mexican American 
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claimants. Landowners were required to hire attorneys, fund professional surveys, and compile extensive documentation for 
hearings conducted entirely in English under American legal standards. Many families lacked the liquid capital necessary to 
sustain these prolonged legal battles; as a result, they were often forced to sell portions of their acreage just to cover legal fees 
or to accept settlements that reduced their holdings. Cases frequently lasted for years, or even decades, which left ownership in 
a state of uncertainty and prevented families from selling, mortgaging, or developing their property. 

Even when a title was successfully confirmed, owners still faced significant challenges to their security. Squatters often occupied 
contested lands while cases were pending, and removing these individuals required further litigation. In many instances, attorneys 
accepted land as payment for their services, which led to the transfer of large portions of the estates they were hired to defend. 
The legal system intended to confirm valid titles served, in practice, as a primary mechanism for the redistribution of Mexican 
American property. 

The experience in California established a legal and economic precedent that was mirrored throughout the Southwest. Legal 
systems that were technically open to Mexican American participation functioned as a means to transfer property from Mexican 
American owners to Anglo-American newcomers. While the law formally promised equal protection, the administrative and 
financial realities of the court system facilitated a systematic period of dispossession for many land-holding families. 

Botiller v. Dominguez (1889) 

Figure 5.7 Botiller v. Dominguez, 130 U.S. 238 (1889), United 
States Reports (Library of Congress. Public Domain.) 

In this 1889 decision, the Supreme Court ruled that no land title 
based on Spanish or Mexican grants was valid unless it had been 
submitted to the Board of Land Commissioners established by 
the California Land Act of 1851. The ruling meant that families 
who had held land for generations but missed the confirmation 
deadline lost their claims entirely. Read the full opinion here. 

The Supreme Court case of Botiller v. Dominguez (1889) remains a definitive illustration of how American courts interpreted 
the property protections of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. The Dominguez family held a 17,600 acre land grant in the San 
Bernardino Valley of California. While the grant was valid under Mexican law, the family did not present it to the Land Commission 
within the established statutory deadline. This situation forced the courts to decide whether a valid Mexican grant could be 
invalidated solely because the owners failed to follow American procedural requirements. 

The Supreme Court ruled against the Dominguez family, holding that even grants that were perfectly valid under Mexican law 
could be rejected if they were not presented to the Land Commission on time. This decision prioritized American administrative 
procedures over the substantive property rights the treaty originally promised to protect. In practice, the ruling meant that 
Mexican American families could lose their entire holdings due to missed deadlines or procedural technicalities within a legal 
system they had not created. 

The Botiller decision created a clear message: the promises made in the treaty would be interpreted narrowly, and Mexican 
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Americans could not rely on pre-existing property rights for protection if they conflicted with American law. This ruling 
emphasized that American legal forms mattered more than Mexican legal substance. Consequently, the case became the 
standard for subsequent litigation throughout the Southwest, consistently favoring American procedural requirements over 
Mexican American property claims. 

Strategies for Defending Land Claims 

Despite systematic disadvantages, some Mexican American families successfully defended their ancestral holdings. The Peralta 
family of Arizona, for instance, maintained their extensive grant through multiple legal challenges by meticulously preserving 
their original documentation. Their survival in a hostile legal environment also depended on building strategic relationships 
with influential Anglo-American lawyers and politicians. While their success required a level of resources and high-level 
connections that many other families lacked, it demonstrated that defending these claims was possible through sophisticated 
legal maneuvering. 

Community-based strategies also emerged as a vital tool for resistance. In New Mexico, the Sandoval family organized collective 
resources to fund their legal defense by pooling money from several families facing similar threats. This cooperative approach 
shared the heavy burden of legal costs and created networks of mutual support that strengthened community resolve, even when 
individual cases did not go their way. These efforts adapted the mutualista model of shared responsibility to the specific and 
urgent challenge of land defense. 

Other families sought to protect their property by forming strategic alliances with Anglo-American newcomers through business 
partnerships or marriage. While these strategies involved significant cultural compromise and offered no guarantee of success, 
they reflected the pragmatic calculations Mexican Americans made when facing powerful adversaries. For many, survival within 
the new order required working strategically inside legal and social systems that were fundamentally weighted against them. 
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Long-term Impact on Community Rights 

Figure 5.8 Group on the plaza, Mesilla, New Mexico, 1890s 
(Palace of the Governors Photo Archives, NMHM/DC, Neg. 
#014578. Public Domain.) 

Mesilla's plaza had been the site where the Gadsden Purchase 
was finalized in 1854, transferring this part of southern New 
Mexico to the United States. By the 1890s, handwritten notes 
on this photograph mark the "new Catholic Church built at the 
expense of the old church." The plaza remained the center of 
community life, but the landscape around it was changing as 
Mexican American families lost land and political influence to 
newcomers. 

The dispossession of Mexican American landowners had consequences extending far beyond individual financial losses. Land 
ownership historically provided the necessary economic security, social status, and political influence to lead within a community. 
As families lost their holdings, they lost the foundational resources required for economic independence and political power. In 
a stark social shift, former landowners frequently became wage laborers, working on the very properties their families had once 
owned for generations. 

The loss of communal lands proved particularly damaging to the social fabric of the Southwest. The ejidos and common grazing 
lands that supported traditional ranching economies disappeared as American law divided them into individual private parcels. 
Communities that had successfully shared resources for generations lost the collective property that sustained their traditional 
way of life. This shift effectively ended a long-standing economic model based on community cooperation. 

These economic losses reinforced a broader political marginalization. Without significant property holdings, Mexican Americans 
possessed less leverage in local governance and fewer resources to influence political outcomes. The concentration of land in 
Anglo-American hands naturally led to a concentration of political power. In various counties across California, Texas, and New 
Mexico, the same newcomers who acquired Mexican land grants also gained control over local offices, courts, and school boards. 
Consequently, Mexican Americans who had been influential landowners became tenants, while those who had been active voters 
often found themselves excluded from the political process. This era was characterized not just by the loss of property, but by the 
systematic removal of a community from the established political order. 

This page titled 5.3: Land, Law, and Dispossession is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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5.4: The First Spanish-Language Press, 1850s to 1880s 

Figure 5.9 First edition of El Clamor Público, Los Angeles, 
California, June 19, 1855 (Chronicling America, Library of 
Congress. Public Domain.) 

El Clamor Público, published weekly in Spanish from 1855 to 
1859, documented the experiences of Californios facing 
displacement under American rule. The newspaper challenged 
discriminatory laws, reported on violence against Mexican 
Americans, and advocated for the rights guaranteed by the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. 

The first Spanish-language newspapers in the American Southwest appeared within years of annexation, creating essential 
platforms for community communication, cultural preservation, and political advocacy. La Crónica, established in San Francisco 
in 1854, served the Mexican American community in northern California with a mix of news, cultural content, and political 
commentary. The following year, Francisco P. Ramírez founded El Clamor Público in Los Angeles when he was just seventeen years 
old. The paper's masthead proclaimed, "La libertad de imprenta es la única garantía de los pueblos en las naciones civilizadas" 
(Freedom of the press is the only guarantee of the people in civilized nations). This slogan served as an assertion of both Mexican 
cultural identity and American constitutional rights. 

Ramírez had learned his trade as the Spanish-language editor of the Los Angeles Star, which was a bilingual English-
Spanish publication. With El Clamor Público, he made a deliberate choice to publish primarily in Spanish to create a space 
where Californios could read about their own communities and concerns in their own language. While some English-language 
advertisements appeared in the paper to reflect the commercial reality of doing business in American California, the editorial 
voice remained firmly Spanish. This approach was a statement in itself; it argued that Spanish-speaking communities deserved 
their own press and their own public voice rather than a translated section of an English paper. 

Ramírez used his newspaper to document discrimination and to advocate for the rights of Mexican Americans as citizens. El 
Clamor Público reported on violence, unfair legal proceedings, and political exclusion. His editorials often criticized both the 
American authorities who failed to protect Mexican American rights and those within the community whom he believed were too 
passive in their own defense. By combining cultural pride with demands for full participation in American political life, the paper 
established a model for Mexican American journalism as a form of community advocacy. Although the paper only survived until 
1859, its influence set a precedent for the decades that followed. 
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Other newspapers emerged throughout the Southwest during the late nineteenth century. Texas developed a particularly robust 
Spanish-language press due to its larger Mexican American population and a long history of conflict with Anglo-American settlers. 
In New Mexico, where Mexican Americans remained a majority longer than in California or Texas, these newspapers served as 
primary vehicles for political organization and intense community debate. 

These early publications faced significant challenges. Subscriptions and advertising revenue from within the community were 
often limited, while equipment and supplies remained expensive. Editors frequently faced harassment or violence from Anglo-
Americans who objected to their advocacy. While many papers had brief runs before financial pressures forced them to close, new 
publications continually emerged to replace them. This cycle was a testament to the persistent demand for Spanish-language 
media as a tool for survival and representation. 

Cultural Expression and Literary Life 

Figure 5.10 Literary review column from El Clamor Público, Los 
Angeles, California, June 21, 1856 (Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain.) 

Spanish-language newspapers also carried literary reviews, 
poetry, and cultural commentary. This column from El Clamor 
Público reviews a collection of poetry and epigrams by Manuel 
Lopez de Azcutia, discussing sonnets, satirical verse, and new 
book publications available to Spanish-speaking readers in 
California. 

Beyond political advocacy, Spanish-language newspapers preserved and promoted Mexican cultural traditions. They published 
poetry, short stories, and essays exploring themes of identity, belonging, and cultural memory. These papers covered community 
celebrations, cultural events, and social occasions that Anglo-American publications frequently ignored. 

Literary content served several essential purposes. It provided entertainment for readers and displayed the sophistication of 
Mexican literary traditions to any Anglo-American readers who encountered the papers. It also created permanent records of 
cultural life that would otherwise have gone undocumented. Furthermore, these papers gave writers, including many who would 
never have been published otherwise, a vital platform for creative expression. 

The combination of political advocacy and cultural content became a defining characteristic of Mexican American journalism. 
Papers served simultaneously as news sources, political advocates, and cultural institutions. This multifunctional role reflected 
the broad needs of communities that had few other institutions dedicated to serving their interests. 
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Establishing Precedents for Future Media 

The pioneer newspapers of the 1850s through the 1880s established the patterns that later Mexican American media would 
follow. The specific blend of news and cultural material, the integration of advocacy with information, and the insistence on a 
Spanish-language public voice became standard features of Mexican American journalism. 

When later generations launched newspapers to serve new waves of immigrants, they built directly on these foundations. This 
legacy continued as Spanish-language radio emerged in the early twentieth century, adapting these established newspaper 
models to a new medium. By the 1960s and 1970s, Chicano Movement activists followed the same path as Francisco Ramírez, 
using accessible media to tell their community’s story, criticize injustice, and demand systemic change. 

The early Spanish-language press also created vital historical records for later scholars and activists. Back issues preserved in 
archives documented Mexican American perspectives on events that Anglo-American sources either ignored or misrepresented. 
These papers provided evidence of community life, political thought, and cultural expression that would otherwise have been lost 
to history. 

This page titled 5.4: The First Spanish-Language Press, 1850s to 1880s is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.5: Leaders and Legacies - Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton 

María Amparo Ruiz de Burton is now recognized as the first Mexican American to publish a novel in English, though her work 
remained largely forgotten for most of the twentieth century. Her life and writing trace a path across the U.S.-Mexico border, 
utilizing fiction to critique American political and economic systems. The scholarly recovery of her work has since brought her 
voice back into the center of historical and literary conversations. 

Figure 5.11 María Amparo Ruiz de Burton (1832–1895), 
photograph by unknown, before 1895 (Public Domain.) 

Born to a prominent family in Loreto, Baja California, Ruiz de 
Burton became the first Mexican American to publish novels 
in English. Her 1885 novel The Squatter and the Don drew on 
her own legal battles to expose how the American land claim 
system dispossessed Californio families despite the protections 
promised by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. 

 

A Life Spanning Two Worlds 

Born in 1832 to a prominent family in Loreto, Baja California, Ruiz de Burton’s early life reflected the world of the Mexican elite. 
Her education, social standing, and connections seemed to promise a secure future until the U.S.-Mexican War disrupted that 
reality. As American forces occupied Baja California, the teenage María witnessed the conflict firsthand. This experience shaped 
her understanding of Mexican American circumstances for the remainder of her life. 

In an unexpected turn, she married Captain Henry S. Burton, an American military officer. While this marriage gave her access 
to American society, it did not shield her from the challenges facing her community. If anything, her position between two worlds 
sharpened her awareness of injustice. She moved between Mexican American and Anglo-American social circles, observing how 
treaty promises went unfulfilled and how her community faced systematic dispossession. After her husband's death in 1869, she 
spent years in court fighting to maintain her family's land claims. These firsthand experiences with the legal battles that stripped 
so many families of their property gave her writing an authenticity and urgency that purely literary imagination could not have 
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provided. 

The First Mexican American Novelist in English 

Ruiz de Burton became the first Mexican American woman to publish novels in English. This was a remarkable achievement 
during an era when few women worked as professional writers. Her two novels used popular literary forms to deliver pointed social 
criticism, reaching audiences who might never have encountered Mexican American perspectives otherwise. 

Figure 5.12 Title page of Who Would Have Thought It? by María 
Ruiz de Burton, first edition, 1872 (Public Domain.) 

Ruiz de Burton's first novel satirized Northern racism and 
political corruption through the story of a Mexican girl adopted 
by a New England family. Published anonymously by J.B. 
Lippincott in Philadelphia, it was the first known novel written in 
English by a Mexican American author. 

Her first novel, Who Would Have Thought It? (1872), satirized American society during and after the Civil War. By telling the story 
of a Mexican girl adopted by a New England family, she examined Northern racism and political corruption. The novel challenged 
American self-congratulation regarding democracy and equality by exposing hypocrisy and prejudice. 

Her second novel, The Squatter and the Don (1885), addressed Mexican American dispossession directly. Set in Southern 
California, the story follows a romance between a Californio rancher's daughter and the son of Anglo-American squatters. She 
used this personal drama to examine how landowners lost their property despite the protections promised by the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo. The narrative drew heavily on her own legal struggles and her detailed knowledge of how the land claim 
system functioned. 

Writing as Political Advocacy 

Ruiz de Burton understood that fiction could reach audiences and make arguments that political essays could not. Her novels 
entertained readers with plots and romantic tensions while simultaneously educating them about Mexican American experiences 
and critiquing failures to honor treaty commitments. She published The Squatter and the Don under the pseudonym "C. Loyal," 
which stood for "Citizen Loyal." This pen name protected a woman writing on controversial topics while also asserting her 
American citizenship and her right to participate in political debate. 
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Beyond her novels, she advocated for Mexican American rights through letters to newspapers and politicians. Her correspondence 
with other prominent Californios, including Mariano Vallejo, documented their shared frustrations and efforts to resist 
dispossession. In one particularly direct letter, she wrote that while people called the United States a free country, it was not free 
for her community. This captured the persistent gap between American ideals and the Mexican American experience. 

Recovering a Lost Voice 

After her death in 1895, Ruiz de Burton's novels were largely forgotten. For nearly a century, they sat unread in archives until their 
rediscovery in the 1990s by literary historians. This recovery transformed the understanding of Mexican American literary history. 
It became clear that Mexican Americans had been writing in English and engaging with American literary forms to critique society 
since the nineteenth century. 

Her work now appears in major anthologies and is taught in courses on Chicano studies, American studies, and women's 
literature. Scholars analyze her novels for their treatment of gender, race, class, and colonialism. Her legacy extends beyond 
literary achievement; she demonstrated that Mexican Americans could master American cultural forms to challenge American 
failures. She left behind a fundamental question that remains relevant: what does it mean when a country's ideals and its practices 
do not match? She believed in American democracy while seeing clearly that it had failed her people, a position that remains 
familiar to many Mexican Americans today. 

A Legacy of Resistance 

Ruiz de Burton’s significance extends far beyond her literary achievement. She demonstrated that Mexican Americans could 
master American cultural forms and utilize them to challenge systemic failures. Her novels presented Anglo-American readers 
with educated, sophisticated Mexican American characters whose perspectives demanded consideration. Her persistence 
through legal battles, financial hardship, and social marginalization modeled a form of resistance that later generations would 
continue. 

Her work also preserved perspectives that might otherwise have been lost to history. The experiences she documented, the 
arguments she constructed, and the community she represented survived because she recorded them in forms capable of 
reaching wide audiences. When later scholars sought to understand Mexican American life in the nineteenth century, her novels 
provided essential evidence that official records and Anglo-American accounts frequently omitted. 

She left behind a fundamental question that her readers must still answer: what does it mean when a country’s ideals and its 
practices do not match? Ruiz de Burton believed in the promise of American democracy, yet she saw clearly that this democracy 
had failed her people. She held both truths at once, and her novels ask her readers to do the same. While this is not a comfortable 
position, it remains an honest one that continues to define the Mexican American experience today. 

This page titled 5.5: Leaders and Legacies - Maria Amparo Ruiz de Burton is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, 
remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.6: Study Guide 

Forging Mexican American Identity 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe the community institutions Mexican Americans built after annexation, 
including mutualistas, Catholic parishes, and Spanish-language newspapers. 

2. Summarize how the California Land Act of 1851 and specific court decisions led 
to the dispossession of Mexican American landowners. 

3. Identify the strategies Mexican American families used to defend their land 
claims and the primary reasons these efforts often failed. 

4. Describe the role of the early Spanish-language press in developing political 
consciousness and preserving Mexican American cultural traditions. 

5. Explain the significance of María Amparo Ruiz de Burton’s novels as both 
literary achievements and political advocacy for Mexican American rights. 

Section Summaries 

5.1 Overview 

In the decades following annexation, Mexican Americans built distinctive community 
institutions that helped them maintain cultural identity while navigating hostile conditions. 
Mutualistas provided support when members faced illness or legal trouble, while Catholic parishes 
maintained traditions connecting families to their past. Spanish-language newspapers gave 
communities platforms to preserve their culture and argue for their place in American society. At 
the same time, the legal system was systematically stripping Mexican Americans of the land their 
families had held for generations. The California Land Act of 1851 and court decisions like Botiller v. 
Dominguez prioritized American procedural requirements over the substantive property rights the 
treaty had promised. Yet some families successfully defended their claims, and writers like María 
Amparo Ruiz de Burton used fiction to reach audiences with political arguments that essays could 
not. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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5.2 Forging Identity in the Northern Territories 

• Community Networks: Spaces like the Gallegos House in Santa Fe anchored overlapping 
networks of faith, politics, and mutual support. 

• Mutualistas: Societies like the Sociedad Hispano Americana de Beneficencia Mutua 
provided funeral expenses and assistance during illness or unemployment. 

• Religious Continuity: Celebrations like Las Posadas and Día de los Muertos reinforced 
community bonds and cultural identity. 

• Language: Spanish remained the primary language, with regional variations like New 
Mexican Spanish preserving archaic forms. 

5.3 Land, Law, and Dispossession 

• California Land Act of 1851: Required grant holders to prove claims before a Board 
of Land Commissioners, a process that proved expensive and biased against Mexican 
Americans. 

• Botiller v. Dominguez (1889): The Supreme Court ruled that valid Mexican land grants 
could be rejected if not presented to the Land Commission on time. 

• Defense Strategies: Some families succeeded through meticulous documentation or by 
pooling collective resources, such as the Sandoval family in New Mexico. 

5.4 The First Spanish-Language Press 

• El Clamor Público: Founded in 1855 by Francisco P. Ramírez, the paper documented 
violence and demanded citizenship rights. 

• Political Consciousness: Papers reported on events in both the U.S. and Mexico, 
providing forums for community debate and cultural expression. 

5.5 Leaders & Legacies: María Amparo Ruiz de Burton 

• Literary Advocacy: Ruiz de Burton published Who Would Have Thought It? (1872) and 
The Squatter and the Don (1885) to deliver social criticism. 

• C. Loyal: She used the pseudonym "C. Loyal" (Citizen Loyal) to assert her American 
citizenship and right to participate in political debate. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Sociedad Hispano Americana de Beneficencia Mutua: One of the earliest mutualistas, 
founded in Santa Fe in 1853, which became a model for similar organizations throughout 
the Southwest. 

• Las Posadas: A nine-night celebration before Christmas reenacting Mary and Joseph's 
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search for shelter, which brought neighbors together in processions between homes. 
• California Land Act of 1851: A law requiring all holders of Spanish and Mexican land 

grants in California to prove their claims before a Board of Land Commissioners within 
two years. 

• Board of Land Commissioners: The body established under the California Land Act to 
review land grant claims, operating in English according to American legal procedures. 

• Botiller v. Dominguez (1889): A Supreme Court case ruling that valid Mexican land 
grants could be rejected if not presented to the Land Commission on time, prioritizing 
procedural requirements over treaty rights. 

• El Clamor Público: A Spanish-language newspaper founded in Los Angeles in 1855 by 
Francisco P. Ramírez to document discrimination and advocate for Mexican American 
rights. 

• Francisco P. Ramírez: The seventeen-year-old founder and editor of El Clamor Público 
who established models for Mexican American journalism. 

• La Crónica: A Spanish-language newspaper established in San Francisco in 1854 to 
serve the Mexican American community in northern California. 

• Who Would Have Thought It? (1872): María Amparo Ruiz de Burton's first novel, which 
satirized American society and examined Northern racism. 

• The Squatter and the Don (1885): Ruiz de Burton's second novel, which directly 
addressed land dispossession in Southern California. 

• C. Loyal: A pseudonym meaning Citizen Loyal used by Ruiz de Burton to assert her 
American citizenship and right to political debate. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Ruiz de Burton, María Amparo. The Squatter and the Don. Arte Público Press, 1992 
(originally 1885). 
◦ Relevance: Primary source; the recovered novel addressing Mexican American 

dispossession, now available in modern edition with scholarly introduction. 
• Sánchez, Rosaura, and Beatrice Pita. Conflicts of Interest: The Letters of María Amparo 

Ruiz de Burton. Arte Público Press, 2001. 
◦ Relevance: Collection of Ruiz de Burton's correspondence documenting her legal 

struggles and political advocacy. 
• Montoya, María E. Translating Property: The Maxwell Land Grant and the Conflict over 

Land in the American West. University of California Press, 2002. 
◦ Relevance: Examines land grant disputes and their consequences for Mexican 

American communities. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage Project 
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◦ https://artepublicopress.com/recovery-project/ 
◦ Description: Scholarly initiative recovering and publishing Mexican American and 

other Hispanic texts from colonial period through 1960. 
• California Digital Newspaper Collection 

◦ https://cdnc.ucr.edu/ 
◦ Description: Searchable archive including early Spanish-language newspapers from 

California. 
• New Mexico Digital Collections: Spanish-Language Newspapers 

◦ https://econtent.unm.edu/ 
◦ Description: Digitized New Mexico newspapers including Spanish-language 

publications from the territorial period. 

Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The West (Ken Burns) 
◦ Description: Documentary series including coverage of land grant disputes and 

Mexican American communities after annexation. 
• KUNM Radio: Land Grant History in New Mexico 

◦ Description: Audio documentaries on New Mexico land grant communities and 
ongoing efforts to preserve these traditions. 

This page titled 5.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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5.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. Mutualistas helped Mexican American communities by: a) representing the Mexican 
government in legal disputes b) collecting dues and providing benefits during hardship 
c) operating as branches of the American government d) exclusively serving wealthy 
landowners 

2. The Sociedad Hispano Americana de Beneficencia Mutua, founded in Santa Fe in 1853, 
was significant as: a) the first American bank to serve Mexican Americans b) one of the 
earliest mutualistas in the Southwest c) a secret revolutionary organization d) a branch of 
the Mexican military 

3. True or False: Mutualistas drew on traditions that predated American annexation, 
including the cofradías (religious brotherhoods) that operated within Catholic parishes. 

4. Religious celebrations like Las Posadas and Día de los Muertos served Mexican American 
communities by: a) replacing Mexican traditions with American ones b) reinforcing 
community bonds and cultural identity c) converting Mexican Americans to Protestantism 
d) eliminating connections to the past 

5. After annexation, Spanish remained the primary language of Mexican American 
communities because: a) American law required the use of Spanish b) language 
preserved culture and enabled family connections c) English was illegal in the Southwest 
d) no one in the region spoke English 

6. True or False: Regional variations developed in Spanish across the Southwest: New 
Mexican Spanish preserved archaic forms, Tejano Spanish incorporated ranching 
vocabulary, and California Spanish showed Gold Rush influences. 

7. The California Land Act of 1851 required Mexican American landowners to: a) 
automatically surrender their property to the government b) prove their claims before a 
Board of Land Commissioners c) convert to Protestantism to keep their land d) pay no 
taxes for ten years 

8. The land claim confirmation process became a mechanism for dispossession because: 
a) it was free and easy to navigate b) it was expensive, time-consuming, and biased 
c) Mexican Americans refused to participate d) the process was conducted entirely in 
Spanish 

9. True or False: Even successful confirmation of a land claim guaranteed security, as 
squatters never occupied lands and lawyers never took payment in land. 

10. In Botiller v. Dominguez (1889), the Supreme Court ruled that: a) all Mexican land grants 
were automatically valid b) valid grants could be rejected if not presented on time c) the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was unconstitutional d) Mexican Americans could not own 
property 

11. The Botiller decision sent the message that: a) Mexican American property rights would 
be fully protected b) American procedures mattered more than Mexican legal substance 
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c) Mexico would regain the ceded territories d) land grant cases would be decided in 
Mexico 

12. True or False: Some Mexican American families successfully defended their land claims 
through meticulous documentation, relationships with influential Anglo-Americans, and 
pooling resources with other families facing similar challenges. 

13. The loss of communal lands (ejidos) under American law was damaging because: a) ejidos 
had never been used by communities b) it destroyed ranching economies that depended 
on shared grazing c) American law expanded communal land holdings d) ejidos were 
located outside the ceded territories 

14. Francisco P. Ramírez founded El Clamor Público in Los Angeles in 1855 when he was: a) 
fifty years old b) seventeen years old c) a retired military officer d) a Catholic priest 

15. True or False: El Clamor Público documented violence against Mexicans, reported on 
unfair legal proceedings, and demanded that Mexican Americans receive the citizenship 
rights the treaty promised. 

16. Spanish-language newspapers in the decades after annexation served Mexican American 
communities by: a) only providing entertainment with no political content b) providing 
information, framing issues, and preserving culture c) exclusively publishing content in 
English d) discouraging community organization 

17. María Amparo Ruiz de Burton's significance in Mexican American literary history is that 
she: a) founded the first Spanish-language newspaper b) was the first Mexican American 
woman to publish novels in English c) served as governor of California d) led an armed 
rebellion against American rule 

18. The Squatter and the Don (1885) addressed Mexican American dispossession by: a) 
celebrating the land claim process as fair b) telling the story of a Californio family losing 
their property c) ignoring land issues entirely d) advocating for Mexican Americans to 
abandon their claims 

19. True or False: Ruiz de Burton published The Squatter and the Don under the pseudonym 
"C. Loyal" (Citizen Loyal), asserting her American citizenship and right to participate in 
political debate. 

20. True or False: Ruiz de Burton's novels were continuously celebrated from their publication 
until today and never fell into obscurity. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. Explain how mutualistas helped Mexican American communities maintain solidarity and 
navigate life after annexation. 

2. Why did religious celebrations like Las Posadas and Día de los Muertos remain important 
to Mexican American communities? 

3. How did the California Land Act of 1851 become a mechanism for dispossession despite 
being framed as a neutral process for confirming valid titles? 

4. What did the Supreme Court's decision in Botiller v. Dominguez (1889) reveal about how 
American courts would interpret the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo's property protections? 

5. What strategies did some Mexican American families use to successfully defend their 
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land claims? 
6. How did the loss of land affect Mexican American communities beyond the immediate 

financial losses of individual families? 
7. What role did El Clamor Público and other Spanish-language newspapers play in 

developing Mexican American political consciousness? 
8. How did Spanish-language newspapers combine political advocacy with cultural 

preservation? 
9. How did María Amparo Ruiz de Burton use fiction as a form of political advocacy? 

10. Why was the rediscovery of Ruiz de Burton's novels in the 1990s significant for 
understanding Mexican American literary history? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes how Mexican Americans built institutions like mutualistas, Catholic 
parishes, and Spanish-language newspapers to maintain community solidarity after 
annexation. How did these institutions help communities survive hostile conditions? What 
functions did they serve beyond their immediate practical purposes? 

2. The California Land Act of 1851 was framed as a neutral process for confirming valid land 
titles, yet the chapter describes it as "a mechanism for dispossession." How did a process 
that appeared fair on paper produce such unfair outcomes? What does this reveal about 
the relationship between legal systems and power? 

3. María Amparo Ruiz de Burton wrote in her correspondence, "They say this is a free 
country, but not for us." How did her novels and other writings challenge the gap between 
American ideals and Mexican American experience? Why might fiction have been an 
effective form for making these arguments? 

4. The chapter traces connections between nineteenth-century community institutions and 
later civil rights movements. How did the experiences of this period—building 
mutualistas, fighting land grant battles, developing Spanish-language media—create 
foundations for future Mexican American activism? 

This page titled 5.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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6.1: Overview 

Figure 6.1 Timeline of Cross-Border Politics, 1876–1922 CE (Author Created, 2025) 

The Porfiriato's impact on migration, the development of Mexican American political organizations from the 
Sociedad Benito Juárez through the Alianza Hispano-Americana and Congreso Mexicanista, transnational activism 
through the Partido Liberal Mexicano and Regeneración, and the corrido tradition discussed in Chapter 6. 

On a Southern Pacific maintenance crew between El Paso and Tucson, a track worker spent his evenings reading aloud from a 
newspaper called Regeneración. Most of his coworkers could not read. Some had recently crossed the border, carrying anger 
about seized land or mining jobs lost to foreign companies. Others, born in Arizona, faced grievances over wages and the "color 
line" that blocked their promotions. Published by Mexican exiles, the paper provided these men with a shared vocabulary for their 
struggles. By 1910, copies circulated through networks of workers and mutual aid organizations, connecting Mexican communities 
across hundreds of miles. 

This network signaled a broader political awakening. The Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM), which published the paper, represented 
a radical shift in activism. However, groups like the Alianza Hispano-Americana had already spent years building political 
infrastructure by combining mutual aid traditions with civil rights advocacy. Conditions in Mexico continued to push millions 
northward. Political exiles and economic migrants arrived in American cities with organizing experience that reshaped how 
Mexican Americans viewed their own circumstances. Ultimately, the border could not contain the flow of people, ideas, and 
political consciousness moving between the two nations. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how early Mexican American political organizations like the Alianza Hispano-Americana combined 
mutual aid traditions with political advocacy. 

2. Explain how the modernization policies of the Porfiriato displaced rural Mexican communities and created the 
conditions for large-scale migration. 

3. Identify the key figures of the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) and the methods they used to organize across the 
U.S.-Mexico border. 

Learning Objectives 
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4. Summarize the U.S. government's response to Mexican revolutionary organizing and the subsequent effects on 
Mexican American communities. 

5. Identify the characteristics of the corrido tradition and how these songs served to preserve and interpret Mexican 
American history. 

This page titled 6.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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6.2: Early Political Organizations 

The mutual aid societies that sustained Mexican American communities after annexation gradually took on more explicitly 
political roles. Discrimination, land loss, and political exclusion made it clear that informal networks could not address the 
systematic challenges the community faced. In response, Mexican Americans began creating formal organizations designed to 
engage with American political and legal institutions directly. 

These new organizations represented a shift toward organized advocacy. While they maintained the core principles of mutual 
support, they also focused on securing the civil rights promised under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. By formalizing their 
leadership and membership, these groups created a political infrastructure that could challenge discriminatory laws and mobilize 
voters more effectively than the informal networks of previous decades. 

The Alianza Hispano-Americana (Tucson, 1894) 

Figure 6.2 Front page of El Fronterizo, Tucson, Arizona, March 
30, 1894 (Public Domain.) 

Carlos Velasco founded El Fronterizo in 1878 and edited it for 
over three decades, making it the most successful Spanish-
language newspaper in Arizona. On January 14, 1894, Velasco 
co-founded the Alianza Hispano-Americana alongside Pedro C. 
Pellón and Mariano G. Samaniego. This issue, published just 
weeks later, illustrates the direct connection between the 
Spanish-language press covered in Chapter 5 and the formal 
political organizations that grew from those same community 
networks. 

The Alianza Hispano-Americana emerged from the specific social conditions of southern Arizona, where Mexican Americans 
remained a significant portion of the population despite the increasing marginalization brought by Anglo-American settlers. 
The community in Tucson consisted of both multi-generational families and more recent arrivals from Sonora, all of whom 
shared a need for a collective response to systemic discrimination. These shared concerns regarding exclusion and civil rights 
necessitated a organized effort that went beyond what individual families could achieve on their own. 
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To address these challenges, the organization's founders merged Mexican mutual aid traditions with the structure of American 
fraternal organizations. They established a system of lodges, elected officers, and formal procedures that appeared familiar 
to American authorities while maintaining Spanish as the primary language for their proceedings. This bilingual and bicultural 
approach allowed the Alianza to navigate American institutional frameworks effectively without sacrificing Mexican cultural 
identity. Its constitution explicitly stated a dual purpose: to advance the interests of its members while simultaneously fighting for 
their rights as American citizens. 

While traditional mutualistas focused primarily on insurance and social support, the Alianza expanded these functions to include 
explicit political advocacy. Members paid dues to secure benefits for illness or death, but the organization also utilized its 
resources to challenge segregation and increase Mexican American political participation. Their success in electing several 
candidates to local offices in Tucson demonstrated that organized political action could produce tangible results. This shift 
toward formal advocacy provided a durable infrastructure for community leadership that influenced later civil rights movements. 

During these early decades, women participated through ladies' auxiliaries because full membership was restricted to men. These 
auxiliaries were far more than social clubs; they organized events, raised funds, and took independent action on community 
issues. Through these spaces, women developed the organizational expertise and leadership skills that would prove vital for later 
generations of activists, even while formal authority within the lodges remained restricted. Their contributions ensured that the 
Alianza functioned as a comprehensive community institution rather than a simple political lobby. 

Sociedad Benito Juárez (San Antonio, 1888) and La Liga Protectora Latina 

Figure 6.3 Sociedad Benito Juárez hall, Brownsville, Texas, 
photograph by Arthur Rothstein, February 1942 (Farm Security 
Administration/Office of War Information Photograph Collection, 
Library of Congress. Public Domain.) 

Founded December 8, 1878, the Sociedad Benito Juárez was 
one of the earliest mutual aid societies in South Texas. The 
building's prominent Spanish-language inscription reflects how 
these organizations maintained cultural identity while building 
the community infrastructure needed for political advocacy. 

Similar organizations emerged throughout the Southwest, each responding to local conditions while sharing common concerns 
regarding rights and recognition. The Sociedad Benito Juárez, established in San Antonio in 1888, invoked the memory of 
Mexico's reform president to connect local struggles to the liberal tradition Juárez represented. The society provided mutual aid 
while engaging in political advocacy, drawing explicit connections between Mexican liberal ideals and American constitutional 
principles to justify their demands for equal treatment. 
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La Liga Protectora Latina, founded in Los Angeles in the early twentieth century, represented a response to the rapid demographic 
changes transforming Southern California. The organization targeted discriminatory hiring practices and challenged the growing 
segregation in public spaces and schools. Its activities displayed a sophisticated range of strategies, including legal challenges, 
public protests, voter registration, and community education, all aimed at protecting the rights of a community under pressure 
from a growing Anglo-American majority. 

These organizations frequently debated questions of strategy and identity that remained central to Mexican American history. 
Leaders and members grappled with whether to conduct meetings in Spanish or English, and whether to emphasize American 
citizenship or Mexican cultural heritage. Minutes from an 1895 meeting record a debate over language policy that concluded 
with a decision to use both languages. This choice was intended to maintain their heritage while mastering the tools needed for 
political success, establishing a pragmatic bilingualism that characterized many early civil rights organizations. 

Networks and Collective Action 

The early political organizations established networks that connected Mexican American communities across vast geographic 
distances. Leaders maintained regular correspondence with their counterparts in other cities to share information regarding 
successful legal strategies and emerging challenges. When a specific case raised issues relevant to the broader population, these 
organizations coordinated their responses and pooled their financial resources to sustain a collective defense. 

These networks facilitated collective actions that individual communities could not have managed alone. If discrimination 
occurred in one location, organizations in other regions could publicize the incident, raise funds for legal battles, and apply 
pressure through their own local political connections. Beyond legal advocacy, these networks functioned as information hubs for 
employment opportunities, helping workers find positions while building a sense of regional solidarity. 

Figure 6.4 First page of In re Rodríguez, 81 F. 337, U.S. District 
Court for the Western District of Texas, May 3, 1897 (University 
of North Texas Libraries Digital Library, Government Documents 
Department. Public Domain.) 

The successful defense of Ricardo Rodríguez's citizenship claim 
depended on exactly the kind of cross-community networks this 
section describes. Cases like his became shared resources, with 
organizations documenting outcomes and strategies that other 
lodges could draw on when their own members faced legal 
challenges. 
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Organizations meticulously documented cases of discrimination and civil rights violations to support future advocacy and legal 
challenges. By the 1910s, the Alianza’s geographic reach demonstrated how deliberately these networks were constructed. The 
organization expanded from Tucson into major cities and small towns alike, reaching places where Mexican American families 
had few other institutions to represent their interests. A member moving from Tucson to San Antonio could enter a local lodge as 
a member in good standing, immediately accessing benefits and a community that understood his specific circumstances. 

In 1913, the Alianza began admitting women as full members in response to the growing women's suffrage movement, though 
most lodges remained male-led. Women often continued to lead through auxiliaries, organizing social events and providing 
community support while formal authority typically stayed with men. However, Luisa M. González served as president of the San 
Antonio chapter, becoming one of the rare women to lead a lodge open to both genders. Her leadership was facilitated by the 
organization's central structure; since all lodges followed consistent bylaws, her chapter could elect a woman without having to 
re-litigate the issue at a local level. 

Ultimately, the Alianza and similar groups proved that Mexican Americans could successfully fight on two fronts by preserving 
their culture while simultaneously demanding their rights as American citizens. This dual approach was not a contradiction but a 
calculated strategy for survival and progress. When later groups like LULAC formed in the 1920s or Chicano activists organized 
in the 1960s, they inherited a wealth of organizational knowledge, including membership lists, fundraising techniques, and a 
collective memory of previous struggles. 

This page titled 6.2: Early Political Organizations is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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6.3: The Porfiriato and the Borderlands 

Figure 6.5 U.S. President William Taft and Mexican President 
Porfirio Díaz at the Ciudad Juárez Customs House, photograph 
by Fred J. Feldman, October 10, 1909 (Library of Congress. 
Public Domain.) 

This meeting, the first between a sitting U.S. and Mexican 
president, reflected the close economic ties Díaz cultivated with 
American investors during his long dictatorship. Those 
relationships, which concentrated wealth among foreign 
interests and Mexican elites, fueled the inequality that would 
ignite the Mexican Revolution just one year later. 

The dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz ruled Mexico starting in 1876, bringing railroads and foreign investment while simultaneously 
crushing political opposition and seizing village lands. By 1910, over 95 percent of rural Mexican families owned no land at all, and 
those who criticized the regime faced imprisonment, exile, or extrajudicial killing. Consequently, journalists, labor organizers, and 
political dissidents who could not operate safely in Mexico fled north. They discovered that American cities offered the relative 
freedom necessary to organize against their home government. 

The people who crossed the border during these years were not a uniform group. Among them were schoolteachers who lost their 
positions for refusing to endorse Díaz's candidates, printers forced to shut down their presses, and miners who watched foreign 
companies take over operations while their wages remained stagnant. Village families also arrived after their communal lands 
were sold to hacienda owners. They settled in San Antonio, El Paso, Los Angeles, and Laredo, carrying diverse experiences but a 
shared sense of grievance. 

For established Mexican American communities, this wave of arrivals brought both new energy and significant complication. 
These new voices joined existing debates about how to fight discrimination and build political power, but they also brought 
Mexican political conflicts across the border. A community that had spent a generation building relationships with local American 
institutions suddenly found itself hosting political exiles whom those same institutions were being pressured to suppress. This 
tension between established residents and new arrivals added a complex layer to the development of Mexican American political 
identity. 

The physical border itself functioned very differently during these years than it did in the highly regulated boundary of the modern 
era. Before the establishment of the Border Patrol in 1924, there were few formal federal restrictions on daily transit. However, this 
lack of a massive bureaucratic checkpoint did not mean the crossing was a neutral space. While the line was relatively open to 
labor, American authorities began experimenting with medical and sanitary inspections at ports of entry such as El Paso. These 
inspections were often intrusive and served as a form of social control, signaling to migrants that their presence was viewed with 
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a specific type of suspicion. 

For the activists of this era, the border was a tactical tool. They used the American side of the line to publish newspapers and 
organize meetings that would have been suppressed in Mexico, effectively using the border as a shield for their intellectual work. 
As the Porfiriato reached its final years, the borderlands became a pressure cooker where the frustrations of displaced families 
merged with the energy of exiled reformers. These communities maintained the secret communication networks required to move 
people and ideas across the line without detection, ensuring that the political future of Mexico and the civil rights of Mexican 
Americans remained linked. 

This page titled 6.3: The Porfiriato and the Borderlands is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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6.4: The PLM and Transnational Activism 

Figure 6.6 Partido Liberal Mexicano promotional button, 
published in Regeneración, Los Angeles, California, December 2, 
1911 (Public Domain.) 

Founded by Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón, the PLM began 
as a liberal reform movement before evolving into a 
revolutionary anarchist organization. Its 1906 platform called for 
an eight-hour workday, minimum wage protections, restrictions 
on child labor, and land redistribution. 

The Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) emerged from years of underground organizing against the Díaz dictatorship. Founded by 
brothers Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón, along with journalist Juan Sarabia and lawyer Antonio I. Villarreal, the PLM initially 
advocated for liberal political reforms before evolving toward more radical positions on labor rights and land redistribution. 
Their 1906 platform called for an eight-hour workday, minimum wage laws, restrictions on child labor, and the redistribution 
of unused lands to peasant communities. These demands went beyond typical opposition programs to propose a fundamental 
transformation of Mexico's economic and social structure. 

Ricardo Flores Magón embodied the international character of early twentieth-century radicalism. Born in 1874 in Oaxaca to 
Indigenous and mestizo parents, he studied law before turning to journalism as his primary political tool. His newspaper, El Hijo 
del Ahuizote, challenged Díaz through satirical cartoons and sharp commentary until authorities shut it down and imprisoned 
him in 1903. Upon his release, Flores Magón joined thousands of political exiles who fled to the United States, discovering that 
American cities offered relative freedom to organize against their home government. 

The PLM chose St. Louis as its first American base because the city's location allowed for distribution networks reaching both 
the Southwest and northern Mexico. While the Mexican community in St. Louis was smaller than those in Texas or California, it 
included sympathetic workers and intellectuals who supported the cause. Most importantly, the city lay far enough from the border 
that PLM leaders initially believed they could operate beyond the immediate reach of both Mexican and American authorities. 
This distance proved vital for the survival of their early organizational efforts and the continued publication of their ideas. 
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Regeneración and Revolutionary Organizing in U.S. Cities 

Figure 6.7 Front page of Regeneración, Los Angeles, California, 
June 13, 1914 (Public Domain.) 

Founded in Mexico City in 1900 by Ricardo and Enrique Flores 
Magón, Regeneración became the most widely read radical 
Spanish-language newspaper in North America. Published out 
of Los Angeles after 1907, it reached Mexican workers on both 
sides of the border, blending anarchist theory with practical 
organizing to build support for the Mexican Revolution. 

 

Regeneración became the primary weapon of the PLM in its struggle against the Díaz regime. Published weekly whenever 
resources and legal circumstances allowed, the newspaper successfully combined news coverage with revolutionary theory and 
practical organizing advice. Articles described the struggles of workers in both Mexico and the United States, linking labor 
conditions across the border and articulating a radical critique of capitalism. Over time, the tone of the paper shifted from liberal 
reformism toward revolutionary anarchism, a change that reflected the ideological evolution of the Flores Magón brothers and 
the lessons they learned from early failed uprisings. 

The distribution network for the newspaper illustrated the deeply interconnected nature of Mexican communities on both sides 
of the border. Subscribers routinely passed their copies to fellow workers, who then sent them to relatives in Mexico. Railroad 
workers acted as couriers, carrying issues between cities and creating distribution channels that authorities found difficult to 
monitor or disrupt. Because individual copies often passed through dozens of hands until they literally wore out, the actual reach 
of the paper far exceeded its official subscription numbers. 

For many supporters, involvement with the PLM was woven into the rhythms of ordinary working life. A laundress in El Paso might 
store a bundle of papers under her counter to pass to trusted customers, while a cook at a mining camp in Arizona might slip a 
copy to a miner alongside his meal. These were quiet, undramatic acts that rarely appeared in any official record, yet they were 
the primary method by which revolutionary ideas traveled. By embedding itself in daily life, the paper’s support became nearly 
impossible for authorities to uproot, as it was hidden within the informal networks connecting Mexican workers across hundreds 
of miles. 
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Figure 6.8 Juan Sarabia, Ricardo Flores Magón, Librado Rivera, 
and Antonio I. Villarreal, postcard, 1907 (Public Domain.) 

The four men were arrested and sentenced to eighteen months 
in Tombstone, Arizona, on charges of "neutrality border 
violations," a legal tool the U.S. government used under pressure 
from the Díaz regime to suppress PLM organizing. Their 
imprisonment galvanized support among Mexican workers and 
American labor radicals alike, turning the defendants into 
revolutionary symbols. 

In September 1906, federal agents raided the offices of Regeneración in St. Louis, Missouri, arresting Ricardo Flores Magón and 
his collaborators on charges of violating neutrality laws. This action followed significant pressure from the Mexican government 
on American authorities to silence critics operating from American soil. The raid marked one episode in a longer struggle that 
transformed American cities into vital centers for Mexican revolutionary organizing. 

Continued harassment eventually forced the PLM to relocate from St. Louis to Los Angeles in 1907. This move proved 
consequential for both the organization and California's Mexican American communities. Los Angeles offered a growing Mexican 
population that provided a larger base of supporters along with an established infrastructure of newspapers, mutual aid societies, 
and labor unions. Furthermore, proximity to the border facilitated communication with supporters in Mexico and the smuggling 
of arms for planned uprisings. 

The Los Angeles headquarters became a gathering place for Mexican exiles, labor organizers, and radical intellectuals of various 
nationalities. American anarchists such as Emma Goldman maintained contact with the Magón brothers, creating connections 
between Mexican revolutionary movements and American radical politics. Regeneración resumed publication in 1910, with its 
content reflecting both the ideological development of its leaders and their practical organizing needs. 
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Figure 6.9 Sara Estela Ramírez, photograph, ca. 1900–1910 
(Handbook of Texas Online, Texas State Historical Association. 
Public Domain.) 

Ramírez taught school in Laredo, published two literary and 
political journals, and organized workers on both sides of the 
border as one of the PLM's most prominent women leaders. She 
died in 1910 at around twenty-nine, three months before the 
revolution she had helped prepare broke out. 

The movement also included a women's section that addressed gender-specific oppression and the role of women in 
revolutionary struggle. This work was often led by Sara Estela Ramírez, an anarchist-feminist who moved to Laredo to teach school 
and published her own political journals, La Corregidora and Aurora. Her essays rejected the argument that women should leave 
political leadership to men, insisting instead on their active role in the fight against both the Díaz regime and the exploitation 
of workers. She organized laborers in Laredo and maintained correspondence with the Flores Magón brothers while building 
networks for women. She died in 1910 at approximately twenty-nine years old, just months before the revolution she helped 
prepare officially broke out. 

By 1910, PLM clubs operated in dozens of cities throughout the Southwest, with each chapter adapting to local conditions 
while maintaining connections to the central headquarters. San Antonio sympathizers distributed Regeneración at workers' 
gatherings, while El Paso's location across from Ciudad Juárez made it crucial for coordinating activities in northern Mexico. The 
organizational structure combined formal clubs and membership lists with informal workplace networks and women's auxiliaries. 
These groups raised funds and supported imprisoned comrades, ensuring that the movement remained resilient despite constant 
legal and political pressure. 
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U.S. Government Response and Community Impact 

Figure 6.10 Charles Lewis "Bart" Bartholomew, In Case of an 
Emergency, Minneapolis Journal, September 25, 1911 (Hennepin 
County Library. Public Domain.) 

This cartoon reflects U.S. anxiety about instability along the 
border as the Mexican Revolution intensified. While American 
officials publicly claimed neutrality, they pressured authorities 
to suppress PLM organizing and repeatedly arrested Ricardo 
Flores Magón and other exiled leaders at the Díaz government's 
request. 

American authorities responded to the presence of the PLM with actions that exposed the complicated politics surrounding 
Mexican exile communities. Although the United States officially maintained a stance of neutrality regarding Mexican affairs, 
intense pressure from the Díaz government led to repeated arrests of exiled leaders. The 1907 arrests in Los Angeles resulted in 
Ricardo Flores Magón spending eighteen months in prison, yet his supporters managed to maintain Regeneración and continue 
their organizing efforts throughout his confinement. 

These legal battles created a unique set of challenges and opportunities for the movement. Arrests often generated significant 
publicity that attracted new supporters, while defense committees brought together Mexican workers, American radicals, and civil 
liberties advocates. The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) provided crucial support by defending PLM members in court 
and publicizing their cause to English-speaking audiences. These defense campaigns built lasting bridges between Mexican 
revolutionary movements and American labor radicalism, expanding the scope of the struggle beyond national borders. 

The presence of PLM organizing affected established Mexican American communities in complex and sometimes contradictory 
ways. For many, the PLM represented exciting possibilities for transformation, as the newspaper and its radical ideas helped 
workers develop a sophisticated political consciousness. PLM clubs offered dedicated spaces for political education that went 
beyond the traditional focus of mutual aid societies and church organizations. These new frameworks allowed workers to 
understand their exploitation through a broader political lens. 

However, revolutionary activities also brought unwanted scrutiny from authorities that impacted the broader community. 
Immigration raids frequently targeted neighborhoods known for PLM activity, affecting residents regardless of their actual 
political involvement. Some community leaders worried that PLM radicalism damaged their ongoing efforts to achieve social 
acceptance and stability within American society. This created significant tension between those who favored radical 
transformation and those who preferred incremental improvements through established institutional channels. 
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The involvement of women in the PLM displayed both the movement’s progressive gender politics and its practical necessities. 
While male leaders received the majority of public attention, women served as essential writers, organizers, fundraisers, and 
occasionally as arms smugglers. The anarchist ideology of the PLM explicitly connected women's liberation to the broader 
revolution, which attracted those who found traditional organizations too conservative. Despite these ideals, the movement never 
fully overcame patriarchal patterns, and women often found themselves relegated to support roles even as they performed the 
vital work that sustained the organization. 

Legacy and Influence on Later Activism 

Figure 6.11 Mexican federal soldiers at a firing line on Calle 
Independencia, Veracruz, photograph by Hadsell, April 21, 1914 
(DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University. Public 
Domain.) 

This photograph was taken on the first day of the U.S. occupation 
of Veracruz, one of the most destabilizing events of the Mexican 
Revolution. The violence and upheaval of this period drove 
thousands of Mexicans north across the border, including 
teachers, printers, miners, and village families who had lost their 
land under the Díaz dictatorship. 

The outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in November 1910 fundamentally transformed the position of the PLM. While the uprising 
that toppled Díaz seemed to vindicate years of dangerous underground organizing, the subsequent direction of the conflict 
disappointed PLM leaders. They watched as liberal politicians, rather than the radical workers they championed, took control of 
the new government. Attempts at armed rebellion in Baja California during 1911 failed, hampered by inadequate resources, internal 
divisions, and coordinated military responses from both Mexican and American authorities. 

By 1918, the PLM as an organized movement had largely collapsed under the weight of suppressed publications and imprisoned 
leadership. Ricardo Flores Magón died in Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary in 1922, and the movement appeared to have failed 
in its immediate revolutionary goals. However, the influence of the PLM extended far beyond its organizational lifespan. The ideas 
disseminated through Regeneración influenced generations of future activists, providing a foundation for workers who organized 
unions in the 1930s and 1940s using strategies developed by PLM organizers. 

The Chicano Movement of the 1960s later drew explicit connections to these traditions, recognizing Flores Magón as a direct 
precursor to their contemporary struggles. Ultimately, the PLM demonstrated a truth that later movements would remember: 
Mexican Americans did not have to choose between their concerns for Mexico and their fight for rights in the United States. 
The ability to join a strike against an American employer while simultaneously supporting political prisoners in Mexico was not a 
sign of confused identity. Instead, it was a clear-eyed recognition that the border did not separate their fates from those of their 
compatriots to the south. 
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This page titled 6.4: The PLM and Transnational Activism is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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6.5: Culture Lab - Corridos as Historical Record 

Before newspapers reached remote villages, before most rural Mexicans could read, corridos 
carried the news. These narrative ballads, sung to guitar accompaniment, spread stories of heroes 
and villains, battles and injustices across the border region. For historians, corridos offer something 
rare: perspectives from ordinary people who left few written records. 

A corrido tells a story in straightforward verse. The form emerged in northern Mexico during the 
mid-nineteenth century, drawing on Spanish ballad traditions while developing distinctively Mexican 
characteristics. Singers performed at community gatherings, cantinas, and family celebrations. 
Listeners learned the words and passed songs along. A corrido composed in a South Texas border 
town might reach California within weeks, carried by railroad workers, migrants, and travelers. 
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The Source 

Figure 6.12 Cabinet card identifying Gregorio 
Cortez, Texas State Library, photograph by Chr66, 
2020 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Cortez was arrested in June 1901 following a 
confrontation that left two sheriffs dead and 
sparked a ten-day manhunt involving hundreds 
of Texas Rangers. His trial and eventual pardon 
became a cause célèbre in Mexican American 
communities, and his story was preserved in 
corridos that celebrated his defiance as 
resistance to Anglo injustice. 

Listen to (or read) "El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez," one of the most famous border corridos. 

"El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez,"(opens in new window) performed by José "El Patrullero" 
Moreno, recorded February 23, 1999. El Fidelero Del Valle, Arhoolie Records. Frontera 
Collection, UCLA. 

The song tells the story of Gregorio Cortez, a South Texas farmer who in 1901 shot a sheriff 
during a confrontation, then evaded Texas Rangers for ten days before his capture. 

Here are key verses (translated): 

• In the county of El Carmen, look what has happened: The Major Sheriff is dead, leaving 
Román badly wounded. 
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• Then said Gregorio Cortez, with his pistol in his hand, "Don't run, you cowardly Rangers, 
from a single Mexican." 

• He struck out for Gonzales, without showing any fear, "Follow me, cowardly Rangers; I am 
Gregorio Cortez." 

Read It 

A corrido is not a newspaper article. It does not aim for neutral reporting. But that is 
exactly what makes it valuable as a historical source. 

• What facts does it give us? The song names real places (El Carmen, Gonzales) and real 
events (a sheriff's death, a prolonged chase). These details can be checked against other 
records, and they match. Cortez really did evade capture for ten days across hundreds of 
miles. 

• How does it frame those facts? This is where it gets interesting. The corrido transforms 
a fugitive into a hero. Cortez is brave and defiant. The Rangers are "cowardly," unable to 
catch "a single Mexican." That word "single" matters. The song emphasizes that one man 
held off many pursuers. 

• What does that framing tell us? The repeated mockery of the Rangers tells us 
something important: this community resented an institution associated with violence 
against Mexicans. The corrido gave listeners a story where, for once, a Mexican man stood 
up to that power and was not immediately crushed. 

• What is missing? The song does not mention that the confrontation started with a 
translation error (a deputy used the wrong Spanish word for "horse"). It does not mention 
that Cortez's brother was killed. It does not dwell on Cortez's eventual capture and 
imprisonment. These omissions tell us what the community valued in the story: defiance 
and courage mattered more than complicated circumstances or ultimate defeat. 

Compare It 

Now consider how official sources described the same events. 

• Texas newspapers in 1901 called Cortez a "cold-blooded murderer" and described the 
manhunt as a heroic effort by law enforcement. They emphasized the sheriff's death and 
portrayed Cortez as dangerous and cunning, a threat to public safety. 

• Same events, opposite framing. The newspaper sees a criminal who must be caught. 
The corrido depicts a man standing up to unjust power. Neither version is complete nor 
neutral. But the corrido preserves a perspective that would otherwise be lost, since the 
Mexican American community in 1901 South Texas was not writing the newspapers. 

• This is what makes corridos valuable: they are often the only record we have of how 
ordinary people in these communities understood the events happening around them. 
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A Note on Sources 

Corridos have significant limitations as historical evidence. 

Keep in mind: 

• They prioritize a good story over strict accuracy. Details get exaggerated, simplified, or 
invented. 

• They represent particular viewpoints, usually rural, working-class Mexican communities. 
Other perspectives (elites, women, dissenters) often go unheard. 

• They change over time. A version recorded in 1950 may differ from what people sang in 
1901. Verses get added, dropped, or altered. 

• Context is often lost. We may have words and melody but not know who composed it, 
when, or how audiences responded. 

• Corridos work best alongside other sources. They tell us how communities interpreted 
events, not necessarily what happened in every detail. 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter a corrido (or any song used as historical evidence), try asking: 

• What events does it describe? Can you identify specific people, places, dates? Which 
details can be verified through other sources? 

• Whose perspective does it represent? Who is the hero? Who is the villain? What values 
does it celebrate? 

• How does it frame the story? How does it characterize authority figures? What qualities 
does it admire? What injustices does it highlight? 

• What is missing? What aspects of the story does it leave out, and why might the 
composer have made those choices? 

• When was it composed and performed? A song written right after events differs from 
one composed decades later. Performance context matters too. 

These questions work for corridos, but they also apply to protest songs, hip-hop, country 
ballads, or any music that tells stories about real events. Songs are never neutral, and that is 
precisely what makes them useful for understanding how communities make sense of their 
world. 

Explore Further 

• The Arhoolie Foundation / Frontera Collection at UCLA has digitized thousands of 
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historic corrido recordings, available free online: https://frontera.library.ucla.edu 
• Américo Paredes's "With His Pistol in His Hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero (1958) 

remains the classic study of the Gregorio Cortez corrido and the border ballad tradition. 

Primary Audio Archive: 

• Strachwitz Frontera Collection at UCLA: https://frontera.library.ucla.edu — The largest 
archive of Mexican and Mexican American recordings, with nearly 10,000 corridos 
spanning 1908 to the present. Searchable by keyword, artist, or theme. (Note: Full tracks 
available to UCLA affiliates; others can hear 60-second clips and view label images) 

• Frontera Collection YouTube Channel — Thousands of full recordings from the 78rpm 
collection, free to stream 

• Frontera Collection blog on corridos: https://frontera.library.ucla.edu/tag/corridos — 
Excellent contextual essays on the corrido tradition 

Smithsonian Folkways Recordings: 

• "Corridos: Music as Storytelling and Historical Record" (lesson plan): 
https://folkways.si.edu/lesson/corridos/music-as-storytelling-and-historical-record — 
Educational resource with learning objectives, designed for classroom use 

• "Corridos y Tragedias de la Frontera: Historic Mexican-American Ballads 
1928-1937": https://folkways.si.edu/corridos-tragedias-de-la-frontera-mexican-american-
ballads-1928-1937 — Two-CD collection with 168-page booklet; includes "El Corrido de 
Gregorio Cortez" 

• "Corridos of the Chicano Movement": https://folkways.si.edu/rumel-fuentes/corridos-
of-the-chicano-movement — Corridos from the 1960s-70s civil rights era 

• "The Mexican Revolution: Corridos about the Heroes and Events 1910-1920": 
https://folkways.si.edu/mexican-revolution-corridos-heroes-and-events-1910-1920-and-
beyond-cd 

The Classic Scholarly Study: 

• Américo Paredes, "With His Pistol in His Hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero 
(University of Texas Press, 1958): https://utpress.utexas.edu/9780292701281/ — Still the 
essential text on border corridos and the Gregorio Cortez legend. Paredes founded the 
Center for Mexican American Studies at UT Austin. 
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Background on Paredes: 

• Humanities Texas profile of Américo Paredes: https://www.humanitiestexas.org/
programs/tx-originals/list/americo-paredes 

This page titled 6.5: Culture Lab - Corridos as Historical Record is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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6.6: Study Guide 

Cross-Border Politics 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how early Mexican American political organizations like the Alianza Hispano-
Americana combined mutual aid traditions with political advocacy. 

2. Explain how the modernization policies of the Porfiriato displaced rural Mexican 
communities and created the conditions for large-scale migration. 

3. Identify the key figures of the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) and the methods they used 
to organize across the U.S.-Mexico border. 

4. Summarize the U.S. government's response to Mexican revolutionary organizing and the 
subsequent effects on Mexican American communities. 

5. Identify the characteristics of the corrido tradition and how these songs served to preserve 
and interpret Mexican American history. 

 

Section Summaries 

6.1 Overview 

In September 1906, federal agents raided Regeneración, a Spanish-language newspaper in 
St. Louis, arresting Ricardo Flores Magón on charges of violating neutrality laws. The Mexican 
government had pressured American authorities to silence critics who had fled north to escape 
the Díaz dictatorship. But the raid failed to stop the movement, as the Partido Liberal Mexicano 
(PLM) represented one strand of a broader political awakening in Mexican American communities 
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Organizations like the Alianza Hispano-
Americana combined mutual aid traditions with explicit political advocacy, challenging segregation 
and working to elect Mexican American candidates. Meanwhile, the Porfiriato's modernization 
policies were pushing millions northward. Political exiles fleeing repression joined economic 
migrants, bringing organizing experience and radical ideas. The corrido tradition preserved 
community perspectives on these events, carrying news of heroes and injustices in narrative ballads 
that spread across the border region. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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6.1 Early Political Organizations 

• Alianza Hispano-Americana (1894): Founded in Tucson, this organization combined 
insurance benefits with political advocacy to challenge segregation and fight for the rights 
of American citizens. 

• Organizational Structure: The Alianza utilized formal American institutional structures, 
such as lodges and elected officers, while maintaining Spanish as its primary language. 

• Women's Participation: Women developed leadership skills through ladies' auxiliaries, 
which organized community events and independent fundraisers. 

6.2 The Porfiriato and Its Consequences 

• The Porfiriato (1876–1911): Under Porfirio Díaz, Mexico saw rapid modernization 
through foreign investment and railroad construction at the cost of political repression 
and rural displacement. 

• Displacement: The científicos, or advisors to Díaz, promoted the privatization of village 
lands, leaving over 95 percent of rural families landless by 1910. 

• Migration and Exile: Railroads facilitated the movement of displaced workers and 
political dissidents toward northern cities like San Antonio, Los Angeles, and St. Louis. 

6.3 The PLM and Transnational Activism 

• The PLM and Flores Magón: Founded by Ricardo and Enrique Flores Magón, the Partido 
Liberal Mexicano (PLM) called for an eight-hour workday, land redistribution, and an end 
to child labor. 

• Regeneración: The PLM’s newspaper was distributed through networks of railroad 
workers and subscribers, linking labor struggles across both sides of the border. 

• U.S. Response: Under pressure from the Díaz regime, the U.S. government used 
neutrality laws to arrest PLM leaders, sparking defense campaigns supported by the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). 

6.4 Culture Lab: Corridos as Historical Record 

• Narrative Ballads: Corridos spread news of heroes and injustices to ordinary people who 
often left few written records. 

• "El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez": This famous ballad tells the story of a South Texas 
farmer who evaded Texas Rangers for ten days in 1901, transforming him into a hero of 
resistance. 

• Historical Framing: While Texas newspapers of the era called Cortez a murderer, the 
corrido tradition preserves a community perspective of defiance against an institution 
associated with violence. 

174 (6.6.2)



Key Terms & Definitions 

• Alianza Hispano-Americana: A political organization founded in Tucson in 1894 that 
combined mutual aid with advocacy against segregation and for voting rights. 

• Sociedad Benito Juárez: A San Antonio organization founded in 1888 that connected 
Mexican American struggles to the liberal tradition of Mexico's reform president. 

• La Liga Protectora Latina: An early twentieth-century Los Angeles organization that 
protested discriminatory hiring and challenged school segregation. 

• Porfiriato: The 1876–1911 dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz, whose modernization policies 
drove mass migration through displacement and repression. 

• Científicos: Advisors to Porfirio Díaz who viewed communal landholding as an obstacle 
to development and promoted privatization. 

• Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM): A revolutionary organization founded by the Flores 
Magón brothers that evolved from liberal reform to anarchism. 

• Ricardo Flores Magón: The PLM leader who organized from exile in the U.S. and died in 
Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary in 1922. 

• Regeneración: The PLM’s Spanish-language newspaper, used to spread revolutionary 
ideas among workers on both sides of the border. 

• Industrial Workers of the World (IWW): An American labor organization that provided 
legal and public support for PLM members in the U.S.. 

• Neutrality Laws: American statutes used to arrest PLM leaders at the request of the 
Mexican government for organizing armed expeditions. 

• Corrido: A narrative ballad that emerged in northern Mexico to spread stories of heroes 
and resistance. 

• Gregorio Cortez: A South Texas farmer whose 1901 evasion of Texas Rangers made him 
a folk hero celebrated in ballads. 

• Américo Paredes: The scholar whose 1958 book, "With His Pistol in His Hand", provided 
the foundational study of the Gregorio Cortez corrido. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Paredes, Américo. "With His Pistol in His Hand": A Border Ballad and Its Hero. University 
of Texas Press, 1958. 

◦ Relevance: The classic study of border corridos and the Gregorio Cortez 
legend; foundational text for understanding how communities used song to 
preserve their perspectives. 

• MacLachlan, Colin M. Anarchism and the Mexican Revolution: The Political Trials of 
Ricardo Flores Magón in the United States. University of California Press, 1991. 

◦ Relevance: Examines the PLM's organizing in the United States and the legal 
persecution of Flores Magón. 

• Gonzales, Manuel G. Mexicanos: A History of Mexicans in the United States. Indiana 
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University Press, 2009. 
◦ Relevance: Comprehensive history covering the Porfiriato's impact on 

migration and the development of Mexican American political organizations. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Strachwitz Frontera Collection at UCLA 
◦ https://frontera.library.ucla.edu 
◦ Description: The largest archive of Mexican and Mexican American recordings, 

with nearly 10,000 corridos spanning 1908 to present. 
• Smithsonian Folkways: Corridos y Tragedias de la Frontera 

◦ https://folkways.si.edu/corridos-tragedias-de-la-frontera-mexican-american-
ballads-1928-1937 

◦ Description: Two-CD collection with extensive booklet; includes "El Corrido de 
Gregorio Cortez." 

• Recovering the U.S. Hispanic Literary Heritage Project 
◦ https://artepublicopress.com/recovery-project/ 
◦ Description: Scholarly initiative recovering Mexican American and other 

Hispanic texts including political newspapers from this period. 

Multimedia & Video 

• Smithsonian Folkways: Corridos as Storytelling and Historical Record 
◦ https://folkways.si.edu/lesson/corridos/music-as-storytelling-and-historical-

record 
◦ Description: Educational resource with learning objectives for understanding 

corridos as historical sources. 
• Humanities Texas: Américo Paredes Profile 

◦ https://www.humanitiestexas.org/programs/tx-originals/list/americo-paredes 
◦ Description: Background on the scholar who founded the Center for Mexican 

American Studies at UT Austin. 

This page titled 6.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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6.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. The Alianza Hispano-Americana, founded in Tucson in 1894, represented a new approach 
to community organization because it: a) focused only on insurance benefits with no 
political involvement b) combined mutual aid traditions with explicit political advocacy c) 
was funded entirely by the Mexican government d) operated only in English to promote 
assimilation 

2. The Alianza Hispano-Americana's constitution stated a dual purpose of: a) supporting 
the Mexican government and opposing American citizenship b) protecting members' 
interests while preserving heritage and fighting for rights c) eliminating Spanish language 
use and promoting English only d) providing military training for revolution 

3. True or False: Women participated in the Alianza Hispano-Americana through ladies' 
auxiliaries that organized events, raised funds, and developed their own organizational 
capacities. 

4. The Sociedad Benito Juárez (San Antonio, 1888) invoked Mexico's reform president in 
its name because: a) Juárez was still alive and leading the organization b) it connected 
Mexican American struggles to the liberal tradition c) the American government required 
Mexican names for organizations d) Juárez had visited San Antonio personally 

5. The Porfiriato affected rural Mexican families by: a) distributing land equally among 
peasants b) stripping them of their land while building railroads c) encouraging communal 
farming practices d) preventing any migration to the United States 

6. True or False: By 1910, over 95 percent of rural Mexican families owned no land, as entire 
villages disappeared when communal lands were consolidated into haciendas or sold to 
foreign companies. 

7. The railroads that Díaz built to modernize Mexico also: a) made migration to the United 
States slower and more expensive b) facilitated migration by making the journey faster 
and cheaper c) were used exclusively by wealthy Mexicans d) ran only within Mexico City 

8. Political exiles who fled the Díaz regime to the United States influenced Mexican 
American communities by: a) discouraging all political activity b) bringing organizing 
experience and radical ideas c) supporting the Díaz government from abroad d) refusing 
to interact with Mexican Americans 

9. True or False: The Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) initially advocated liberal political 
reforms but evolved toward more radical positions on labor rights and land redistribution. 

10. The PLM's 1906 platform called for: a) restoration of the Díaz dictatorship b) an eight-hour 
workday, minimum wage, and land redistribution c) elimination of all labor protections d) 
support for foreign investment in Mexico 

11. Ricardo Flores Magón's newspaper Regeneración spread across the border region 
because: a) the Mexican government distributed it b) railroad workers carried copies 
and subscribers passed issues along c) it was published only in English d) American 
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authorities promoted its distribution 
12. True or False: The U.S. government never responded to Mexican government pressure 

regarding PLM organizing; American authorities refused to arrest PLM leaders. 
13. The Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) supported the PLM by: a) opposing all Mexican 

workers b) defending PLM members in court and publicizing their cause c) working as 
agents for the Díaz government d) refusing to acknowledge Mexican labor struggles 

14. PLM organizing affected Mexican American communities in complex ways because: a) it 
brought political consciousness but also unwanted attention from authorities b) it had no 
effect on community life c) it was welcomed by all community members without exception 
d) it focused only on events in Mexico with no American connections 

15. True or False: Ricardo Flores Magón lived to see his revolutionary vision fully implemented 
in Mexico and died peacefully in his homeland. 

16. Corridos served Mexican American communities by: a) replacing all written 
communication b) carrying news and preserving community perspectives through ballads 
c) promoting the Díaz government's version of events d) being performed only by 
professional musicians in concert halls 

17. "El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez" transforms Cortez into a hero by: a) emphasizing his 
cooperation with Texas Rangers b) portraying him as brave while describing the Rangers 
as "cowardly" c) focusing on his eventual capture and imprisonment d) praising the sheriff 
who confronted him 

18. True or False: Women played crucial roles in the PLM as writers, organizers, fundraisers, 
and sometimes arms smugglers, with anarchist-feminist Sara Estela Ramírez often 
writing the women's section of Regeneración. 

19. When comparing corridos to official sources like newspapers, historians find that: a) both 
always tell exactly the same story b) the same events receive opposite framing from 
different perspectives c) official sources are always more accurate d) corridos contain no 
verifiable facts 

20. True or False: Corridos work best as historical sources when used alongside other 
sources, because they tell us how communities interpreted events rather than necessarily 
what happened in every detail. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the Alianza Hispano-Americana combine mutual aid traditions with political 
advocacy? 

2. Why did early Mexican American political organizations debate questions about language 
policy (Spanish, English, or both)? 

3. How did the Porfiriato's modernization policies displace rural Mexican communities? 
4. Explain how the railroads Díaz built served a dual function, both advancing his 

modernization goals and facilitating migration. 
5. How did political exiles from Mexico influence Mexican American communities in the 

United States? 
6. What were the key demands of the PLM's 1906 platform, and how did these go beyond 
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typical opposition programs? 
7. How did Regeneración spread across the border region despite government attempts to 

suppress it? 
8. What were the complex effects of PLM organizing on Mexican American communities? 
9. What can "El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez" reveal about community attitudes toward Texas 

Rangers? 
10. Why are corridos valuable as historical sources, and what are their limitations? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes how organizations like the Alianza Hispano-Americana combined 
mutual aid with political advocacy, stating a dual purpose of protecting members' 
interests while "fighting for our rights as American citizens." Why was this combination 
effective? How did practical benefits like insurance help build organizations capable of 
political action? 

2. The Porfiriato created conditions that pushed millions of Mexicans northward through 
both economic displacement and political repression. How did these two types of 
migration (economic and political) interact in Mexican American communities? What did 
political exiles contribute that economic migrants might not have brought? 

3. The PLM organized across the U.S.-Mexico border, maintaining connections between 
revolutionary movements in Mexico and Mexican American workers. How did this 
transnational organizing challenge the idea that the border separated two distinct 
national communities? What does it reveal about how Mexican Americans understood 
their relationship to Mexico? 

4. Corridos like "El Corrido de Gregorio Cortez" frame events very differently than official 
sources like Texas newspapers. Why might communities have needed their own version 
of events? What functions did corridos serve beyond simply recording what happened? 

This page titled 6.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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7: REVOLUTION AND MIGRATION 

7.1: Overview 

7.2: The Mexican Revolution 

7.3: The First Great Migration, 1900-1930 

7.4: Settlement Patterns and Community Formation 

7.5: Leaders and Legacies - Jovita Idar 

7.6: Study Guide 

7.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

This page titled 7: Revolution and Migration is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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7.1: Overview 

Figure 7.1 Timeline of Revolution and Migration, 1900–1930 CE (Author Created, 2025) 

The First Great Migration alongside the Mexican Revolution, including key revolutionary figures like Porfirio Díaz, 
Emiliano Zapata, Francisco Madero, and Pancho Villa; Jovita Idár's activism; the rise of Mexican American political 
organizing through the Order of Sons of America and the Harlingen Convention; and US developments like World 
War I, the 19th Amendment, and the Border Patrol discussed in Chapter 7. 

In 1914, Jovita Idár famously stood in the doorway of El Progreso in Laredo to block Texas Rangers who were intent on silencing 
the newspaper for its criticisms of American military intervention. While the Rangers eventually returned to destroy the printing 
press in her absence, Idár’s defiance served as a powerful defense of her community’s fundamental right to speak for itself. Her 
commitment to this cause was rooted in a lifetime of watching her father document the lynchings and discrimination that Anglo-
American outlets ignored, as well as her own experiences providing medical care to soldiers during the Mexican Revolution. 

The revolution manifested physically in Laredo through the thousands of displaced people who joined established Tejano, 
Californio, and Hispano families, creating a complex social fabric woven from both deep regional roots and recent, often 
traumatic, migration. While American employers welcomed this labor during periods of high economic demand, they frequently 
pushed for harsh restrictions when that need vanished, creating a cycle of exploitation that workers had to navigate but could 
rarely control. The barrios that took shape during this era were largely the product of forced segregation, yet they evolved into the 
essential foundations of Mexican American urban life where community members built the vital institutions and resilient culture 
that would sustain future generations. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Identify the major leaders and factions of the Mexican Revolution and the influence of revolutionary ideals on 
Mexican American communities. 

2. Describe the scale and primary causes of Mexican migration to the United States between 1900 and 1930, 
including both push and pull factors. 

Learning Objectives 
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3. Summarize how gender shaped the migration experience differently for men and women, including those who 
migrated and those who remained in Mexico. 

4. Describe the settlement patterns of the first great migration, such as railroad corridors, agricultural regions, and 
the growth of urban barrios. 

5. Explain the significance of Jovita Idár’s journalism and organizing as a foundation for Mexican American women’s 
leadership in community struggles. 

This page titled 7.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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7.2: The Mexican Revolution 

The Mexican Revolution grew out of decades of land seizure, political repression, and foreign exploitation under the dictatorship 
of Porfirio Díaz. When the conflict finally broke out in 1910, it drew in leaders who held very different, often conflicting, visions 
for the future of Mexico. This period of upheaval produced revolutionary figures such as Francisco Madero, Emiliano Zapata, and 
Pancho Villa, each representing different social classes and regional interests. 

The resulting violence and economic instability displaced millions of people, forcing many to seek safety and opportunity north of 
the border. For Mexican American communities in the Southwest, these upheavals were not distant events but immediate realities 
that reshaped their neighborhoods. The revolution brought a surge of new arrivals who carried with them revolutionary ideas, 
cultural practices, and political convictions that fundamentally altered the social landscape of the borderlands. 

Revolutionary Leaders: Madero, Villa, Zapata 

Figure 7.2 Collage of scenes from the Mexican Revolution, 
including the Ten Tragic Days, 1910–1913, derivative work by 
r@ge (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

The Ten Tragic Days (Decena Trágica) of February 1913 saw 
conservative military officers overthrow and murder President 
Francisco Madero, installing General Victoriano Huerta and 
radicalizing revolutionary factions across Mexico. 

Francisco Madero, a wealthy landowner from Coahuila, initiated the revolution by challenging Porfirio Díaz in the 1910 presidential 
election. When the regime responded with blatant fraud and imprisonment, Madero called for an armed uprising through his 
Plan de San Luis Potosí, which demanded political reforms, free elections, and an end to the dictatorship's systemic abuses. 
Madero successfully attracted broad support from Mexicans frustrated with the status quo, and the regime collapsed more 
quickly than anticipated, leading to Díaz resigning and entering exile in May 1911. However, Madero's presidency proved brief 
and troubled because he attempted to govern through existing institutions, which frustrated supporters who demanded more 
rapid change. In February 1913, during the Ten Tragic Days, conservative military officers overthrew and murdered him, installing 
General Victoriano Huerta as president. This betrayal radicalized the revolution as various factions united to oppose Huerta while 
simultaneously pursuing their own distinct visions for Mexico's future. 
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Figure 7.3 Pancho Villa and his followers, 1910s (Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain.) 

Villa's División del Norte drew support from displaced workers 
and small ranchers across Chihuahua who had lost their land 
during the Porfiriato, making his movement one of the 
revolution's most powerful popular forces. 

Among those revolutionary figures was Pancho Villa, born Doroteo Arango in the state of Durango. As the son of a sharecropper 
on a hacienda, Villa grew up within a land system designed to keep people landless and dependent. After killing an overseer who 
had assaulted his sister, he fled into the mountains and lived as an outlaw for years before joining the revolution under the name 
Pancho Villa. He emerged from Chihuahua to become the revolution's most famous military commander, leading the División 
del Norte to spectacular victories against federal forces. His movement drew support from displaced workers and small ranchers 
who had lost their land during the Porfiriato, and while he promised redistribution of hacienda lands, his actual governing proved 
inconsistent. 
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Figure 7.4 General Manuel Asúnsolo surrendering the city of 
Cuernavaca to General Emiliano Zapata, accompanied by 
revolutionary leader Abraham Martínez, April 1911 (Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain.) 

The capture of Cuernavaca, the capital of Morelos, was a major 
early victory for Zapata's movement and demonstrated the 
power of his army of Indigenous and mestizo villagers fighting 
to reclaim their communities' lands. 

In the southern state of Morelos, Emiliano Zapata led a different kind of revolutionary movement that prioritized agrarian reform. 
His Plan de Ayala demanded the immediate return of village lands seized during the Porfiriato, as he rejected any compromise 
with governments that failed to deliver on these promises. Zapata’s forces consisted largely of Indigenous and mestizo villagers 
fighting to recover their communities’ lands under the slogan Tierra y Libertad. Although Zapata was mestizo himself, he remained 
deeply rooted in the Nahuatl speaking communities of Morelos, and his movement gave Indigenous land rights a revolutionary 
legitimacy they had rarely held in national politics. When he was assassinated by government forces in April 1919, his death was 
mourned across the border as the loss of a leader who fought for ordinary people without ever making peace with those who 
exploited them. 

These leaders’ competing visions naturally moved north of the border, where Mexican American communities in cities like San 
Antonio and Los Angeles were divided by the same factional loyalties that tore Mexico apart. A family that had fled the Porfiriato 
with PLM sympathies might now find itself at odds with neighbors who supported Madero’s constitutionalism or recent arrivals 
devoted to the Zapatista cause. Spanish language newspapers in the United States took sides openly, debating which leader best 
represented the revolution’s true goals. The revolution was not happening in a distant country that Mexican Americans watched 
from the outside; it was happening inside their communities, in the arguments at church, in the newspapers passed between 
households, and in the money sent home to relatives. 

Villa’s relationship with these border communities became dramatically complicated in March 1916, when his forces raided 
Columbus, New Mexico, and killed eighteen Americans. While the raid was likely a response to a failed arms deal, the reaction 
from President Woodrow Wilson transformed the border entirely. The U.S. Army sent General John Pershing with nearly 10,000 
troops into Chihuahua on a punitive expedition that lasted eleven months. Along the border, this military buildup meant intensified 
scrutiny of everyone who looked Mexican, regardless of their citizenship or political loyalty. Mexican Americans who had no 
connection to the raid found their patriotism questioned and their communities treated as potential threats, proving that a single 
military decision could have lasting consequences for an entire population. 
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The Revolution’s Economic Impact 

Figure 7.5 Staff and contributors of the opposition magazine El 
Hijo del Ahuizote protesting at their offices, Mexico City, 1903 
(Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

The banner reads "La Constitución ha muerto" ("The 
Constitution has died"), reflecting the frustration of Mexican 
journalists and activists who opposed the Díaz regime's 
suppression of political rights and press freedoms in the years 
leading up to the revolution. 

The economy prior to the revolution had been built on narrow and unstable foundations. Porfirio Díaz had modernized Mexico by 
inviting foreign investment on generous terms, and by 1910 American and British companies owned much of the country's mining, 
railroad, and oil infrastructure. Simultaneously, Mexican landowners consolidated agricultural production into massive haciendas, 
leaving rural families with little land and few survival options. When the revolution finally disrupted that system, the consequences 
rippled through every level of Mexican society. 

The human cost of this disruption was enormous, with estimates of deaths from combat, disease, and famine during the decade 
ranging from one to two million out of a population of roughly fifteen million. Entire regions saw their populations displaced as 
armies swept through, requisitioning food and livestock while conscripting men and leaving destruction in their wake. Agriculture 
collapsed in many areas as farmers fled or were killed, leading to widespread famines that claimed additional thousands of lives. 

At the same time, economic disruption affected even those areas that managed to escape direct combat. The monetary system 
collapsed as various factions issued their own currencies, which often became worthless overnight. Transportation networks broke 
down because different armies controlled separate sections of the railroad, while mines and factories closed when they could 
no longer obtain supplies or ship their products. Even middle-class Mexicans who had prospered during the Porfiriato saw their 
savings evaporate and their businesses fail as the national economy disintegrated. 

These disruptions reached Mexican American communities directly, as families straddling the border lost land, businesses, and 
savings on the Mexican side when the peso lost its value and haciendas changed hands or were burned. In border cities like 
Laredo, El Paso, and Nogales, merchants who had built their livelihoods on cross-border trade watched as their supply chains 
collapsed and their customers disappeared. As the fighting intensified, the relatives and neighbors whom these communities had 
previously supported through remittances began arriving in person, transforming the scale and character of Mexican American 
life throughout the Southwest. 
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The Soldadera, Revolutionary Photography, and a New Visual Culture 

Figure 7.6 Carmen Parra de Alanís, woman fighter in the 
Maderista army during the Mexican Revolution, March 11, 1911 
(Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain.) 

Soldaderas like Carmen Parra de Alanís served in a wide range 
of roles in revolutionary armies, including cooking, nursing, and 
carrying supplies, but also taking up arms, and their photographs 
circulated widely in both Mexican and Mexican American 
communities. 

The Mexican Revolution occurred during a unique moment in the history of communication, as photography became widely 
accessible for the first time. Newspaper editors on both sides of the border recognized that images of battle and revolutionary 
figures sold papers, and photographers traveled with armies to document generals on horseback and civilians caught between 
factions. These images circulated in Mexican American newspapers and were displayed in barbershops, cantinas, and community 
halls. This visual vocabulary allowed people who had never visited Mexico to visualize the conflict that had uprooted their relatives, 
making the revolution the first major conflict that Mexican Americans experienced as a significant media event. 

Among the most powerful and enduring images from this era were those of the soldaderas, the women who accompanied and 
fought in revolutionary armies. The term described a wide range of roles, including women who cooked, carried supplies, and 
nursed the wounded, as well as those who took up arms themselves. Some, like Petra Ruiz, known as “Echa Bala” (She Who Fires 
Bullets), even rose to officer rank. Photographs showed women in ammunition belts and wide-brimmed hats, rifles in hand, looking 
directly into the camera with an authority that contradicted every contemporary assumption about gender roles. When Mexican 
American women saw these images traveling north, they encountered a visual record of women as active agents in historical 
change rather than mere bystanders. 
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Figure 7.7 Amado de la Cueva and David Alfaro Siqueiros, 
Ideales agrarios y laboristas de la Revolución (Agrarian and 
Labor Ideals of the Revolution), c. 1924–1926 (Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain.) 

Mexican muralists like Siqueiros and de la Cueva painted public 
buildings with images celebrating Indigenous heritage and 
working-class struggle, establishing a tradition of community-
centered public art that Chicano artists would later carry into the 
barrios of the United States. 

The revolution also gave birth to a tradition of politically engaged visual art that Mexican American communities eventually 
claimed as their own. In the early 1920s, muralists such as Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros were 
commissioned to paint public buildings with images celebrating Indigenous heritage and working-class struggle. These murals 
were deliberately public, painted on walls that everyone passed rather than on canvases in elite galleries. The bold style and 
monumental figures made unmistakable historical arguments. Decades later, when Chicano artists painted murals in East Los 
Angeles barrios, they were consciously inheriting this revolutionary gift: the idea that art could belong to a community and that a 
wall could serve as a history lesson, a protest, and a celebration all at once. 

The corridos examined in earlier sections were part of this same tradition of community-owned storytelling. Songs about Villa 
and Zapata circulated widely in Mexican American communities, as did ballads mourning the revolution’s losses and celebrating 
its heroes. What connected these corridos, soldadera photography, and revolutionary muralism was a shared understanding that 
history belonged to the people who lived it. This cultural movement asserted that ordinary people had both the right and the 
responsibility to tell their stories in their own voices, on their own walls, and in their own words. 

This page titled 7.2: The Mexican Revolution is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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7.3: The First Great Migration, 1900-1930 

Figure 7.8 History of immigration to the United States, 
1660–2009, created by Masaqui, January 26, 2013 (Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

Immigration surged during the most violent years of the 
Mexican Revolution, particularly 1913–1914 and 1916–1920, as 
refugees fleeing conflict joined workers responding to American 
labor recruitment in driving the first great wave of Mexican 
migration north. 

The Mexican Revolution accelerated migration patterns that had begun during the Porfiriato, producing the first great wave 
of Mexican migration to the United States. Between 1900 and 1930, the Mexican-born population in the United States grew 
from roughly 100,000 to nearly 640,000 according to census figures, though actual numbers were likely higher due to 
undocumented migration and census undercounting. This movement transformed Mexican American communities from small, 
scattered populations into significant presences in cities and agricultural regions throughout the Southwest and beyond. 

This migration differed from earlier population movements in both its scale and its character. While previous migrations often 
involved individual families relocating permanently or small numbers of workers seeking temporary employment, the revolutionary 
era migration included massive flows of refugees fleeing violence, workers responding to American labor recruitment, and political 
exiles continuing their opposition activities. Ironically, the very railroads that Díaz had built to modernize Mexico now served to 
carry these displaced populations northward toward the border. 

Census data and immigration records clearly document the migration's acceleration during the revolution's most violent years. 
Immigration surged during 1913 through 1914 and again from 1916 through 1920, corresponding directly to periods of intense 
fighting in Mexico. The numbers declined temporarily during World War I, when American authorities restricted border crossings, 
but then surged again during the 1920s as continued instability in Mexico combined with American economic expansion to draw 
workers northward in search of stability and opportunity. 
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Demographic Impact 

Figure 7.9 Odessa, Texas, photograph by Jack Nolan, c. 1920s 
(DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University. Public 
Domain.) 

Towns like Odessa became destinations for Mexican and 
Mexican American workers during the revolutionary era, as the 
growth of Texas agriculture, ranching, and industry drew workers 
from both established communities and newly arrived families. 

The migration transformed the demographic composition of Mexican American communities as established groups that had 
existed since the Spanish colonial period were joined by newcomers with vastly different regional backgrounds and political 
experiences. The tejanos of Texas, californios of California, and hispanos of New Mexico now shared their neighborhoods with 
recent arrivals from states like Jalisco, Michoacán, and Guanajuato. These demographic shifts created a complex environment 
where the energy and labor of newcomers strengthened community institutions, yet cultural differences sometimes generated 
friction. Longtime residents were occasionally viewed as too accommodating to Anglo-American society, while established 
families sometimes looked down on those they considered less refined or less educated. 

This movement was not a uniform experience, particularly when examined through the lens of gender. While the standard image 
of the migrant worker in this period is almost always male, which has some basis in the heavily male populations of work camps 
and railroad towns, this focus erases the many women who navigated very different circumstances. Some women migrated on 
their own initiative to find work or to escape limited prospects at home, while others traveled with husbands or fathers as part 
of family decisions they shaped but did not always control. A significant number stayed behind in Mexico to manage households 
and raise children while relying on remittances sent from the United States. Each of these situations carried its own pressures 
and possibilities, and historians increasingly recognize that the women who stayed behind were just as essential to the migration 
story as those who crossed the border. 

For those women who did enter the heavily male environments of industrial neighborhoods and work camps, the experience was 
deeply contradictory and double edged. In isolated locations far from established support systems, they faced significant risks of 
harassment and exploitation with few institutions to appeal to and little legal recourse. Conversely, the scarcity of women in these 
settings sometimes granted them a degree of social standing and influence that they might not have possessed in more settled 
communities. This dynamic directly affected the terms on which they formed households and participated in the burgeoning 
community life of the Southwest. 
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Economic Factors and Labor Recruitment 

Figure 7.10 U.S. border guards checking entering Mexicans, 
photograph by Philipp Kester, May 1920s (Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain.) 

Border enforcement during this period was inconsistent, 
tightening or relaxing in response to the labor needs of 
American employers and the nativist pressures of the moment, 
a cycle that left Mexican workers vulnerable to deportation even 
after years of legal residence. 

American employers actively recruited Mexican workers to fill critical labor shortages in agriculture, railroads, and industry 
throughout the early twentieth century. Railroad companies sent agents directly into Mexico to hire laborers, occasionally 
providing transportation to American work sites, while agricultural growers recruited workers for seasonal harvests. These efforts 
established patterns of migrant farmwork that characterized Mexican American labor for decades. Industrial employers in cities 
ranging from Los Angeles to Chicago also sought Mexican workers for positions in factories, packinghouses, and construction 
projects. 

This recruitment created powerful economic ties that facilitated migration even when individual workers made their own 
independent decisions about moving. Information regarding job availability and working conditions spread rapidly through family 
and village networks. Those who had arrived earlier often helped newcomers find positions, creating chains of migration that 
connected specific Mexican communities to specific American employers and locations. These informal networks served as 
essential support systems for migrants navigating the complexities of a new labor market. 

Labor recruitment also directly influenced how American authorities managed the border. When employers faced labor scarcities, 
border enforcement remained notably lax, but when economic conditions shifted or nativist sentiment increased, restrictions 
tightened significantly. This cycle repeated throughout the century, defined by recruitment campaigns during labor shortages and 
deportation drives when the economic need vanished. Mexican workers quickly learned that their welcome in the United States 
depended on economic conditions they could not control, and they realized that the same employers who recruited them might 
later support their removal. 

Wages in the United States, though consistently low by American standards, still exceeded what most Mexican workers could 
earn in their home country. This wage differential drew workers northward even when they were forced to endure discrimination, 
dangerous working conditions, and the pain of family separation. While many initially planned temporary stays with the intention 
of earning money and returning to Mexico, many found that these stays extended indefinitely. As they established families, 
built community connections, or found that conditions in Mexico remained unfavorable for their return, these temporary workers 
became permanent residents 
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Work, Wages, and the Terms of Welcome 

The industries that recruited Mexican workers during this period were among the most physically demanding and least protected 
in the American economy. In the sugar beet fields of Colorado and Michigan, workers bent over rows from before sunrise until 
after dark during the harvest season. They were paid by the acre rather than the hour, an arrangement that made it nearly 
impossible to predict what a week’s labor would actually earn. In the citrus groves of Southern California, workers climbed ladders 
with heavy picking sacks while labor contractors took a cut from wages before the workers ever saw the money. Along the Texas 
Gulf Coast, the cotton harvest required entire families to move together from one field to the next, with children pulling bolls 
alongside parents and everyone’s earnings pooled just to cover the cost of traveling to the next location. By the early 1920s, the 
steel mills of Chicago and Gary, Indiana, had also drawn Mexican workers northward in significant numbers. These mills offered 
year-round industrial wages that agricultural work could not match, but the work itself involved twelve-hour shifts in intense heat 
with little safety protection and foremen who could dismiss workers at will. 

The wage gap between Mexico and the United States was significant, and it affected the fundamental decisions people made. 
A farmworker in Guanajuato or a miner in Sonora could earn only a fraction of what the same day’s labor might pay in Texas or 
California, even accounting for the difficult conditions. This differential drove migration beyond individual preferences. However, 
the welcome extended with those wages was conditional in ways that workers learned quickly. Employers who recruited through 
labor agents in Laredo or El Paso frequently deducted travel costs from first paychecks, while housing in company camps or 
contractors’ boarding houses was charged against wages at rates workers had no power to negotiate. 

When the harvest ended or a factory shift was cut, the same employer who had sent an agent into central Mexico to find workers 
felt no further obligation to them. Mexican workers were, in the blunt logic of American agricultural and industrial economics, 
a labor supply to be drawn upon when needed and released when not. They had few legal protections to appeal to when that 
arrangement fell apart, leaving families vulnerable to sudden displacement. This cycle of recruitment and dismissal became a 
defining feature of the Mexican American labor experience, reinforcing the precarious nature of life in the United States during 
the revolutionary era. 
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The Constitution of 1917 and Its Meaning North of the Border 

Figure 7.11 Original page of Article 123 of the Political 
Constitution of the United Mexican States, 1917, photographed 
by Hpav7 (Archivo General de la Nación. Public Domain.) 

Article 123 guaranteed an eight-hour workday, a minimum wage, 
the right to organize and strike, and protections for pregnant 
workers and children, making it the most sweeping labor law 
in the Western Hemisphere at the time and a touchstone for 
Mexican American labor activists for decades to come. You can 
download a translation of the text at European Center for Not-
for-profit. 

Workers who traveled north carrying memories of the revolution entered a country where, paradoxically, they possessed far fewer 
legal protections than the ones they had just left behind in Mexico. While the United States was a wealthy democracy, its labor 
laws at the time were significantly less developed than the visionary framework established by Mexico’s Constitution of 1917. This 
document, which emerged from the revolutionary convention at Querétaro, reflected the demands of the movement’s most radical 
factions and was among the most progressive in the world. Article 3 guaranteed free, secular public education as a universal 
right, while Article 27 declared that land, water, and subsoil resources ultimately belonged to the nation, a direct challenge to the 
hacienda system and foreign mining companies that had thrived under the Díaz regime. Most notably, Article 123 established 
the most sweeping labor law in the hemisphere, guaranteeing an eight-hour workday, a minimum wage, the right to organize and 
strike, protections for pregnant workers, and strict limits on child labor. 

Mexican American communities read these provisions with significant interest, and Spanish language newspapers printed and 
discussed the text at length. Labor organizers frequently quoted Article 123 during meetings in El Paso and Los Angeles to 
highlight the striking contrast between the two nations. Mexico, a country that had just survived a decade of devastating war, had 
successfully written protections for workers into its fundamental law, yet the United States had not. Mexican Americans working 
twelve-hour days in Texas cotton fields or California canneries for unpredictable wages had a concrete example from their own 
heritage of what a government could look like if it prioritized workers’ rights. 

In practice, the 1917 Constitution remained a document of aspirations as much as realities, as local landowners and industrialists 
resisted land reform for decades. Article 123’s labor protections also went unenforced in many regions, but the gap between the 
law’s promise and its application served as a vital political resource for the community. Mexican American activists who fought 
for labor rights and educational equity throughout the twentieth century pointed to the constitution of their ancestral country as 
evidence that their demands were reasonable and already recognized in principle. When farmworkers organized in the 1960s 
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or when students led school walkouts in 1968, they were building on arguments that had their roots in the legal foundations 
established in Querétaro in 1917. 

This page titled 7.3: The First Great Migration, 1900-1930 is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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7.4: Settlement Patterns and Community Formation 

Ultimately, the locations where Mexican families and workers settled were dictated by railroad routes, the specific labor needs 
of American agriculture, and the presence of existing Mexican communities. These factors converged to produce distinct 
neighborhoods and regional identities across the Southwest and beyond. The following sections examine the development of 
these settlement patterns and the vital institutions that held them together, ranging from churches and mutual aid societies to 
Spanish language newspapers and small businesses. These local pillars provided the stability and support necessary for newly 
arrived migrants and established residents to build a shared life in the United States. 

Where Communities Took Root 

Figure 7.12 Map of the Atchison railroad system across the 
United States, from John E. Oldham and Investment Bankers 
Association of America, A Plan for Railroad Consolidations, 
Including a Discussion of Their Purpose and Practicability, 1921 
(Internet Archive. Public Domain.) 

Mexican families and workers settled in communities strung 
along railroad corridors, from El Paso and San Antonio in Texas 
to Kansas City, Chicago, and Detroit, with the lines themselves 
often determining where workers arrived and where they stayed. 

Settlement in this period followed the routes that labor demand had already carved across the continent, and the specific 
locations where communities formed determined the resources they had to draw upon. In the Southwest, Mexican workers had 
been present along railroad corridors and in agricultural valleys for generations before the revolution-era migrations arrived. 
Towns like El Paso, Albuquerque, Tucson, and San Antonio already possessed functioning community institutions when the larger 
waves of newcomers came. These established Spanish-language newspapers, mutual aid societies, and churches had been 
operating for decades; while they were often strained by the scale of the new demand, they provided a vital foundation that 
newcomers could plug into rather than building from nothing. 

In contrast, Mexican communities in Chicago, Detroit, Gary, and Kansas City had no such foundation to draw on. Workers who 
arrived in these industrial cities in the 1910s and 1920s found themselves in neighborhoods that Anglo-American and European 
immigrant residents were in the process of leaving. With no established Mexican American neighbors and no existing institutions 
to turn to, these residents faced a unique challenge. Building parishes, mutual aid societies, and community organizations from 
scratch under the pressure of rapid growth and far from the border required a different kind of effort than expanding what already 
existed. 
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Housing discrimination shaped both regions all the same, confining Mexican families to specific neighborhoods regardless 
of where they might have preferred to settle. This forced segregation created concentrated barrios where residents lived in 
close proximity to one another under difficult conditions. While the struggle against exclusion was universal, the southwestern 
communities at least carried decades of accumulated organizational experience and institutional memory into that confinement, 
giving them a distinct starting point for the advocacy and self-help that would define urban Mexican American life. 

Segregation and Community Spaces 

Racial segregation confined Mexican Americans to specific neighborhoods, schools, and public facilities throughout the 
Southwest. Housing covenants frequently prohibited sales to Mexicans in many areas, while schools operated on segregated or 
semi-segregated bases that confined Mexican children to inferior facilities. Public accommodations, ranging from restaurants to 
swimming pools, often excluded or strictly restricted Mexican American access. 

This system of segregation reflected and reinforced a subordinate position within regional hierarchies. It limited economic 
opportunities, concentrated poverty, and denied equal access to public resources. The psychological costs of constant exclusion 
and degradation affected individuals and communities in ways that are difficult to measure but were clearly significant. 

Yet segregation also created spaces where Mexican American communities could develop with some autonomy from Anglo-
American interference. Within the barrio, community members controlled their own businesses, organizations, and cultural 
institutions. These spaces allowed people to speak Spanish, maintain cultural practices, and organize collectively without constant 
oversight. In this sense, the barrio was both a cage and a shelter; people built lives there not because they chose confinement, 
but because they made the best of circumstances they did not control. The churches, mutual aid societies, newspapers, and 
businesses that flourished in these neighborhoods eventually became the essential infrastructure for later civil rights organizing. 

Community Institutions and the Infrastructure of Barrio Life 

Figure 7.13 Original Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church 
building, Queen Creek, Arizona, photograph by Beyond My Ken, 
July 2, 2021 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

This parish was first organized in the late 1940s to serve 
Mexican American families who had been moving to the area 
since the late 1920s, meeting in converted barracks buildings 
before the congregation raised funds to build their own church. 

The transition from temporary to permanent settlement occurred gradually as Mexican families and workers established economic 
stability and community connections. What began as work camps evolved into neighborhoods with families, churches, and 
schools. Workers who had intended brief stays found reasons to remain as families formed and children enrolled in American 
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schools, making a return to Mexico less practical as years passed. Physical evidence of this transition appeared in the housing and 
community infrastructure itself; temporary shacks gave way to substantial structures, and businesses serving community needs 
established permanent locations. The landscape reflected a profound transformation from sojourner settlements to permanent, 
rooted communities. 

Once these communities became permanent, the institutions that sustained them began to take durable shape. The Catholic 
parish was typically the first anchor, and in southwestern cities with deep Mexican American roots, it had often existed for 
generations. In newer communities, parishioners organized their own congregations, sometimes worshipping in storefronts or 
converted houses until they could afford something more permanent. The parish quickly became more than a place of worship, 
as fiestas, baptisms, and funerals structured the social calendar. Parish schools offered children instruction in Spanish alongside 
English, and the church buildings provided gathering spaces that were unambiguously Mexican American in character at a time 
when most public institutions were not. 

Mutual aid societies continued to form and expand throughout this period, adapting to the demographic pressures the migration 
brought. In cities receiving thousands of new arrivals annually, insurance against illness and death, help finding employment, and 
assistance navigating legal institutions were more essential than ever. The Order of Sons of America, founded in San Antonio 
in 1921, represented a new generation of these institutions. It was oriented explicitly toward U.S. born Mexican Americans and 
focused on civil rights and civic participation alongside traditional mutual aid functions. Organizations like it were building 
directly on the knowledge accumulated by the mutualistas of the previous generation, inheriting their membership structures, 
fundraising techniques, and collective memory. 

Spanish language newspapers served as another critical institution during the 1920s. Papers like La Prensa in San Antonio and 
El Heraldo de México in Los Angeles reached circulations in the tens of thousands, covering Mexican and Mexican American 
news with a depth that English language papers never attempted. Smaller community papers served cities from Chicago to El 
Paso, documenting discrimination, publicizing civil rights cases, and helping readers follow a shared conversation about their 
circumstances. 

The small businesses of the barrio served a similar function in daily life. Establishments such as panaderías, boticas, and 
barbershops provided spaces where information traveled and where people connected across the boundaries of whatever factory 
or field had brought them there. By the end of the 1920s, the communities that had formed under the pressure of migration and 
segregation had built an organizational foundation that later generations would inherit when the civil rights struggles of the mid-
twentieth century began. 

This page titled 7.4: Settlement Patterns and Community Formation is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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7.5: Leaders and Legacies - Jovita Idar 

Figure 7.14 Jovita Idár, c. 1905 (General Photograph Collection, 
UTSA Libraries Special Collections. Public Domain.) 

Journalist, teacher, and activist Jovita Idár spent her career 
connecting Mexican American civil rights, women's education, 
labor advocacy, and support for the Mexican Revolution into 
a unified vision of community empowerment along the Texas 
border. 

Early Life and Family Background 

Jovita Idár was born in 1885 in Laredo, Texas, to a family deeply involved in journalism and civil rights advocacy. Her father, 
Nicasio Idár, published La Crónica, a newspaper that documented discrimination against Mexican Americans and advocated for 
community rights. Growing up in this environment, Jovita learned early that the written word could be a powerful tool for social 
change. Laredo's location on the Texas-Mexico border exposed Idár to the transnational dimensions of Mexican American life, as 
the community maintained close connections with Mexico while working within American institutions. Violence against Mexican 
Americans, including lynchings that Texas authorities rarely prosecuted, made clear the dangers the community faced. These 
experiences shaped Idár's understanding of the challenges confronting her people and the need for an organized response. 

Idár trained as a teacher and worked in segregated schools serving Mexican American children, where the inferior facilities, 
inadequate resources, and discriminatory treatment she witnessed firsthand informed her later advocacy for educational equity. 
Teaching gave her direct experience with the obstacles Mexican American children faced and the importance of education for 
community advancement. She realized that the classroom was just one front in a much larger battle for the dignity and rights of 
her people. 
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Journalism and Advocacy 

Figure 7.15 Jovita Idár, second from right, with members of 
La Cruz Blanca, January 1, 1914 (Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain.) 

Idár founded La Cruz Blanca to provide medical care to soldiers 
wounded in battles along the Texas-Mexico border, organizing 
volunteers and donations independently of official military 
medical services. 

Idár's journalism career began at her father's newspaper, where she wrote articles addressing discrimination, educational 
inequality, and civil rights. Her coverage of lynchings and violence against Mexicans documented abuses that Anglo-American 
newspapers ignored or justified. She wrote clearly and directly, making complex political issues accessible to readers with varying 
educational backgrounds. 

When the Mexican Revolution broke out, Idár responded by organizing La Cruz Blanca, or the White Cross, to provide medical care 
to revolutionary soldiers wounded in battles along the border. This humanitarian work reflected her sense of connection to Mexico 
while displaying the organizational capabilities she employed throughout her career. La Cruz Blanca operated independently of 
official military medical services, relying on volunteers and donations that Idár helped coordinate. 

In 1914, Idár worked at El Progreso, a newspaper in Laredo that published criticism of American military intervention in Mexico. 
When Texas Rangers arrived to shut down the paper for its editorial positions, Idár stood in the doorway, physically blocking them 
from destroying the printing press. The Rangers returned later when she was absent and destroyed the equipment anyway, but 
her act of defiance became a powerful symbol of resistance to the suppression of Mexican American voices. This stand for the 
freedom of the press highlighted her belief that a community must be allowed to tell its own story without fear of state-sponsored 
violence. 
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Women's Organizing and the Liga Femenil Mexicanista 

Figure 7.16 Leonor Villegas de Magnon and Jovita Idár treating 
a person wounded during the Mexican Revolution, March 17, 
1913 (General Photograph Collection, UTSA Special Collections. 
Public Domain.) 

Idár and Villegas de Magnon co-founded La Cruz Blanca to 
provide medical care along the Texas-Mexico border, organizing 
volunteers and resources independently of official military 
medical services. 

Idár helped found the Liga Femenil Mexicanista, the Mexican Feminist League, in 1911 as one of the first organizations 
specifically addressing Mexican American women's concerns. The Liga promoted women's education, provided support for 
working women, and advocated for broader community issues. Its founding reflected a recognition that women faced particular 
challenges requiring an organized response and that women's leadership could strengthen overall community capacity. 

The Liga's activities combined practical assistance with political advocacy; members established schools for Mexican American 
children denied adequate public education and organized support for families facing economic hardship. They advocated for 
women's rights within both Mexican American communities and American society broadly, making clear that women could lead 
effectively while challenging assumptions about appropriate gender roles. Idár's feminism operated within the context of broader 
community struggles, as she argued that women's advancement and community advancement were interconnected. She believed 
that Mexican Americans could not achieve full equality while half their population faced additional discrimination based on 
gender, and this integration of women's rights with civil rights advocacy characterized her approach throughout her career. 
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Legacy and Continuing Influence 

Figure 7.17 Reverse of the 2023 Jovita Idár American Women 
Quarter, designed by John P. McGraw, 2022 (United States Mint. 
Public Domain.) 

Idár's inclusion in the American Women Quarters Program 
reflects the ongoing recovery of Mexican American women's 
leadership in U.S. history. The inscriptions woven into her 
portrait reference her accomplishments as a journalist, nurse, 
teacher, and founder of La Cruz Blanca. 

Idár continued journalism and advocacy work throughout her life, though she received less public recognition than some male 
contemporaries. She wrote for various publications, organized community responses to ongoing discrimination, and trained 
younger activists who continued the work. Her combination of journalism, organizing, and direct action provided models that later 
generations followed as they sought to challenge systemic inequality. 

Her legacy includes both specific organizational contributions and broader lessons about effective advocacy. She demonstrated 
that Mexican American women could lead in public roles traditionally reserved for men and showed how journalism could serve 
community organizing by documenting conditions and mobilizing responses. Her willingness to face personal risk, whether 
confronting Texas Rangers or crossing into revolutionary Mexico, exemplified a commitment that inspired others to take their own 
stands for justice. 

Contemporary recognition of Idár has grown as scholars and activists have recovered histories of Mexican American women's 
leadership. The University of Texas at San Antonio maintains an archive and educational resources documenting her life and 
work, while schools and community organizations now bear her name. When people today invoke her memory, they are claiming a 
tradition of a woman who believed her community had the right to speak for itself and who put her body between that belief and 
the men who came to silence it. 

This page titled 7.5: Leaders and Legacies - Jovita Idar is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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7.6: Study Guide 

Revolution and Migration 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Identify the major leaders and factions of the Mexican Revolution and the influence 
of revolutionary ideals on Mexican American communities. 

2. Describe the scale and primary causes of Mexican migration to the United States 
between 1900 and 1930, including both push and pull factors. 

3. Summarize how gender shaped the migration experience differently for men and 
women, including those who migrated and those who remained in Mexico. 

4. Describe the settlement patterns of the first great migration, such as railroad 
corridors, agricultural regions, and the growth of urban barrios. 

5. Explain the significance of Jovita Idár’s journalism and organizing as a foundation for 
Mexican American women’s leadership in community struggles. 

Section Summaries 

7.1 Overview 

In 1914, Texas Rangers arrived at the offices of El Progreso, a newspaper in Laredo that had 
criticized American military intervention in Mexico. Jovita Idár stood in the doorway and refused 
to let them pass. The Mexican Revolution that El Progreso covered was reshaping communities 
on both sides of the border. A decade of warfare killed as many as two million people and 
displaced millions more, accelerating migration patterns that had begun under Díaz. Between 
1900 and 1930, the Mexican-born population in the United States grew from roughly 100,000 
to nearly 640,000, transforming scattered settlements into significant communities. Newcomers 
joined established families, creating a complex social fabric shaped by both long residence and 
recent, often traumatic, arrival. Revolutionary ideals of social justice, land reform, and workers' rights 
resonated with Mexican Americans facing their own struggles, while revolutionary corridos, symbols, 
and artistic movements influenced Mexican American culture for generations. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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7.1 The Mexican Revolution 

• Revolutionary Leaders: Francisco Madero initiated the revolution in 1910; after his 
murder in 1913, Pancho Villa led the División del Norte while Emiliano Zapata fought for 
agrarian reform in Morelos under the slogan "Tierra y Libertad". 

• Violence and Disruption: Warfare, famine, and economic collapse forced millions to flee. 
Women participated as soldiers, nurses, and soldaderas. 

• Impact on Mexican American Communities: The 1917 Constitution, particularly its 
guarantees of labor rights (Article 123) and land reform (Article 27), became a vital 
political resource for activists north of the border. 

• New Visual Culture: Revolutionary photography and muralists like Diego Rivera 
established a tradition of community-centered public art that later influenced the Chicano 
Movement. 

7.2 The First Great Migration, 1900–1930 

• Scale and Economic Factors: Migration surged during the revolution’s most violent years 
(1913–1914 and 1916–1920). Railroads and agricultural growers actively recruited Mexican 
workers for physically demanding, low-wage labor. 

• Conditional Welcome: Mexican workers were often treated as a temporary labor supply 
to be drawn upon during shortages and released when need vanished, leaving families 
vulnerable to sudden displacement. 

• Support Networks: Chain migration patterns and remittances sustained communities 
on both sides of the border. 

7.3 Settlement Patterns and Community Formation 

• Railroad and Industrial Centers: Communities formed near maintenance yards and 
in urban industrial centers like Chicago and Detroit, often lacking the deep-rooted 
institutions found in the Southwest. 

• Segregation and Autonomy: Housing covenants and school segregation confined 
Mexican Americans to barrios. Paradoxically, these spaces allowed communities to 
develop autonomy, controlling their own businesses and cultural institutions. 

• Transition to Permanence: Work camps evolved into neighborhoods as families formed 
and children enrolled in American schools. 

7.4 Leaders & Legacies: Jovita Idár 

• Journalism as Advocacy: Idár documented lynchings and discrimination that Anglo-
American newspapers ignored. In 1914, she became a symbol of resistance by blocking 
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Texas Rangers from shutting down El Progreso. 
• Organizational Leadership: She co-founded the Liga Femenil Mexicanista in 1911 to 

address women’s concerns and established La Cruz Blanca to provide medical care to 
revolutionary soldiers. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Mexican Revolution (1910–1920): A decade of warfare that began as a political 
challenge to Díaz and evolved into a complex social upheaval that displaced millions. 

• Francisco Madero: The leader who initiated the revolution; his Plan of San Luis Potosí 
demanded political reforms and free elections. 

• Pancho Villa: Commander of the División del Norte; a revolutionary leader from 
Chihuahua who drew support from displaced workers and ranchers. 

• Emiliano Zapata: Leader of Indigenous villagers in Morelos; his Plan de Ayala 
demanded the return of village lands. 

• "Tierra y Libertad": "Land and Liberty"; the slogan of Zapata’s agrarian reform movement. 
• Soldaderas: Women who served in revolutionary armies in various roles, including as 

soldiers and nurses. 
• Mexico’s 1917 Constitution: A progressive document featuring Article 123 (labor rights), 

Article 3 (free education), and Article 27 (land reform). 
• First Great Migration (1900–1930): A period of mass migration that transformed 

scattered settlements into significant Mexican American communities across the U.S.. 
• Chain Migration: A pattern where migrants from the same community settle near each 

other, often encouraged by letters from relatives. 
• Remittances: Money sent by workers in the U.S. to support families remaining in Mexico. 
• Jovita Idár (1885–1946): A Laredo-based journalist and activist who championed 

women’s leadership and civil rights. 
• La Cruz Blanca: "The White Cross"; a humanitarian organization founded by Idár to 

provide medical care to soldiers. 
• Liga Femenil Mexicanista: One of the first organizations to specifically address Mexican 

American women’s concerns, co-founded by Idár. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Sánchez, George J. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945. Oxford University Press, 1993. 
◦ Relevance: Essential study of how migration and settlement shaped Mexican 

American identity during this period. 
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• Ruiz, Vicki L. From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth-Century America. 
Oxford University Press, 1998. 
◦ Relevance: Recovers women's experiences and leadership, including figures like 

Jovita Idár. 
• Knight, Alan. The Mexican Revolution. 2 vols. Cambridge University Press, 1986. 

◦ Relevance: Comprehensive history of the revolution's causes, course, and 
consequences. 

 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• UTSA Special Collections: Jovita Idár Papers 
◦ https://lib.utsa.edu/special-collections 
◦ Description: Archive and educational resources documenting Idár's life and work. 

• Library of Congress: Mexican Revolution and the United States 
◦ https://www.loc.gov/collections/mexican-revolution-and-the-united-states/ 

• Description: Photographs, documents, and newspapers from the revolutionary period. 
• Bracero History Archive 

◦ http://braceroarchive.org 
◦ Description: While focused on later period, provides context for labor migration 

patterns. 

Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The Storm That Swept Mexico 
◦ ca.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/da0747a0-f918-4d1b-92f6-a043902bbf71/the-

storm-that-swept-mexico-revolutionary-leaders/?student=true&focus=true 
◦ Description: Documentary on the Mexican Revolution covering its leaders, violence, 

and legacy. 
• Smithsonian: Mexican Revolution Photography 

◦ https://www.si.edu/spotlight/mexican-revolution 
◦ Description: Visual documentation of the revolutionary period. 

This page titled 7.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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7.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. Francisco Madero initiated the Mexican Revolution by: a) leading an army from the United 
States b) challenging Díaz in the 1910 election and calling for uprising c) assassinating 
Porfirio Díaz d) organizing workers in Mexico City factories 

2. Emiliano Zapata's movement in Morelos differed from other revolutionary factions 
because it: a) supported Porfirio Díaz throughout the conflict b) demanded immediate 
return of village lands seized under Díaz c) focused only on political reform without land 
redistribution d) was led by wealthy landowners from Mexico City 

3. True or False: Zapata's slogan "Tierra y Libertad" (Land and Liberty) captured aspirations 
for agrarian reform that extended far beyond his home state of Morelos. 

4. The Mexican Revolution's human cost is estimated at: a) a few thousand deaths b) one 
to two million deaths from combat, disease, and famine c) fewer than 100 deaths d) ten 
million deaths 

5. Soldaderas were: a) government officials under Díaz b) women who participated in 
revolutionary armies c) foreign investors in Mexico d) American military advisors 

6. True or False: Mexico's 1917 Constitution included provisions for workers' rights (Article 
123), free education (Article 3), and land reform (Article 27) that inspired Mexican 
American activists. 

7. Between 1900 and 1930, the Mexican-born population in the United States grew from 
roughly 100,000 to: a) 150,000 b) 300,000 c) nearly 640,000 d) over 2 million 

8. Immigration to the United States surged during 1913–1914 and 1916–1920 because: 
a) the U.S. government offered free land b) these periods corresponded to intense 
revolutionary fighting c) Mexico closed its borders to emigration d) American wages 
decreased significantly 

9. True or False: The migration created no tensions because newcomers and established 
tejano, californio, and hispano families shared identical backgrounds and experiences. 

10. American employers' approach to Mexican migration followed a pattern of: a) consistent 
restriction regardless of economic conditions b) recruiting workers when needed and 
supporting restrictions when not c) complete indifference to Mexican workers d) 
permanent open borders with no restrictions 

11. Gender shaped the migration experience because: a) only women migrated during this 
period b) men often migrated first, while women assumed new household roles c) gender 
had no effect on migration patterns d) women were prohibited from migrating entirely 

12. True or False: Migrants from the same Mexican community tended to settle near each 
other in the United States, creating chain migration patterns where letters home 
encouraged relatives to follow. 

13. Urban Mexican American neighborhoods called barrios served communities by: a) 
completely isolating Mexican Americans from all institutions b) providing Spanish-
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speaking environments where newcomers could adapt c) forcing immediate assimilation 
into Anglo culture d) being located only in rural agricultural areas 

14. Segregation affected Mexican American communities by: a) having no impact on their 
lives b) limiting access while also creating spaces for community autonomy c) improving 
their economic opportunities significantly d) being illegal throughout the Southwest 

15. True or False: All migrants planned permanent settlement from the beginning; none 
intended temporary stays or maintained plans to return to Mexico. 

16. Jovita Idár's father, Nicasio Idár, published La Crónica, which was significant because 
it: a) supported the Díaz dictatorship b) documented discrimination and advocated for 
community rights c) was written entirely in English d) focused only on entertainment 

17. When Texas Rangers came to shut down El Progreso in 1914, Jovita Idár: a) immediately 
fled the building b) stood in the doorway and refused to let them pass c) called the 
Mexican army for help d) agreed to stop publishing 

18. True or False: The Liga Femenil Mexicanista, co-founded by Idár in 1911, was one of 
the first organizations specifically addressing Mexican American women's concerns, 
establishing schools and advocating for women's rights. 

19. La Cruz Blanca, organized by Idár, provided: a) legal services for immigrants b) medical 
care to revolutionary soldiers along the border c) English language classes d) housing for 
the homeless 

20. True or False: Idár argued that women's advancement and community advancement were 
interconnected, integrating women's rights with civil rights advocacy. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. Compare the revolutionary visions of Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata. What different 
groups did each leader represent, and what did each promise? 

2. How did the Mexican Revolution's violence and economic disruption create conditions for 
mass migration to the United States? 

3. What role did Mexico's 1917 Constitution play in shaping Mexican American political 
consciousness? 

4. How did American employers' labor recruitment shape patterns of Mexican migration? 
5. Explain how gender shaped the migration experience differently for men and women. 
6. How did chain migration work, and why did migrants from the same Mexican communities 

tend to settle near each other? 
7. How did segregation both constrain and create opportunities for Mexican American 

communities? 
8. Describe the transition from temporary to permanent settlement. What physical and 

social changes marked this transition? 
9. How did Jovita Idár combine journalism with organizing and direct action? 

10. Why was the Liga Femenil Mexicanista significant for Mexican American women's 
leadership? 
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Discussion Questions 

1. The Mexican Revolution produced both massive displacement and powerful ideals of 
social justice. How did the violence that pushed people northward and the political ideas 
that shaped their consciousness interact in Mexican American communities? How might 
revolutionary ideals have helped migrants make sense of their experiences in the United 
States? 

2. The chapter describes how newcomers joined established tejano, californio, and hispano 
families, creating communities shaped by "both long residence and recent arrival." What 
tensions and opportunities might this mixture have created? How did migration reshape 
what it meant to be Mexican American? 

3. Segregation confined Mexican Americans to specific neighborhoods, schools, and public 
facilities. Yet the chapter argues that segregation "also created spaces where Mexican 
American communities could develop with some autonomy." How can a system of 
oppression simultaneously create conditions for community building and cultural 
resistance? 

4. Jovita Idár argued that women's advancement and community advancement were 
interconnected. How did her career demonstrate this connection? What does her example 
reveal about the relationship between gender equality and broader civil rights struggles? 

This page titled 7.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.1: Overview 

Figure 8.1 Building Community, 1900–1930 (Author Created, 2025) 

The development of barrio institutions including Spanish-language theaters, newspapers, mutualistas, and civil 
rights organizations during the First Great Migration era. 

The transition from temporary work camps to permanent settlements transformed the physical and social landscape of Mexican 
American life, creating barrios that served as vital cultural territories. These neighborhoods were anchored by small businesses 
that often went unrecorded in official city directories but formed the essential economic and social backbone of the community. A 
walk through the streets would reveal a network of specialized commerce where Spanish was the primary language and traditional 
practices were preserved. The tienda stocked ingredients like dried chiles and masa harina that made a family’s recipes taste 
right, while the panadería down the street sold pan dulce to customers who exchanged news with neighbors as they waited. Even 
the barbershop functioned as an informal community center where men discussed jobs, politics, and the conditions back home 
in Mexico. 

The barrios taking shape during this era were much more than residential areas defined by where people were allowed to live; 
they became centers of identity with their own leadership and distinct institutions. While Chapter 7 traced the process of these 
settlements becoming permanent, the following sections examine the institutions that gave these communities their specific 
character. We will explore the churches and businesses that structured daily life, the leadership networks that formed to navigate 
American institutions on community terms, and the press, theaters, and radio programming that built a Mexican American public 
life with its own voice. This organizational foundation ensured that even under the pressure of segregation, the community 
possessed the resources to maintain its heritage while advocating for its future. 

By the end of this chapter, you will be able to: 

1. Explain how the physical and cultural characteristics of the barrio allowed Mexican American communities to 
maintain autonomy while navigating the constraints of segregation. 

2. Describe the evolution of mutualistas from informal support networks into formal institutions that provided both 
community insurance and political advocacy. 

Learning Objectives 
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3. Analyze the leadership roles and organizational opportunities created by women within community institutions 
despite the limitations of patriarchal structures. 

4. Evaluate how the professional Spanish-language press and community foodways serve as historical evidence of 
migration, cultural adaptation, and ethnic identity. 

This page titled 8.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.2: Building the Barrios 

Figure 8.2 Shopping in El Segundo Barrio, just south of Paisano 
Street, El Paso, Texas, photograph by Susan Barnum, May 9, 2017 
(Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

El Segundo Barrio is one of the oldest Mexican American 
neighborhoods in the United States, and its commercial streets 
have long served as spaces where Spanish language, Mexican 
cultural practices, and community life remain central to everyday 
experience. 

The settlement patterns described in the previous chapter created the geographic foundations for Mexican American 
neighborhoods, yet there is much more to a neighborhood than its simple boundaries. These barrios emerged during the 
migration era as distinct cultural territories, each possessing its own character, institutions, and identity. Within these spaces, 
Mexican American communities built a degree of self-determination that the broader society denied them in almost every other 
context. 

When people live in close proximity within defined boundaries, the physical layout of the neighborhood actually dictates how they 
interact. Because residents were concentrated in these specific areas, they naturally encountered one another throughout the 
day while walking to work, shopping for groceries, or attending church. These constant, everyday interactions occurred in spaces 
where Spanish was the primary language and Mexican cultural practices were the standard. This density of social life created 
the perfect environment for community institutions to take root and for cultural heritage to be reinforced through simple, daily 
contact. 
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Figure 8.3 Community garden in a barrio neighborhood, 
photograph by Jim Henderson (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 
4.0.) 

Community gardens like this one reflect a long tradition of barrio 
residents transforming shared urban spaces into places that 
sustain both food production and neighborhood connection. 

The landscape of the barrio itself was often a fascinating blend of different architectural and social traditions. Some 
neighborhoods were organized around a central plaza, a style reminiscent of traditional Mexican towns where the church, local 
businesses, and public gathering spaces faced a common square. Others followed more typical American urban patterns, with 
commercial strips and residential streets that the community then adapted for their own needs. Housing varied significantly, 
ranging from the substantial, permanent homes of established families to crowded tenements where recent arrivals lived 
while getting on their feet. This physical variety reflected a unique economic diversity; unlike the strictly class-segregated 
neighborhoods common in Anglo-American areas, the barrio saw skilled professionals and business owners living side-by-side 
with laborers and those searching for work. 

You could identify a barrio before you even saw a map because its sensory character announced its identity quite clearly. Signs 
in Spanish marked the storefronts, while vibrant murals and religious imagery decorated walls and private yards. The air was filled 
with the sounds of Spanish conversation and the melodies of Mexican music, accompanied by the familiar smells of traditional 
cooking drifting from family kitchens and local restaurants. These sensory markers did more than just provide a sense of home; 
they created a world where Mexican cultural identity was the default. For a newcomer, these sights and sounds provided essential 
reference points in a new country, and for the broader society, they served as a clear declaration that these were undeniably 
Mexican spaces. 
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Religious Life 

Figure 8.4 Congregation gathered for Mass at the Arroyo Hondo 
church, Taos County, New Mexico, photograph by Irving Rusinow, 
December 1941 (National Archives and Records Administration, 
NWDS-83-G-41695. Public Domain.) 

The decorated altar and assembled congregation reflect the 
Mexican Catholic devotional traditions that communities carried 
north, including feast day celebrations, novenas, and saint 
veneration that church hierarchies unfamiliar with Mexican 
practice sometimes dismissed or discouraged. 

The Virgin of Guadalupe remained the most visible symbol of Mexican American Catholicism, and her image appeared in 
churches, homes, and businesses throughout the barrios. Families brought with them specific regional Mexican traditions that 
dictated how religious life should be organized, including the creation of home altars and devotions to particular saints. The 
religious calendar was punctuated by feast days, processions, and novenas, which are nine-day prayer cycles dedicated to a saint. 
These events did more than just fulfill spiritual needs; they reinforced community bonds and connected families to the specific 
Mexican heritage they had carried north. 

These traditions sometimes placed Mexican American Catholics in direct conflict with the American church hierarchy. Priests 
assigned to these parishes were frequently of Irish or Italian background and often proved unfamiliar with, or even openly 
dismissive of, Mexican devotional practices. In some dioceses, the church hierarchy went so far as to assign Mexican Americans 
to segregated parishes or limit their access to resources, effectively treating them as second-class citizens within their own 
faith. Communities responded by founding their own parishes whenever possible to assert their right to worship in Spanish and 
follow their own customs. These were not merely religious disputes; they were fundamental arguments about cultural authority 
and belonging within an institution that Mexican Americans had been part of long before most of their Anglo-American neighbors 
arrived in the Southwest. 

At the same time, Protestant congregations grew steadily within Mexican American communities throughout the migration 
era. Methodist, Baptist, and Pentecostal churches drew families for various reasons. Some were attracted to the participatory 
worship styles, while others valued the tight-knit congregational support that smaller churches could provide. Perhaps most 
importantly, these denominations often offered lay leadership opportunities that the hierarchical Catholic structure rarely 
extended to working-class Mexican Americans. Pentecostalism in particular attracted many new arrivals by emphasizing direct 
spiritual experience. By the 1930s, these congregations represented significant minorities within the community, and the religious 
diversity they introduced added yet another layer of complexity to the social fabric of barrio life. 
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Commerce and the Barrio Economy 

Figure 8.5 Interior of a pharmacy, November 10, 1947 
(Acofarma. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Barrio farmacias stocked remedies, herbal preparations, and 
medical knowledge unavailable at Anglo-American drugstores, 
serving communities whose health traditions drew on both 
Mexican folk practice and formal medicine. 

The commercial life of the barrio extended far beyond the grocers and barbershops that anchored its daily rhythms. Farmacias 
stocked remedies and herbal preparations that Anglo-American drugstores simply did not carry, serving a community whose 
health traditions drew on both Mexican folk practice and formal medicine. Similarly, carnicerías provided specific cuts of meat 
prepared according to Mexican culinary traditions, while tortillerías supplied fresh tortillas to households and restaurants alike. 
There were sastrerías that tailored clothing for customers whose tastes the mainstream garment trade often ignored, and 
fotografías that documented the most important milestones of life. These photography studios recorded baptisms, weddings, and 
quinceañeras for families who wanted their history preserved on their own terms. Collectively, these businesses gave the barrio 
a commercial identity that was entirely its own, operating in Spanish and following the natural rhythms of working-class Mexican 
American life. 

The individuals who owned and operated these businesses occupied a unique position in the social structure of the barrio. They 
often extended credit to customers they knew personally, absorbing financial risks that no bank would ever take on behalf of a 
working-class Mexican American family. Beyond their economic role, these shopkeepers served as informal points of contact for 
newcomers trying to find housing, work, or relatives who had arrived before them. 

The knowledge that circulated across a carnicería counter or during a farmacia consultation was practical, specific, and 
unavailable anywhere else in the city. This reality made barrio commerce something much more significant than a simple 
collection of small businesses filling a market niche. It functioned as part of the essential connective tissue of community life, 
and the people who sustained these businesses understood that their role was just as vital as any formal institution in keeping 
the community whole. 
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Education Initiatives 

Figure 8.6 First grade class at Sam Rosen School, Fort Worth, 
Texas, 1914 (UTA Libraries Digital Gallery. Public Domain.) 

Mexican American families organized Saturday schools, church 
programs, and community instruction to supplement what public 
schools provided and to preserve the Spanish language and 
Mexican cultural knowledge those schools ignored. 

Public schools during this era frequently treated Mexican American children as problems to be corrected rather than students 
to be educated. English-only policies made speaking Spanish a punishable offense, and teachers often enforced these rules 
with humiliation or physical punishment. The curricula either ignored Mexican history entirely or presented it solely through 
the lens of American conquest, leaving children without any academic framework to understand their own families' experiences. 
Segregated "Mexican schools" operated throughout the Southwest, providing facilities that were visibly inferior to those serving 
Anglo-American children. These schools were marked by overcrowded classrooms and outdated textbooks, and their calendars 
were often shortened to align with local agricultural labor demands. Administrators routinely tracked Mexican American students 
toward vocational and manual labor programs rather than academic coursework, reflecting deep-seated assumptions about their 
futures before the students had a chance to demonstrate their potential. 

The communities these children returned home to understood exactly what was happening and responded with considerable 
organizational energy. Saturday schools and afternoon programs, run through churches, mutualistas, and community 
organizations, taught Spanish and Mexican history to children whose public schooling actively worked against both. Parents who 
could not afford private alternatives coordinated informal networks of instruction, pooling their knowledge and resources to fill the 
gaps that public education deliberately left. In areas with established organizational infrastructure, some communities founded 
their own schools where children could receive rigorous academic instruction in Spanish alongside the English skills they would 
need for their futures in American society. For example, the Alianza Hispano-Americana established educational programs that 
combined academic content with cultural preservation as part of its broader civil rights work. 

The decisions parents made about their children's education carried significant costs regardless of the path they chose. Pushing 
for English acquisition and assimilation offered practical advantages in a labor market that rewarded those things, yet it risked 
the loss of the Spanish language and the cultural knowledge it carried. Conversely, insisting on Spanish maintenance preserved 
something essential but could put children at a disadvantage in public institutions that penalized such traits. Most families 
sought a difficult balance, though what that balance looked like varied enormously by community and generation. These debates 
about language, education, and cultural survival were never fully resolved during the migration era. Instead, they moved forward 
into every subsequent generation of Mexican American life, eventually fueling the Chicano movement's demands for bilingual 
education and Chicano studies programs decades later. 

This page titled 8.2: Building the Barrios is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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8.3: Mutualistas and and Community Support Networks 

Figure 8.7 Crowd watching traditional Spanish American dances 
at a fiesta, Taos, New Mexico, photograph by Russell Lee, July 
1940 (Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division. 
Public Domain.) 

Fiestas, feast days, and community celebrations served as 
anchors of barrio cultural life, bringing together families from 
different regional backgrounds and reinforcing the shared 
traditions that connected Mexican and Spanish American 
communities to their heritage. 

The growth of Mexican American communities during the migration era placed new, significant demands on their leadership 
structures. Informal networks that had once served smaller and more stable communities needed to develop a more formal 
capacity as populations grew and dispersed across the Southwest and into the Midwest. The leaders who rose to meet these 
challenges came from diverse backgrounds. Some belonged to established families whose roots in the region predated American 
annexation, while others were business owners, professionals, or organizers who had built their reputations through years of 
dedication to mutualistas, churches, and labor unions. Despite their varied origins, these leaders shared a vital ability to move 
between the Mexican American community and American institutions, possessing a deep understanding of both their neighbors' 
needs and the complex systems that governed their lives. 

This leadership took very concrete, practical forms in daily life. Whether it was a widow trying to claim her husband’s death 
benefits, a family contesting an unfair eviction, or a worker pursuing an injury claim, these situations required an advocate 
who could write a formal letter, make a phone call, or walk into an office to speak on another person’s behalf. Community 
leaders explained American legal requirements and bureaucratic procedures, represented community interests to employers and 
government officials, and mediated disputes by drawing on both Mexican traditions of justice and American legal frameworks. 

The term "cultural broker" is often used by historians to describe this specific role, though the people who filled it would not 
have used that language themselves. To them, they were simply doing what their communities needed to have done. This layer of 
leadership provided the essential bridge that allowed individuals to navigate a society that was often indifferent or hostile to their 
presence. By serving as translators of both language and law, these brokers ensured that the community could assert its rights 
and maintain its dignity within a foreign institutional landscape. 
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Women's Leadership 

Figure 8.8 Women and children in an eating area at a Pixley 
Cotton Strike camp, Tulare County, California, 1933 (Farm 
Security Administration. Public Domain.) 

Women were central to the organization of agricultural labor 
actions like the 1933 San Joaquin cotton strike, sustaining strike 
camps, caring for families, and maintaining community 
solidarity. 

Women's leadership during the migration era often operated through channels that remained obscured in formal organizational 
records. While official leadership positions in most mutualistas and civic organizations were typically restricted to men, women 
exercised significant influence through the "auxiliaries" that sustained these groups. They organized the social events that 
provided the lifeblood of organizational culture, raised necessary funds, managed charitable activities, and maintained the cultural 
programming that transmitted Mexican traditions to the next generation. The practical work of keeping these communities 
functioning fell heavily on women, even when formal authority was denied to them. 

Rather than merely working within male-led structures, many women founded their own organizations to address needs specific 
to their lives. Women’s mutualistas provided essential support during pregnancy and childbirth, offered assistance to widows, and 
managed programs for children's welfare. These organizations offered women vital spaces to develop public speaking skills, gain 
organizational experience, and establish community standing on their own terms. The Liga Femenil Mexicanista, co-founded by 
Jovita Idár in Texas, was a prime expression of this energy; it successfully merged civil rights advocacy with direct service to 
women and children. 

Women who built their reputations through this rigorous organizational work eventually carried those skills into the broader civil 
rights struggles of the late 1920s. When the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) formed in 1929 and debated 
whether to admit women as full members, the women who argued for their inclusion did not have to speak in hypotheticals. They 
could point to decades of mutualista and civic leadership as a proven record of what they had already accomplished for the 
community. Their insistence on formal recognition was a natural extension of the foundational roles they had played in building 
the barrio's infrastructure from the ground up. 

Mutualistas as Civic Training Grounds 

The mutualistas described in the previous chapter provided the essential infrastructure for permanent barrio life, and during 
the migration era, they took on even more expansive functions as community needs grew. While insurance benefits remained a 
central pillar, with members paying regular dues to receive support during illness or unemployment, the organizations began to 
offer much more. Death benefits helped families manage the sudden loss of a wage earner and cover funeral expenses, while 
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new services emerged to meet the specific pressures of the time. Legal aid became vital for members dealing with immigration 
authorities or employment disputes, and translation services helped those with limited English navigate difficult interactions 
with landlords and government offices. Many organizations even began hosting citizenship classes to prepare their members for 
naturalization, going considerably beyond what earlier, smaller groups could provide. 

The internal work required to sustain these services served as a powerful form of civic training. Members who ran meetings, 
managed complex finances, and coordinated community events were developing sophisticated skills that were directly applicable 
to political advocacy. This environment produced a generation of leaders who were already experts in parliamentary procedure 
and collective bargaining before they ever stepped into a courtroom or a legislative office. They had learned how to mobilize 
a constituency and manage an organization's resources through years of dedicated mutualista work, providing a ready-made 
leadership core for the civil rights infrastructure of the 1930s and 1940s. 

Ultimately, these organizations functioned as much more than simple service providers; they were the primary institutions through 
which Mexican American communities practiced self-governance. By managing their own affairs and protecting one another from 
the risks of a hostile labor market, members practiced the very self-determination they would later demand from the American 
political system. This transition from mutual aid to broader advocacy was a natural evolution, rooted in the practical experience 
of organizing for the survival and dignity of the barrio. 

This page titled 8.3: Mutualistas and and Community Support Networks is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.4: Migration-Era Media (1900-1930s) 

The growth of Mexican American communities during the early twentieth century necessitated 
a public sphere where Spanish was the primary language and Mexican interests were the priority. 
Newspapers and theaters provided exactly this, serving as critical spaces for information, political 
debate, and cultural expression. These institutions allowed communities to communicate across 
vast distances and maintained a sense of shared identity for people who were largely excluded from 
English-language public life. The following sections examine how major publications and the vibrant 
Spanish-language theater circuit functioned as the voice of the barrio. 

La Opinión, La Prensa, and Community Newspapers 

Figure 8.9 Front page of La Opinión, Los Angeles, 
California, September 18, 1926 (Library of 
Congress, Chronicling America. Public Domain.) 

Founded in 1926, La Opinión addressed Mexican 
and Mexican American readers across California 
as a single community with shared concerns, 
covering events in Mexico and Latin America 
alongside American immigration policy, labor law, 
and civil rights cases that Anglo-American papers 
largely ignored. 

The Spanish-language press, which had its roots in post-annexation advocacy, took on an 
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entirely new function during the migration era. As communities grew and dispersed from the 
Southwest into the Midwest, papers like San Antonio's La Prensa and Los Angeles's La Opinión 
became far more than local institutions. They began to address readers across hundreds of miles 
as a single, unified community with shared concerns, a common history, and a collective future in 
the United States. 

This shift in how the community was addressed was a profound change. At the time, Anglo-
American newspapers typically covered Mexican American neighborhoods only when they posed 
a "problem," such as labor unrest or crime. In contrast, the Spanish-language press treated these 
communities with the seriousness they deserved. Their front pages balanced news from Mexico 
and Latin America with American politics, paying sustained attention to immigration policy, labor 
law, and civil rights. Local sections documented daily life with a thoroughness that mainstream 
papers never attempted, detailing everything from mutualista activities to social notices of births 
and weddings. Reporting on civil rights cases served an especially vital purpose; when a community 
in Texas fought school segregation, coverage in these major dailies made that struggle visible to 
readers in California or Illinois, framing local fights as part of a shared national experience. 

The cultural and practical content within these pages was just as deliberate as the political 
reporting. Literary supplements published poetry, fiction, and essays in Spanish, providing an 
outlet for writers whom English-language publications largely ignored. These sections kept readers 
engaged with Mexican intellectual life while supporting the theaters and musical groups the 
community was building. Beyond the arts, these papers functioned as practical manuals for survival. 
Advice columns and guides explained naturalization procedures, landlord-tenant law, and labor 
rights to readers who desperately needed this information but had few other places to find it. 
Advertisements further reinforced these networks by connecting readers with Spanish-speaking 
doctors, lawyers, and Mexican-owned businesses. 

In this sense, these newspapers were civic institutions as much as they were journalistic ones. 
They were actively building a readership that understood itself as Mexican American—a group 
rooted in Mexican culture but fully engaged with the political realities of the United States. The 
ongoing conversations they sustained regarding rights, identity, and belonging laid the foundational 
groundwork that later generations would draw upon when the Chicano movement eventually gave 
those conversations a new name and a renewed urgency. 
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Spanish-Language Theaters 

Figure 8.10 José Guadalupe Posada, cover of 
Una corrida de toros o el amor de Luisa, 
published by Antonio Vanegas Arroyo, c. 
1890–1913 (Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division. Public Domain.) 

Chapbooks, corridos, and popular print culture 
like Posada's work circulated widely in Mexican 
and Mexican American communities, sustaining 
shared cultural traditions and providing the 
artistic vocabulary that teatro performers and 
audiences brought with them from Mexico. 

Spanish-language theaters provided cultural spaces where Mexican Americans could 
experience entertainment that reflected their heritage rather than the stereotypes characterizing 
Mexican representation in mainstream American media. In Hollywood, Spanish-speaking characters 
were typically relegated to roles as villains, buffoons, or exotic backgrounds, while the vaudeville 
circuits offered little that spoke to their actual lives. The Teatro Hidalgo in Los Angeles, the 
Teatro Nacional in San Antonio, and similar venues throughout the Southwest existed to fill 
that absence, presenting programming that treated Mexican American viewers as a serious and 
respected audience. 

The range of programming these theaters offered reflected the diversity of their communities. 
Classic zarzuelas, a Spanish musical theater form combining spoken dialogue with song, connected 
audiences to a shared cultural tradition many families had known before crossing the border. 
Mexican dramatic works and comedies provided theater in a language that carried full emotional 
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weight without the distance of translation. Variety shows featured singers, comedians, and 
performers working in Spanish, including the carpa tradition of traveling tent performances. These 
carpas brought entertainment to communities too small or too far from city centers to support 
permanent venues, and they developed a comedic style rooted deeply in the experiences of working-
class Mexican American life. 

New works written specifically for these communities addressed experiences that no other 
theatrical tradition was documenting. Plays dramatizing the upheaval of the Revolution, the 
difficulties of settlement, and the indignities of discrimination gave audiences the unique 
satisfaction of seeing their own lives rendered as subjects worthy of serious artistic attention. These 
theaters also functioned as economic and social institutions within barrio communities, employing 
performers, musicians, stagehands, and box office workers. 

Beyond the art itself, these venues provided gathering spaces where community members 
could socialize without the discrimination they faced in Anglo-American establishments. The 
conversations that happened before performances and during intermissions were conducted in 
Spanish among people who shared the same neighborhoods and the same concerns. This social 
environment made an evening at the teatro something far more significant than simply watching a 
show; it was an act of community building and cultural preservation. 
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Radio and Community Entertainment 

Figure 8.11 Pedro J. González and attorney Anna 
Zacsek in a courtroom, Los Angeles, August 16, 
1935 (Los Angeles Times Photographic 
Collection, UCLA Library Special Collections. CC 
BY 4.0.) 

González pioneered Spanish-language radio 
broadcasting in Los Angeles, reaching working-
class Mexican and Mexican American listeners 
before dawn with music, news, and community 
information at a time when no other Spanish-
language media served that audience. 

Spanish-language radio programming emerged in the 1920s and extended the reach of 
Mexican American media into homes, labor camps, and rural communities where newspapers 
arrived irregularly and theaters never visited. Pedro J. González became one of the pioneering 
figures of this medium by hosting Los Madrugadores on Los Angeles radio during the late 1920s. 
His show drew an audience of working people who rose before dawn for agricultural and industrial 
labor. His broadcasts combined music, news, and community information, reaching listeners across 
Southern California at hours when no other Spanish-language media was available. González 
understood that radio possessed a particular kind of power because it required no literacy, cost 
nothing beyond the price of a receiver, and could reach communities spread across distances that 
no single theater circuit or newspaper distribution network could cover. 

Musical programming on these stations carried regional Mexican traditions into America. 
Styles such as corridos and norteño allowed listeners to maintain connections to specific places 
of origin while also developing new forms that reflected life on the American side of the border. 
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Powerful Mexican border stations, like XER, broadcast signals deep into the United States. This 
ensured that Spanish-language radio was never entirely subject to American licensing decisions 
about who deserved airtime. Community centers and mutualista halls complemented what radio 
brought into individual homes by hosting dances, musical performances, and cultural celebrations. 
These institutions provided spaces for communities to gather around their shared traditions. Taken 
alongside the press and the theaters, radio created a cultural infrastructure that sustained Mexican 
American public life through the migration era and into the decades of organizing that followed. 

Creating Alternative Cultural Spaces 

Figure 8.12 Spanish American musicians 
performing at a fiesta, Taos, New Mexico, 
photograph by Russell Lee, July 1940 (Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Farm 
Security Administration Collection. Public 
Domain.) 

Musical performance at community fiestas 
sustained regional Mexican and Spanish 
American traditions, giving communities spaces 
to gather around shared culture in ways that 
reinforced collective identity across the distances 
the migration era had created. 

The cultural institutions that Mexican American communities developed during the migration 
era were the product of a population that took its own history and heritage seriously. When we look 
at the Spanish language press, the theaters, the radio programs, and the community halls, we see a 
public life being conducted entirely on Mexican American terms. Within these spaces, daily life was 
lived in Spanish and focused on the shared traditions and common concerns of the barrio. 
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This collective life had a cumulative effect that reached deeper than any single newspaper or 
radio broadcast. When people read La Prensa or La Opinión, they began to perceive themselves as 
members of a community far larger than their local neighborhood. Theater audiences in cities like 
San Antonio and Los Angeles saw their specific experiences treated as subjects worthy of serious 
artistic attention. At the same time, radio listeners in isolated labor camps heard their music and 
their language broadcast with the same authority as any English language station. Each of these 
experiences helped build a collective identity that crossed the vast geographic distances created 
by the migration era. 

It is also necessary to consider what these communities were navigating in the broader 
American culture. During these same years, Hollywood produced a version of Mexican identity 
built mostly on stereotypes that had very little to do with the actual lives of people in the barrios. 
The cultural institutions of the community offered a vital alternative because they provided 
representation that came from within the community itself. The ongoing conversations about rights 
and belonging in the press, the histories kept alive through theater and music, and the networks 
maintained by radio all contributed to a deep rooted political consciousness. 

The Chicano movement of the 1960s grew directly from the organizational traditions, cultural 
institutions, and collective identity that the migration era had built over several decades. This earlier 
period provided the essential training ground for the activists who would later demand educational 
reform and political representation. By the time that later activism began, the infrastructure for 
a unified Mexican American voice was already in place, forged in the businesses, theaters, and 
printing houses of the early twentieth century. These long-standing networks of communication and 
mutual support ensured that the community had the tools and the historical memory required to 
sustain a national civil rights struggle. 

This page titled 8.4: Migration-Era Media (1900-1930s) is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.5: Culture Lab - Regional Cuisines and Adaptation 

Foodways is the term scholars use for how people produce, prepare, and consume food. 
Unlike laws or newspaper headlines, foodways capture ordinary people making daily choices that 
expressed and reinforced their identities. A pot of menudo simmering for Sunday breakfast 
represents more than a recipe. It reflects family traditions, regional origins, available ingredients, 
economic circumstances, and cultural values about hospitality and community. 

For Mexican American communities during the migration era, food became a site where people 
negotiated between preserving tradition and responding to new circumstances. Migrants arrived 
with knowledge of regional Mexican cuisines that varied considerably from place to place. In the 
United States, they encountered different ingredients, unfamiliar kitchen equipment, demanding 
work schedules, and the challenge of feeding families on limited budgets. How they adapted their 
foodways tells us what they were determined to preserve and where they were willing to improvise. 
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The Source 

Figure 8.13 Chili stands at Haymarket Plaza, San Antonio, 
Texas, photograph by Jack Specht, January 25, 1933 (San 
Antonio Light Photograph Collection, MS 359, UTSA 
Libraries Special Collections. Public Domain.) 

Known as the "chili queens," Mexican American women 
vendors operated food stands in San Antonio's public 
plazas from the 1880s until city health regulations shut 
them down in 1943, serving a mixed clientele of Mexican 
American families, workers, and Anglo-American visitors. 

This photograph captures women vendors at their food stands in San Antonio's plazas, where 
they sold chili con carne, tamales, and other Mexican dishes to a mixed clientele of Mexican 
Americans and curious Anglo-American tourists. Known as the "chili queens," these vendors 
operated from the 1880s until city health regulations shut them down in 1943. 

Read It 

Work through these questions as you examine the photograph. 

• What do you see first? Look at the big picture: the tent structure, the table setup, 
the clothing of the people gathered. What does the physical arrangement tell you about 
how this business operated? What does the presence of a musician suggest about the 
atmosphere these vendors created? 

• Who is doing the work? The chili queens were almost exclusively women. What does 
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this tell you about gender roles and economic opportunity? Why might food vending have 
been one of the few entrepreneurial paths open to Mexican American women in this 
period? 

• Who is gathered here? Look at the mix of people in this image — men in suits alongside 
working-class customers, women vendors, children, a musician. What does this mixed 
crowd suggest about how the chili queens' stands functioned as social spaces, not just 
places to eat? 

• Where is this happening? The chili queens set up canvas tent structures within San 
Antonio's public plazas. What does operating inside a tent suggest about the semi-
permanent nature of this work? What are the advantages and limitations of plaza vending 
compared to a permanent restaurant? 

• What adaptations do you notice? The chili queens developed dishes suited to street 
vending and unfamiliar palates. Chili con carne, for instance, was not a traditional Mexican 
dish but a border creation. What might have motivated these adaptations? 

Compare It 

Now consider what a different source uncovers about the same community's foodways. 

• Cynthia Martinez, interviewed by Christina Duran, November 10, 2025, Interview 
No. 1804, Institute of Oral History, University of Texas at El Paso. 
https://scholarworks.utep.edu/interviews/10268/ 

In this recorded oral history, Martinez describes growing up in a Mexican household where 
tamale-making was a central Christmas tradition. She learned the practice from her grandmother 
and has continued using the same recipe as a way of keeping her grandmother's memory alive. She 
hopes future generations of her family will carry the tradition forward. 

The photograph presents food as commercial enterprise, made for customers and adapted 
for profit. The oral history describes food as family practice, made collectively and passed down 
through generations. Both sources document adaptation, but of different kinds. The chili queens 
adapted to serve a market. Martinez's grandmother adapted to preserve a tradition. Together, they 
establish that "Mexican American food" was never one thing. It included commercial innovations 
sold to tourists and family recipes guarded across generations. 

A Note on Sources 

Foodways are harder to document than written sources. Recipes were often unwritten, passed 
down through observation rather than documentation. What we know about historical foodways 
often comes from sources with their own biases: Anglo-American observers who exoticized Mexican 
food, commercial interests promoting products, or nostalgic memories that may romanticize the 
past. Additionally, the foods that are remembered are not necessarily representative. Special 
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occasion dishes receive more attention than the beans and tortillas that families actually ate most 
days. 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter evidence of historical foodways, ask: 

• What ingredients are used, and what do they tell us? Are these traditional ingredients 
or substitutions? What do the choices indicate about what was available and affordable? 

• Who prepares the food, and for whom? Food preparation reflects gender roles, family 
structures, and economic relationships. Is this home cooking or commercial food? Daily 
meals or special occasions? 

• What labor goes into this food? Some dishes require hours of collective work (like 
tamales). Others are quick and practical. What does the labor involved tell you about the 
circumstances of the people preparing it? 

• Does this food cross cultural boundaries? Is it made for insiders or outsiders? Does 
it preserve tradition or adapt it? What happens when foods move between communities? 

• What is this source not presenting? Photographs capture moments; recipes record 
successes. What about the meals that failed, the days when there was not enough, or the 
preparation that went into it? 

Explore Further 

The University of Texas at San Antonio Libraries hold photographs and documents related 
to the chili queens and San Antonio's food history. Jeffrey Pilcher's ¡Que Vivan los Tamales! 
Food and the Making of Mexican Identity examines how food shaped Mexican national 
identity. Gustavo Arellano's Taco USA: How Mexican Food Conquered America traces Mexican 
food's spread through American culture in an accessible, engaging style. The Southern 
Foodways Alliance (southernfoodways.org) documents food traditions across the American 
South, including Mexican American communities in Texas. 

Primary Source Collections: 

• UTSA Digital Collections: https://digital.utsa.edu — Photographs of San Antonio's chili 
queens, food vendors, and community life. The General Photograph Collection includes 
images originally assembled by the Institute of Texan Cultures. 

• UTSA Gebhardt Exhibit: https://web.lib.utsa.edu/gebhardt/ — Virtual exhibit on the 
Gebhardt Mexican Foods Company, which commercialized chili powder beginning in 
1896. Includes photographs, advertisements, and early Tex-Mex cookbooks. 

• UTSA Special Collections Mexican Cookbook Collection — The largest collection 
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of Mexican cookbooks in the nation, documenting how recipes were written down and 
transmitted. https://digital.utsa.edu/digital/custom/mexicancookbooks 

This page titled 8.5: Culture Lab - Regional Cuisines and Adaptation is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.6: Study Guide 

Building Community 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

• Explain how the physical and cultural characteristics of the barrio allowed Mexican 
American communities to maintain autonomy while navigating the constraints of 
segregation. 

• Describe the evolution of mutualistas from informal support networks into formal 
institutions that provided both community insurance and political advocacy. 

• Analyze the leadership roles and organizational opportunities created by women 
within community institutions despite the limitations of patriarchal structures. 

• Evaluate how the professional Spanish-language press and community foodways serve 
as historical evidence of migration, cultural adaptation, and ethnic identity. 

Section Summaries 

8.1 Overview 

The barrios that took shape during the migration era were more than residential areas defined 
by where Mexican Americans were allowed to live. They became cultural territories with their own 
institutions, leadership, and identity. The tienda stocked ingredients like dried chiles and masa 
harina that Anglo-American groceries did not carry, while the panadería sold pan dulce as neighbors 
exchanged news. Even the barbershop functioned as an informal community center for discussing 
politics and jobs. Churches anchored community life, and mutualistas provided essential insurance 
and social support. While segregation confined these neighborhoods, it also created a degree of 
autonomy that allowed for the preservation of Spanish and the development of a resilient Mexican 
American culture. This period saw the rise of a professional Spanish-language press and the 
commercialization of Mexican food, both of which helped define the community's place within the 
broader American landscape. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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8.1 The Barrio as Cultural Territory 

• Physical Landscape: Barrios often formed near workplaces like maintenance yards or 
packinghouses and were characterized by specialized small businesses such as boticas 
and panaderías. 

• Institutional Foundations: Parishes, schools, and theaters served as communal anchors 
that allowed for the use of Spanish as the primary language and the maintenance of 
traditional practices. 

• Impact of Segregation: Although restrictive housing covenants and school segregation 
marked a subordinate social position, they also created sheltered spaces where 
communities could organize with some independence. 

8.2 Organizing the Barrio 

• Evolution of Mutualistas: During the migration era, these societies became more formal 
and began coordinating legal defenses and voter registration alongside traditional mutual 
aid. 

• Women's Leadership: Women organized fundraisers and managed community events, 
increasingly moving into formal leadership roles despite the persistence of patriarchal 
structures. 

• Civil Rights Roots: Organizations like the Order of Sons of America, founded in 1921, 
signaled a shift toward a civil rights focus among U.S.-born Mexican Americans. 

 

8.3 The Professional Spanish-Language Press 

• La Prensa and La Opinión: Founded by Ignacio Lozano, these papers achieved national 
reach and provided sophisticated coverage of both Mexican and American news. 

• Community Advocacy: The press documented discrimination cases and provided a 
forum for intellectual and artistic expression that was largely ignored by English-language 
media. 
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8.4 Culture Lab: Foodways and History 

• Evidence in Food: Choices of ingredients and cooking methods provide evidence of 
migration patterns and cultural adaptation. 

• Chili Queens: San Antonio’s outdoor food vendors exemplify how traditional labor 
became a source of community social life and eventually a target of municipal regulation. 

• Commercialization: The rise of companies like Gebhardt Mexican Foods demonstrates 
how traditional recipes were adapted for a mass American market. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Tienda: A neighborhood grocery store that served as a vital cultural space by stocking 
traditional ingredients like dried chiles and masa harina that were unavailable in Anglo-
American markets. 

• Botica: A specialized pharmacy within the barrio that provided community members with 
both modern medicines and traditional remedies. 

• Panadería: A Mexican bakery that functioned as an essential social hub where neighbors 
met daily to buy pan dulce and exchange community news. 

• La Prensa (San Antonio): A major Spanish-language daily newspaper founded in 1913 by 
Ignacio Lozano; it achieved national reach and became a primary source of intellectual 
and political discourse for Mexican communities across the United States. 

• La Opinión (Los Angeles): Founded by Ignacio Lozano in 1926, this publication remains 
one of the most influential Spanish-language newspapers in the country, documenting the 
growth and challenges of the Southern California community. 

• Ignacio Lozano: The influential publisher who founded both La Prensa and La Opinión, 
establishing a professional standard for Spanish-language journalism in the United 
States. 

• Order of Sons of America: A San Antonio-based organization founded in 1921 that 
focused on the civil rights, civic participation, and legal protections of U.S.-born Mexican 
Americans. 

• Foodways: The cultural, social, and economic practices relating to the production and 
consumption of food; these serve as historical evidence of migration patterns, gender 
roles, and community adaptation. 

• Chili Queens: Women food vendors in San Antonio who established a famous tradition of 
outdoor dining in the city's plazas; their labor became a source of community social life 
before eventually being targeted by municipal regulations. 
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Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Sánchez, George J. Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in 
Chicano Los Angeles, 1900-1945. Oxford University Press, 1993. 

◦ Relevance: Essential study of how barrio institutions shaped Mexican American 
identity during the migration era. 

• Pilcher, Jeffrey M. ¡Que Vivan los Tamales! Food and the Making of Mexican Identity. 
University of New Mexico Press, 1998. 

◦ Relevance: Examines how food shaped Mexican national and ethnic identity. 
• Arellano, Gustavo. Taco USA: How Mexican Food Conquered America. Scribner, 2012. 

◦ Relevance: Accessible account of Mexican food's spread through American 
culture. 

 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• UTSA Digital Collections 
◦ https://digital.utsa.edu 
◦ Description: Photographs of San Antonio's chili queens, food vendors, and 

community life. 
• Library of Congress: Chronicling America 

◦ https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov 
◦ Description: Searchable archive of historic newspapers including Spanish-

language publications. 
• Southern Foodways Alliance 

◦ https://southernfoodways.org 
◦ Description: Documents food traditions across the American South, including 

Mexican American communities in Texas. 

 

Multimedia & Video 

• UTSA Gebhardt Exhibit 
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◦ https://web.lib.utsa.edu/gebhardt/ 
◦ Description: Virtual exhibit on the Gebhardt Mexican Foods Company, 

including photographs, advertisements, and early Tex-Mex cookbooks. 

This page titled 8.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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8.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. During the migration era, barrios became more than residential areas because they: a) 
were identical to Anglo-American neighborhoods b) developed into cultural territories 
with their own institutions c) had no community organizations whatsoever d) were located 
only in rural areas 

2. The concentration of population within barrio boundaries affected community life by: 
a) isolating families from each other b) creating conditions where community members 
encountered each other regularly c) preventing the development of businesses d) 
eliminating all Mexican cultural traditions 

3. True or False: Community leaders during the migration era served as "cultural brokers," 
translating between Mexican American communities and American institutions. 

4. Small businesses like tiendas, panaderías, and barbershops served barrio communities 
by: a) only providing economic services with no social function b) serving economic 
and social functions while keeping money in the community c) refusing to serve recent 
migrants d) operating only in English 

5. The migration era saw the growth of Protestant churches in Mexican American 
communities because: a) the Catholic Church was banned b) Protestant churches offered 
participatory worship and leadership opportunities c) all migrants were already Protestant 
d) Protestant churches refused Mexican American members 

6. True or False: Fiestas patrias like Mexican Independence Day (September 16) and Cinco 
de Mayo provided occasions for communities to express their identity while claiming 
space in American civic life. 

7. Communities responded to inadequate public education by: a) accepting inferior schools 
without complaint b) creating Saturday schools and afternoon programs teaching Spanish 
and Mexican history c) refusing to send children to any school d) moving to areas with 
better schools 

8. During the migration era, mutualistas evolved because: a) they were no longer needed b) 
the massive influx of migrants required more formal structures c) the government took 
over all mutual aid functions d) Mexican Americans stopped joining organizations 

9. True or False: The formalization of mutualistas involved tradeoffs: more structured 
organizations could provide reliable benefits, but membership fees excluded the poorest 
community members. 

10. Mutualistas during the migration era provided comprehensive services including: a) 
only funeral benefits b) insurance, legal aid, translation, citizenship classes, and cultural 
programming c) services only for men d) services only for wealthy members 

11. Women's participation in mutualista life took various forms, including: a) complete 
exclusion from all organizations b) women's auxiliaries and some women founding their 
own organizations c) women holding all formal leadership positions d) women refusing to 
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participate 
12. True or False: Many individuals who emerged as civil rights leaders developed their skills 

and reputations through mutualista involvement, which served as training grounds for 
public speaking, managing organizations, and mobilizing community action. 

13. La Opinión (Los Angeles, 1926) and La Prensa (San Antonio, 1913) differed from earlier 
Spanish-language newspapers because they: a) were smaller operations with less content 
b) employed professional staffs, published daily, and reached tens of thousands c) 
published only in English d) refused to cover news from Mexico 

14. Spanish-language newspapers during the migration era served readers by providing: 
a) only entertainment with no practical information b) news from Mexico and the U.S., 
community coverage, and practical guidance c) content identical to Anglo-American 
newspapers d) information only about Mexico with no American news 

15. True or False: Spanish-language theaters like Teatro Hidalgo and Teatro Nacional 
provided spaces where Mexican Americans could experience entertainment reflecting 
their heritage rather than the stereotypes characterizing mainstream American 
entertainment. 

16. The chili queens of San Antonio were significant because they: a) were men who owned 
large restaurants b) were women vendors who sold Mexican food in public plazas c) only 
served Mexican American customers d) operated until the present day 

17. True or False: Foodways reveal more than recipes—they reflect family traditions, regional 
origins, available ingredients, economic circumstances, and cultural values about 
hospitality and community. 

18. The creation of alternative cultural spaces (newspapers, theaters, community institutions) 
represented: a) complete isolation from American society b) both a response to exclusion 
and an assertion of cultural value c) acceptance of Hollywood stereotypes d) 
abandonment of Mexican traditions 

19. Regional networks of mutualistas like the Alianza Hispano-Americana were important 
because they: a) only served single neighborhoods b) connected communities across 
geographic distances, allowing resources to flow c) replaced all local organizations d) 
were funded by the Mexican government 

20. True or False: Photographs of the chili queens and oral histories of family cooking reveal 
that "Mexican American food" was never one thing—it included commercial innovations 
and guarded family recipes, public spectacle and private ritual. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did barrios develop as cultural territories rather than simply residential areas defined 
by segregation? 

2. What role did community leaders play as "cultural brokers" during the migration era? 
3. How did churches serve functions beyond religious worship in barrio communities? 
4. Explain how mutualistas evolved from informal networks into formal institutions during 

the migration era. 
5. What comprehensive services did migration-era mutualistas provide to their members? 
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6. How did women's participation in mutualistas expand during the migration era, and what 
limitations did women still face? 

7. How did migration-era newspapers like La Opinión and La Prensa differ from earlier 
Spanish-language publications? 

8. What functions did Spanish-language theaters serve beyond entertainment? 
9. What do the chili queens of San Antonio reveal about gender, entrepreneurship, and 

cultural adaptation? 
10. How can foodways serve as historical evidence about migration-era communities? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter argues that segregation "both constrained Mexican American communities 
and created spaces for cultural institutions to develop." How can a system of oppression 
simultaneously limit opportunities and enable community building? What does this 
tension reveal about how marginalized communities respond to discrimination? 

2. Mutualistas evolved from providing basic insurance benefits to engaging in civil rights 
advocacy. How did the experience of organizing for mutual aid prepare Mexican 
Americans for broader political struggles? What connections exist between meeting 
practical needs and demanding systemic change? 

3. The migration era saw the development of comprehensive Spanish-language media 
(newspapers, theaters, cultural programming) that created "alternative cultural spaces" to 
mainstream American culture. Why were these alternative spaces important? What did 
they provide that mainstream institutions did not? 

4. The Culture Lab examines foodways as historical evidence, comparing the chili queens' 
commercial food vending with family cooking traditions. What different aspects of 
community life does each reveal? How does analyzing food help us understand migration, 
gender roles, and cultural adaptation? 

This page titled 8.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9: THE GREAT DEPRESSION AND REPATRIATION 

9.1: Overview 

9.2: The Great Depression's Impact on Mexican American Communities 

9.3: Repatriation and Deportation in the 1930s 

9.4: The Bracero Program 

9.5: Culture Lab - Depression-Era Oral Histories 

9.6: Study Guide 

9.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

This page titled 9: The Great Depression and Repatriation is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
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9.1: Overview 

Figure 9.1 The Great Depression and Repatriation, 1929–1945 (Author Created, 2025) 

The impact of the Depression on Mexican American communities, the repatriation campaigns, labor organizing, and 
the origins of the Bracero Program. 

During the 1930s, the economic crisis stripped Mexican Americans of their basic rights regardless of their legal status, a reality 
that became more pronounced as the Great Depression deepened. Racial discrimination intensified during this period because 
Anglo workers began competing for low-wage positions they had previously avoided. Local officials in Los Angeles and across 
the Southwest responded by organizing deportation trains and immigration raids, framing these mass expulsions as a strategy to 
reduce relief costs. Between 1929 and 1939, these repatriation campaigns resulted in the removal of nearly two million people of 
Mexican descent; notably, 60 percent of those expelled were American citizens. 

While community mutual aid organizations and communal kitchens provided a temporary social safety net, they could not protect 
families from a government that treated citizenship as a secondary concern to administrative convenience. This vulnerability 
remained clear into the early 1940s, when the same agricultural interests that had supported repatriation began lobbying for 
Mexican labor to address wartime shortages. This pressure led to the Bracero Program, a bilateral recruitment effort that brought 
hundreds of thousands of workers north under contracts that promised specific legal and material protections, though these 
workers rarely saw those promises fulfilled in the fields. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the Great Depression affected Mexican American communities, including both economic hardships 
and community survival strategies. 

2. Summarize the methods and human costs of the 1930s repatriation campaigns, such as family separation and the 
removal of American citizens. 

3. Identify how discrimination within New Deal relief programs restricted Mexican American access to federal 
government assistance. 

Learning Objectives 
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4. Describe the structure of the Bracero Program and the persistent gap between its promised protections and actual 
working conditions. 

5. Explain the value and the limitations of oral histories as primary sources for understanding the lived experience of 
the Depression era. 

This page titled 9.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9.2: The Great Depression's Impact on Mexican American 
Communities 

Figure 9.2 Migrant family on a flatbed truck, San Joaquin Valley, 
California, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 1935 (Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, LC-DIG-
ppmsca-19156-0002. Public Domain.) 

Farm Security Administration photographers like Lange 
documented the desperate conditions facing agricultural 
workers across California, where thousands of families, including 
many Mexican American laborers, lived and traveled with all their 
possessions as they followed the harvest. 

The onset of the Great Depression in 1929 devastated communities across the United States, yet the collapse proved particularly 
severe for Mexican Americans. The economic foundations built during the previous decade were remarkably fragile, and as 
businesses failed, the steady employment many had found in mining, railroads, and urban industries rapidly disappeared. This 
hardship was compounded by a sharp intensification of racial discrimination; employers who had recruited Mexican labor during 
times of scarcity now gave clear preference to Anglo workers as the labor market contracted. 

The scale of this displacement is captured in contemporary records, such as those from the Las Colonias Association in San 
Antonio, which reported in 1932 that over 80 percent of its Mexican American members had lost regular employment. These 
conditions were mirrored throughout the Southwest, where agricultural workers faced the dual crisis of economic failure and the 
environmental catastrophe of the Dust Bowl. In cities, the pressure mounted as unemployed Anglos began competing for low-
wage positions they had previously rejected, effectively pushing Mexican American workers out of the few remaining sectors of 
the economy. 

As the crisis deepened, Mexican Americans were frequently targeted as scapegoats for a collapse they did not cause. Local 
politicians and the press often argued that removing Mexican workers from the labor force would provide immediate relief for 
"real Americans," a narrative that intentionally ignored the deep roots of these communities. Many of these families had lived 
in the region for generations and held American citizenship, yet the combination of economic desperation and racial prejudice 
ensured that arguments for their removal found a receptive, and increasingly hostile, audience. 
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Community Survival Strategies 

Figure 9.3 Mexican migrant workers traveling to harvest peas, 
near Bakersfield, California, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 
November 1936 (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, fsa.8b29850. Public Domain.) 

Despite the hardships of the Depression, Mexican and Mexican 
American workers remained essential to California's agricultural 
economy, traveling long distances to follow seasonal harvests 
while earning wages that rarely covered basic needs. 

Mexican American communities responded to the crisis by expanding and adapting the mutual aid traditions described in 
earlier chapters. The mutualistas that had provided insurance benefits and social support now faced unprecedented demands 
as members lost jobs and exhausted their savings. Organizations stretched limited resources to meet growing needs, often 
transforming their operations to address the emergency. 

The Sociedad Protectora in Los Angeles exemplified this adaptation. The organization had traditionally focused on funeral 
benefits and social activities. During the Depression, it expanded to include food assistance, emergency housing support, and 
help working through the increasingly hostile bureaucracies that controlled access to relief. Similar transformations occurred 
throughout the Southwest as organizations recognized that traditional benefit programs could not address the scale of need their 
communities faced. 

Community kitchens emerged in barrios across the region, providing meals for families who could not feed themselves. These 
kitchens operated on donated food and volunteer labor, often organized through churches and mutualistas working together. 
Cooperative buying clubs allowed families to pool resources for bulk purchases, stretching limited funds further than individual 
shopping could. Informal credit networks helped families facing immediate crises borrow from neighbors who had slightly more, 
with expectations of reciprocity when circumstances changed. 

These survival strategies drew on cultural traditions of mutual support while creating new organizational forms suited to 
Depression conditions. The experience made clear both the resilience of Mexican American communities and the limits of self-
help in the face of systemic economic collapse. Community resources, however creatively deployed, could not substitute for 
employment, and employment was precisely what the Depression had destroyed. 
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Impact on Cultural Institutions 

Figure 9.4 Mexican girls bunching broccoli at John Jacob's farm, 
Maricopa County, Arizona, January 1942 (National Archives and 
Records Administration, NAID 512797. Public Domain.) 

Agricultural work frequently involved the entire family, including 
children. At approximately $2.50 a day, wages for this labor 
were far below what was needed to meet basic living expenses, 
keeping many Mexican American families in persistent poverty 
even when work was available. 

While the labor market collapsed and families scrambled for physical survival, the economic crisis also threatened the institutional 
fabric of Mexican American life. The cultural landscape that had expanded so vibrantly during the 1920s faced a sudden 
contraction as discretionary income vanished. Spanish-language theaters, once central hubs of gathering, saw their audiences 
disappear, while newspapers struggled against the loss of both advertising revenue and the subscriptions that families could no 
longer afford. Organizations that relied on membership dues found their financial foundations crumbling as their members lost 
the very jobs that sustained these civic spaces. 

To survive, these institutions often had to redefine their purpose, shifting from cultural preservation to active community 
advocacy. Theaters began hosting benefit performances to raise funds for the unemployed, and newspapers redirected their 
reporting to help readers navigate the complexities of relief programs and document the discrimination present in their 
administration. This transition demonstrated a remarkable institutional flexibility, where survival assistance became the primary 
mission of organizations originally founded for social or artistic reasons. 

The crisis had a particularly long-term impact on the next generation, as economic necessity pulled children out of classrooms 
and into the labor force. Families often required the additional income children could provide, whether through formal field work 
or informal survival activities, which effectively eroded the educational gains made over the previous decade. In response, the 
community established a grassroots educational network that operated on shoestring budgets in church basements and private 
homes. These informal programs provided a vital alternative to the public school system, teaching literacy, vocational skills, and 
cultural history to a generation of children who might otherwise have been left with no formal instruction at all. 

Discrimination in Relief Programs 

While federal New Deal initiatives were designed to provide a universal safety net, Mexican American communities were often 
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excluded through a combination of explicit policy and biased local administration. Many programs required formal documentation 
of citizenship or legal residency, a mandate that proved particularly difficult for residents in rural areas. Families with members 
born in the United States before the era of systematic birth registration found themselves in a bureaucratic trap, unable to prove 
a status that should have been self-evident. 

The implementation of these programs at the local level introduced further barriers, as relief officials often applied much more 
rigorous standards to Mexican American applicants than to their Anglo counterparts. In some jurisdictions, officials demanded 
excessive documentation or denied applications without explanation, effectively using the withholding of relief as a coercive tool. 
By refusing benefits while simultaneously presenting "repatriation" as the only alternative to starvation, local authorities turned 
administrative procedures into a mechanism for removal. 

These systemic hurdles were compounded by language barriers, as application processes and official forms were conducted 
almost exclusively in English. Because these procedures were designed without regard for the specific circumstances of the 
Spanish-speaking community, they created a set of obstacles that Anglo applicants never encountered. This disconnect between 
the federal promise of universal relief and the reality of its discriminatory delivery demonstrated how citizenship rights could be 
nullified through the simple daily practices of local bureaucracy. 

In response, many communities began to organize, developing advocacy strategies that would later serve as the foundation for 
modern civil rights movements. Organizations worked to document instances of bias, assisted individuals with the complexities 
of relief applications, and pressured local boards to administer federal programs with greater equity. Although these efforts saw 
only modest gains during the Depression, they fostered an organizational capacity and a heightened political consciousness that 
would influence Mexican American civic engagement for decades to come. 

This page titled 9.2: The Great Depression's Impact on Mexican American Communities is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was 
authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9.3: Repatriation and Deportation in the 1930s 

Throughout the 1930s, a coordinated effort between federal, state, and local authorities 
resulted in the pressured or forced removal of an estimated one million people of Mexican descent 
from the United States. This campaign did not distinguish between nationality and ethnicity, as 
many of those targeted were legal residents or American citizens. The following sections examine 
the organizational structure of these campaigns, the specific methods officials employed to coerce 
departures, and the enduring impact these actions had on the families and communities involved. 

The Repatriation Campaigns 

Figure 9.5 Relatives and friends wave goodbye to 
a train carrying approximately 1,500 people being 
expelled from Los Angeles to Mexico, August 20, 
1931 (NY Daily News Archive/Getty Images. Public 
Domain.) 

The Los Angeles County "deportation trains" 
became a defining symbol of the repatriation 
campaigns of the 1930s. An estimated 60 
percent of those expelled were American citizens, 
many of them children, whose legal status offered 
no protection against removal. 

The repatriation campaigns of the 1930s were organized efforts that prioritized the removal 
of ethnic Mexicans over the preservation of their legal rights. By coordinating at federal, state, and 
local levels, officials oversaw a mass expulsion of between one and two million people, marking one 
of the largest forced migrations in the history of the United States. Because these authorities often 
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conducted removals without regard for individual legal status, approximately 60 percent of those 
swept up in these campaigns were actually American citizens. 

Authorities primarily justified these campaigns through economic arguments, claiming that the 
removal of Mexican workers would create job openings for Anglo Americans and reduce the financial 
burden on public relief programs. These justifications often ignored the specific demographics and 
legal standing of the people being removed. Many of those targeted were citizens with legitimate 
claims to the same employment and assistance as any other resident, and roughly one-third of the 
deportees were children who did not compete in the labor market. Consequently, the removal of 
these consumers and community members often destabilized local economies rather than providing 
the intended relief. 

The "deportation trains" in Los Angeles County served as the most prominent symbol of this 
era. County officials organized and publicized these departures to provide visible evidence of their 
efforts to reduce the number of Mexican origin individuals on the relief rolls. The public nature of 
these departures reinforced a social message about who was considered a member of American 
society and who could be expelled, effectively signaling that racial identity could supersede the 
protections of legal citizenship. 
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Methods of Coercion 

Figure 9.6 People of Mexican descent at a Los 
Angeles train station awaiting deportation, 1932 
(Los Angeles Herald Examiner/Los Angeles Public 
Library. Public Domain.) 

Los Angeles County deported more people than 
any other jurisdiction in the United States during 
the 1930s, removing an estimated one-third of 
the Mexican-origin population from the region 
over the course of the decade. 

These campaigns utilized various forms of coercion that frequently rendered formal legal 
status meaningless. Immigration raids targeted Mexican American neighborhoods, workplaces, and 
public spaces, which created a climate of fear that kept many community members confined to 
their homes. These operations often occurred without warrants or formal legal process, as officials 
demanded immediate proof of citizenship from anyone who appeared to be of Mexican descent. 
Individuals who were unable to produce documentation on the spot faced detention and potential 
removal, regardless of their actual legal standing. 

The denial of relief benefits served as another primary tool for encouraging departure. Families 
facing starvation were often informed they could only receive public assistance if they agreed to 
"voluntary" repatriation. While this allowed officials to claim that families had chosen to leave, the 
choice between deportation and watching children go hungry was not voluntary in any traditional 
sense. Ultimately, the distinction between forced deportation and coerced departure made little 
practical difference to the people who lost their homes, their communities, and their livelihoods. 

General harassment and intimidation also contributed to an environment that made remaining 
in the United States difficult even for those not directly targeted for removal. Mexican American 
businesses faced increased scrutiny and pressure, while children often experienced intensified 
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discrimination within the school system. Collectively, these practices sent a clear social message 
that the presence of Mexican Americans was unwelcome, and the environment would be made 
increasingly uncomfortable until they chose to depart. 

Human Cost and Family Separation 

The human cost of repatriation cannot be measured by government manifests or census data 
alone. Families were frequently torn apart because some members, particularly American-born 
children, remained in the United States while others were forced to leave. Parents faced a series of 
impossible choices, such as taking their citizen children to a country the children had never known 
or leaving them behind with relatives or in foster care. Regardless of the decision, the result was a 
cycle of family separation and trauma that affected survivors for the remainder of their lives. 

Economic stability built over decades often vanished in the chaos of these departures. Because 
families were sometimes given only days or hours to leave, they were unable to sell homes, 
businesses, or personal belongings at fair market prices. Many simply abandoned property they 
could not quickly liquidate, leading to massive economic losses that compounded the emotional 
trauma of the move. Consequently, many families arrived in Mexico without the resources necessary 
to rebuild their lives. 

For many deportees, Mexico was essentially a foreign country where they had no meaningful 
connections. American-born citizens had never lived there, and even long-term residents had built 
their entire lives, including family, community, and livelihoods, on the American side of the border. 
Arriving in Mexico meant navigating an unfamiliar environment without established social networks 
or knowledge of how to survive. While some deportees eventually found a way to return to the United 
States, many others remained permanently displaced, their American lives effectively erased by 
policies that had treated their citizenship as irrelevant. 
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Community Responses and Long-term Impact 

Figure 9.7 Community meeting at the El Rio Farm 
Security Administration camp for Mexican 
migrant workers, El Rio, California, photograph by 
Robert Hemmig, 1940 (American Folklife Center, 
Library of Congress, AFC 1985/001: p012. Public 
Domain.) 

FSA camps, while segregated and limited in 
number, provided some Mexican migrant families 
with access to running water, medical care, and 
community spaces that most agricultural labor 
camps lacked entirely. 

Mexican American communities met the repatriation campaigns with whatever resources they 
could organize to defend their members. Local organizations provided critical legal assistance 
to those challenging deportation orders and helped families gather the documentation needed 
to prove citizenship claims that were being ignored by authorities. These groups also worked 
to publicize the specific abuses inherent in the campaigns, and while these efforts saved some 
families from removal, they could not stem the broader tide of state-sponsored expulsion. 

The experience left lasting marks on Mexican American communities as the trauma of 
repatriation created a persistent fear regarding citizenship rights and the reach of government 
authority. Families who survived the campaigns often remained silent about their experiences for 
decades; the memories were frequently too painful to discuss, and the fear of renewed persecution 
remained too strong to risk drawing public attention. This collective silence meant that the 
repatriation campaigns remained largely unknown to the broader American public for decades, 
effectively becoming a forgotten chapter of history. 
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The legacy of repatriation continues to influence Mexican American perspectives on 
immigration policy and civil rights. The campaigns made it clear that citizenship provided no 
reliable protection against discrimination when racial prejudice combined with economic crisis. 
They established how quickly rights could be stripped away and how little recourse affected 
communities had against government power. When contemporary debates invoke fears about mass 
deportation or family separation, Mexican American communities do not have to imagine the 
consequences, as they remember the historical reality of the 1930s. 

This page titled 9.3: Repatriation and Deportation in the 1930s is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9.4: The Bracero Program 

The trajectory of American immigration policy shifted abruptly as the nation entered World 
War II. Within a decade of the repatriation campaigns, the United States moved from mass 
expulsion to the active recruitment of Mexican workers to fill critical wartime labor shortages. This 
initiative, known as the Bracero Program, brought millions of contract laborers to American farms 
and railroads over the following two decades. 

The following sections examine the formal structure of this program and the significant 
gap between its official protections and the actual conditions workers experienced in the fields. 
Furthermore, this history explores how the arrival of these contract workers affected established 
Mexican American communities already living in the regions where braceros were sent. 
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From Deportation to Recruitment 

Figure 9.8 Telegram from the Yuma County Water 
Users Association to Earl G. Harrison, 
Commissioner of Immigration and Naturalization, 
requesting permission to employ Mexican 
workers for wartime harvests, April 23, 1943 
(National Archives and Records Administration, 
NAID 7459462. Public Domain.) 

This telegram reveals how quickly agricultural 
interests reversed course once labor was needed. 
The same border region that had expelled 
Mexican workers during the Depression was now 
asking federal authorities to suspend 
deportations so those workers could harvest 
"vitally essential war crops." 

Less than a decade after the mass deportations of the 1930s, the United States reversed its 
policy and began actively recruiting Mexican workers to address labor shortages created by World 
War II. This initiative, known as the Bracero Program, was established in 1942 through a bilateral 
agreement between the United States and Mexico. It brought hundreds of thousands of Mexican 
agricultural workers north under temporary labor contracts, illustrating a sharp contradiction in 
American policy: Mexican workers were often unwelcome during economic downturns yet deemed 
essential during labor shortages. Despite their economic importance, they were not fully accepted 
as members of American society. 

The demand for this program emerged from agricultural interests as American workers left 
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farms for military service or higher-paying industrial positions. Growers who had supported 
repatriation only a few years earlier now lobbied federal authorities for access to Mexican labor. 
Arguments regarding the perceived suitability of Mexican workers for agricultural tasks, once used 
to justify exploitation, were now employed to justify their recruitment. Throughout this shift, the 
workers were primarily treated as instruments of economic policy rather than as individuals with 
their own rights and interests. 

Mexico sought to protect its citizens by negotiating specific conditions for the program. The 
resulting bilateral agreement included provisions for minimum wages, decent housing, adequate 
food, and fair treatment. These requirements reflected the Mexican government's concerns 
regarding the historical exploitation of its citizens in American agriculture. While the program was 
designed on paper to ensure regulated conditions that were superior to typical agricultural labor, 
the practical reality for the workers often failed to meet these standards. 

Program Structure and Worker Experience 

Figure 9.9 The first braceros arriving in Los 
Angeles by train, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 
1942 (Oakland Museum of California. Public 
Domain.) 

The Bracero Program ultimately brought more 
than four million contracts to Mexican workers 
over 22 years, making it the largest foreign 
agricultural labor program in United States 
history. 
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The Bracero Program facilitated approximately 4.6 million contracts over its twenty-two-year 
existence, though the number of individual participants was smaller because many workers returned 
for multiple seasons. Prospective laborers applied at recruitment centers within Mexico, where they 
underwent medical examinations that many participants remembered as humiliating and invasive. 
After clearing these hurdles, they signed formal contracts that explicitly outlined their wages, 
working conditions, and the temporary nature of their stay in the United States. 

These contract terms were theoretically comprehensive, promising guaranteed wages, 
transportation to and from work sites, and housing that met specific sanitary standards. The 
agreements also included provisions for meals or cooking facilities, insurance coverage, and 
protection against discrimination. Furthermore, the program included a built-in enforcement 
mechanism: employers who violated these terms could, in theory, lose their legal access to bracero 
labor. 

In practice, the actual conditions in the fields often bore little resemblance to these official 
promises. Housing varied wildly, ranging from adequate barracks to overcrowded shacks that lacked 
basic sanitation. Wages were frequently lower than the contracted rates, or they were significantly 
reduced through unexpected deductions for food, housing, and supplies that workers had been led 
to believe were covered. Because workers who complained risked immediate deportation and the 
forfeiture of their earned wages, the physical demands of the labor remained as dangerous and 
exhausting as ever. 

The fundamental structure of the program created a deep dependency, as workers relied 
entirely on their employers for housing, food, and legal status. This imbalance limited the ability of 
laborers to resist exploitation or report abuses. A bracero who left an abusive employer immediately 
became undocumented, making them subject to deportation and unable to seek legal employment 
elsewhere. This system frequently forced workers to choose between enduring mistreatment or 
losing every cent they had traveled north to earn. 
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Impact on Mexican American Communities 

Figure 9.10 Los Angeles Times article and 
photograph reporting on falsification allegations 
in bracero job records, Imperial Valley, California, 
January 25, 1963 (National Archives and Records 
Administration, NAID 296742. Public Domain.) 

Investigations into record falsification near the 
end of the Bracero Program revealed how 
systematically some growers had manipulated 
documentation to underpay workers or deny them 
contracted protections, abuses that had gone 
largely unchecked throughout the program's 
existence. 

The Bracero Program introduced a set of complex social dynamics into established Mexican 
American communities. While the influx of temporary workers significantly increased the Mexican-
origin population in agricultural regions, the braceros' temporary legal status and their controlled 
living conditions often limited their ability to integrate into existing neighborhoods. Within these 
communities, reactions to the program were varied; some residents welcomed the laborers as fellow 
Mexicans facing shared struggles, while others viewed them as direct competition for limited jobs 
and housing. 

Labor advocates argued that the program systematically undermined efforts to improve 
working conditions within the agricultural sector. Because employers had access to a steady supply 
of contracted workers who could not easily leave or organize, there was little pressure to raise wages 
or enhance workplace safety for any agricultural laborer. The presence of braceros made strikes 
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significantly harder to sustain, as employers could simply replace striking workers with contract 
laborers. Consequently, the program diminished the bargaining power of established Mexican 
American agricultural workers, effectively depressing standards across the industry. 

Despite these economic tensions, meaningful connections frequently developed between the 
contract workers and the surrounding Mexican American communities. Braceros attended local 
churches, patronized neighborhood businesses, and formed personal relationships in the towns 
near their work sites. Over time, some workers used the connections they made during their contract 
periods to return with their families and settle permanently. In this way, the program contributed 
to the long-term growth and cultural depth of the Mexican American population, even as it created 
difficult internal dynamics that persisted for decades. 

Program Legacy 

The Bracero Program ended in 1964, terminated amid growing criticism of its labor practices 
and sustained pressure from labor unions. Its legacy, however, extended far beyond its formal 
conclusion, as the program had established deep-seated patterns of Mexican labor migration that 
continued even without official government sanction. Workers who had learned the routes north and 
established connections in American communities continued to travel for work, often transitioning 
from contracted braceros to undocumented migrants to maintain their livelihoods. 

The program also left behind unresolved financial disputes that took decades to address. Under 
the original agreement, Mexican law required that 10 percent of bracero wages be withheld and 
deposited in Mexican banks, intended as a savings fund for workers to collect upon their return 
home. In reality, many workers never received these funds, which vanished into Mexican government 
accounts. Lawsuits seeking the recovery of these stolen wages continued well into the twenty-first 
century, with elderly former braceros and their descendants still fighting for the compensation their 
labor had earned sixty years earlier. 

For the farmworker movements emerging in the 1960s, the termination of the Bracero Program 
created new opportunities for labor organizing. With the steady supply of contracted workers finally 
cut off, agricultural laborers gained a level of bargaining power they had lacked for over two 
decades. César Chávez and the United Farm Workers built their movement in the years immediately 
following the program's end, successfully organizing workers who could no longer be easily replaced 
by a revolving door of contract labor. This shift in power set the stage for the major agricultural labor 
struggles that would define the following decades. 

This page titled 9.4: The Bracero Program is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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9.5: Culture Lab - Depression-Era Oral Histories 

Before government reports or newspapers began documenting the toll of the Depression 
on Mexican American families, the memories of those who lived through it remained largely 
unrecorded. Many of these stories would have been lost if historians and community members 
had not eventually interviewed survivors to preserve their testimonies. These conversations offer a 
perspective on the era that is unavailable in any other historical source. 

An oral history is a recorded interview with a person who lived through the events being studied, 
typically conducted years or decades later. Unlike letters or diaries, oral histories provide a voice to 
those who left few written records, such as working families, women, and children. For historians of 
Mexican American life, these interviews are among the most essential tools for understanding the 
reality of the Great Depression. 

The Source 

Listen to clips from Castañeda’s 1971 interview in the COPH podcast: Outspoken: A COPH 
Podcast, Episode 1 (“Latina Legacies”). Her voice appears in the “Out of the Archive” segment. 

Key moments: 

• At the train station. Castañeda was nine years old when her family boarded a train at Los 
Angeles Union Station. She describes the station as cold and dark, crowded with crying 
children and distressed parents. It was the last time she would see her city for more than 
a decade. 

• La repatriada. In Mexico, other children taunted her with that word - the repatriated 
one. She did not belong there, and everyone made sure she knew it. The taunting was 
relentless enough that she eventually dropped out of school. 

• The birth certificate. Castañeda stayed in contact with her godmother in Los Angeles, who 
eventually mailed her American birth certificate across the border. That single document, 
proof of citizenship that should never have required proving, was what finally allowed her 
to come home. 

• The return. She came back in 1944, at eighteen, on a train full of soldiers heading into 
the unknown. She had three dresses, a change of underwear, and the shoes on her feet. 
She felt a kinship with those soldiers. She, too, was crossing into uncertain territory. 
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Read It 

• What does it tell us that documents cannot? Official records of the repatriation — 
county relief records, train manifests, government correspondence — document numbers 
and logistics. They do not document what it felt like to be a nine-year-old in a Los Angeles 
train station, or to arrive in a country that was supposed to be yours but felt entirely 
foreign. Castañeda’s interview preserves what no official record captured: the texture of 
the experience from the inside. 

• What specific details stand out? The details that feel most specific are often the 
most historically valuable. Castañeda does not speak in generalities. She describes the 
particular cruelty of being called la repatriada by other children, the particular isolation of 
dropping out of school because of that taunting, and the particular significance of a birth 
certificate as the difference between exile and home. 

• What does that tell us about the repatriation? These details reveal what the 
repatriation actually meant at the level of a single life: that citizenship did not protect 
families who could not prove it quickly enough, that children bore the social costs of 
displacement long after the trains had moved on, and that survival often depended on 
personal networks (a godmother, a letter, a document preserved across a border) rather 
than on any government recognition of rights. 

• What is missing? Castañeda was interviewed in 1971, forty years after the events she 
describes, by her own daughter. By then, California’s Chicano civil rights movement 
had put the repatriation on the political agenda. How she understood and narrated her 
experience in 1971 reflects that context as well as her 1930s childhood. The interview is 
not a window directly into the past, it is a 1971 conversation about the past, and both 
matter. 

Compare It 

Now consider a different voice. 

Written narrative from oral history: Gonzalo Garza, interviewed by the Voces Oral History 
Center, University of Texas at Austin. Available at voces.moody.utexas.edu/collections/stories/
gonzalo-garza. Note: Garza’s interview is preserved and shared as a written narrative 
compiled from his recording, a common way archives make interviews accessible. This is still 
an oral history; it has reached us in a different form. 

Key moments: 

• ¿Cuántas manos tiene usted? During the 1930s, Garza's parents picked crops across 
Texas. Growers had a standard question for anyone seeking work: How many hands do 
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you have? The number of workers in a family determined how much could be harvested 
and whether there would be work at all. 

• Half a wagon of corn. In 1933, when Garza was six years old, the family came close to 
starvation. His uncle Martín Villarreal heard about their situation and brought half a wagon 
of corn. Garza's mother made tortillas eaten with shortening and salt until conditions 
improved. Community kept them alive when no government program did. 

• The Mexican school. When Garza began school in 1937, he enrolled in a segregated one-
room schoolhouse called the "Mexican school," a separate institution for the children of 
migrant workers. He entered not knowing a single word of English. 

 

Gonzalo Garza was born in 1927 on a farm near New Braunfels, Texas, to Mexican immigrant 
farmworkers. His family was not repatriated. They stayed. During the 1930s, his parents picked crops 
across Texas, answering growers who asked ¿Cuántas manos tiene usted? (How many hands do 
you have?) because the number of workers in a family determined how much could be harvested. 
In 1933, the family came close to starvation; his uncle brought half a wagon of corn, and Garza’s 
mother made tortillas eaten with shortening and salt until conditions improved. When Garza started 
school in 1937, he enrolled in a segregated one-room schoolhouse called the “Mexican school,” not 
knowing a single word of English. 

Castañeda and Garza were born one year apart and grew up during the same crisis. Both 
families were Mexican American. Both had very little. But their experiences diverged in ways that 
shaped everything that followed. Castañeda’s family was pushed out by a government that treated 
citizenship as irrelevant; she spent her childhood in a country she did not know, waiting for a piece 
of paper that would let her come home. Garza’s family stayed, but staying meant segregated schools, 
poverty, and exclusion from relief programs that were supposed to help everyone. 

Together, these testimonies show that there was no single Mexican American experience of the 
Depression. The repatriation created one kind of rupture. Poverty, segregation, and exclusion from 
public programs created another. Both were real. Neither appears fully in the official record. They 
survive because two people agreed to be interviewed, and archivists made sure those interviews 
were preserved. 

A Note on Sources 

Memory is selective. People remember some things vividly and forget others entirely. They may 
unconsciously reshape memories to fit later understanding. The second testimony was recorded 
during the Chicano Movement, when cultural pride was being celebrated. The speaker's emphasis 
on dignity and family values may reflect what felt important in 1978 as much as what happened in 
1932. 

The circumstances of recording also matter. Who conducted the interview? What questions 
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did they ask? Speakers may share things with some interviewers that they would not tell others. 
And trauma affects memory in particular ways: painful experiences may be suppressed or may be 
preserved with vivid intensity but distorted in their details. 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter oral history testimony, ask: 

1. When was this recorded? How much time passed between the events and the 
interview? What historical developments occurred in between that might shape how 
the speaker framed their memories? 

2. What specific details appear? Concrete, sensory details often indicate genuine 
memory. Generalized statements may reflect later interpretation or community 
narratives absorbed over time. 

3. What does the speaker emphasize or avoid? The stories people choose to tell 
express their values. Silences may indicate painful topics or experiences that do not 
fit their preferred narrative. 

4. How does this compare with other accounts? Patterns across multiple oral 
histories suggest shared experiences. Unique details may capture individual 
circumstances or may indicate unreliable memory. 

5. What can be verified elsewhere? Oral histories work best combined with 
documents, photographs, and other evidence that can confirm or complicate 
personal testimony. 

Explore Further 

The Voces Oral History Project at the University of Texas at Austin (voces.lib.utexas.edu) holds 
hundreds of interviews with Latino veterans and community members, many digitized and available 
online. The Library of Congress American Folklife Center includes recordings from 1930s migrant 
labor camps. Local historical societies throughout the Southwest maintain collections reflecting 
their communities' experiences. 

Outspoken: A COPH Podcast, Episode 1 (“Latina Legacies”) - soundcloud.com/coph-csuf/
episode-one-latina-legacies Includes audio clips from Emilia Castañeda’s 1971 interview. Free to 
stream. 

Voces Oral History Center (UT Austin): https://voces.moody.utexas.edu/ Over 1,800 interviews 
documenting Latino experience, originally focused on WWII veterans but expanded to include 
Korean War, Vietnam War, and civic leaders. Many interviews available through their YouTube 
channel. 

Lawrence de Graaf Center for Oral and Public History (COPH), CSUF coph.fullerton.edu 
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The largest oral history archive in California, with over 6,000 interviews including the full Mexican 
American Oral History Project collection. 

Library of Congress "Voices from the Dust Bowl": https://www.loc.gov/collections/todd-and-
sonkin-migrant-workers-from-1940-to-1941/ The Charles L. Todd and Robert Sonkin collection from 
FSA migrant labor camps in California, 1940-1941. Includes songs, interviews, and camp council 
meeting recordings. Note: This collection documents primarily "Okie" Dust Bowl refugees rather than 
Mexican migrants, but it captures Depression-era migrant voices close to the time of the events. 

Library of Congress American Folklife Center Digital Collections: https://www.loc.gov/
research-centers/american-folklife-center/collections/digital-collections/ Broader portal to multiple 
oral history and folk music collections. 

This page titled 9.5: Culture Lab - Depression-Era Oral Histories is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9.6: Study Guide 

The Great Depression and Repatriation 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the Great Depression affected Mexican American communities, 
including both economic hardships and community survival strategies. 

2. Summarize the methods and human costs of the 1930s repatriation campaigns, such 
as family separation and the removal of American citizens. 

3. Identify how discrimination within New Deal relief programs restricted Mexican 
American access to federal government assistance. 

4. Describe the structure of the Bracero Program and the persistent gap between its 
promised protections and actual working conditions. 

5. Explain the value and the limitations of oral histories as primary sources for 
understanding the lived experience of the Depression era. 

Section Summaries 

9.1 Overview 

The Great Depression devastated Mexican American communities even before the deportation 
trains began running. Workers who had found steady employment during the 1920s lost their 
jobs, and discrimination intensified when Anglo workers began competing for positions they had 
previously rejected. Between 1929 and 1939, the repatriation campaigns removed between one 
and two million people of Mexican descent from the United States, and an estimated 60 percent 
were American citizens. Los Angeles County organized deportation trains and immigration raids, 
framing these mass expulsions as a strategy to reduce relief costs. While community mutual aid 
organizations and communal kitchens provided a temporary social safety net, they could not protect 
families from a government that treated citizenship as a secondary concern to administrative 
convenience. This vulnerability remained clear into the early 1940s, when agricultural interests 
lobbied for the Bracero Program to address wartime labor shortages. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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9.1 The Impact of the Great Depression 

• Mexican American workers were often the first fired as the economy collapsed, facing new 
competition from Anglo workers for manual labor roles. 

• New Deal programs frequently excluded Mexican Americans or provided lower assistance 
levels based on the assumption that they were temporary residents. 

• When government assistance failed, communities organized shared resources and 
communal kitchens to prevent total displacement. 

9.2 Repatriation Campaigns 

• Local and federal authorities coordinated the removal of up to two million people to 
Mexico to lower public welfare expenditures. 

• High-profile trains in cities like Los Angeles used psychological pressure and the threat 
of force to coerce families into leaving. 

• The removal of hundreds of thousands of U.S. citizens by birth represented a systemic 
violation of due process and civil rights. 

9.3 The Bracero Program 

• Labor shortages during World War II led agricultural interests to lobby for a return of 
Mexican labor. 

• Established in 1942, the program promised guest workers decent housing and fair wages, 
though these protections were rarely enforced. 

• The program was frequently used by growers to undermine domestic labor organizing and 
provided a pool of exploitable labor. 

9.4 Culture Lab: Oral History and Memory 

• Oral histories provide critical evidence of the coercion and trauma that official records 
often hide behind the label of voluntary repatriation. 

• Emilia Castañeda’s 1971 interview documents the forced removal of a U.S. citizen and the 
enduring struggle to reclaim her home. 

• Oral history allows for the recovery of family-level impacts and the emotional reality of 
state-sponsored displacement. 
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Key Terms & Definitions 

• Great Depression: Economic collapse beginning in 1929 that devastated Mexican 
American communities through unemployment, discrimination, and repatriation 
campaigns. 

• Repatriation campaigns: Mass expulsion of people of Mexican descent during the 
1930s; removed between one and two million people, an estimated 60 percent of whom 
were American citizens. 

• "Deportation trains": Los Angeles County's organized trains transporting deportees to 
Mexico; publicized as evidence of removing "Mexicans" from relief rolls. 

• Coerced "voluntary" repatriation: Practice of denying relief benefits unless families 
agreed to leave; choice between deportation and starvation was not voluntary in any 
meaningful sense. 

• New Deal: Federal relief programs during the Depression; Mexican Americans often 
faced discrimination in access through documentation requirements and biased local 
administration. 

• Community kitchens: Emergency food programs in barrios operating on donated food 
and volunteer labor, often organized through churches and mutualistas. 

• Cooperative buying clubs: Arrangements allowing families to pool resources for bulk 
purchases, stretching limited funds further than individual shopping. 

• Bracero Program (1942-1964): Bilateral agreement between the U.S. and Mexico 
bringing Mexican agricultural workers north under temporary labor contracts; brought 
approximately 4.6 million workers over 22 years. 

• Bracero: Mexican agricultural worker participating in the Bracero Program; from Spanish 
brazos (arms), referring to manual labor. 

• Contract protections: Bracero Program promises of minimum wages, decent housing, 
adequate food, fair treatment, and return transportation; actual conditions often violated 
these terms. 

• Ten percent wage withholding: Mexican law requiring portion of bracero wages be 
deposited in Mexican banks for return; many workers never received these funds. 

• Oral history: Recorded interview with someone who lived through events being studied, 
typically conducted years later; captures perspectives official records miss while filtering 
through memory. 

• Sensory details: Specific, concrete details in oral histories (colors, sounds, physical 
sensations) that often indicate genuine memory rather than later construction. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Balderrama, Francisco E., and Raymond Rodríguez. Decade of Betrayal: Mexican 
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Repatriation in the 1930s. University of New Mexico Press, 2006. 
◦ Relevance: Definitive study of the repatriation campaigns documenting their 

scale, methods, and human cost. 
• Ngai, Mae M. Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America. 

Princeton University Press, 2004. 
◦ Relevance: Places Mexican American experience within broader history of 

immigration restriction and citizenship. 
• Cohen, Deborah. Braceros: Migrant Citizens and Transnational Subjects in the Postwar 

United States and Mexico. University of North Carolina Press, 2011. 
◦ Relevance: Examines bracero experiences and the program's impact on 

communities in both countries. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Voces Oral History Center (UT Austin) 
◦ https://voces.moody.utexas.edu/ 
◦ Description: Over 1,800 interviews documenting Latino experience; many 

available through YouTube channel. 
• Library of Congress: Voices from the Dust Bowl 

◦ https://www.loc.gov/collections/todd-and-sonkin-migrant-workers-
from-1940-to-1941/ 

◦ Description: Recordings from FSA migrant labor camps in California, 
1940-1941. 

• Bracero History Archive 
◦ http://braceroarchive.org 
◦ Description: Oral histories, photographs, and documents about the Bracero 

Program. 

Multimedia & Video 

• PBS: The Bracero Program 
◦ Description: Documentary examining the program's history and its legacy for 

farmworkers. 
• California State Senate Apology for Repatriation 

◦ Description: 2005 legislative acknowledgment of the unconstitutional removal 
of American citizens. 

This page titled 9.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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9.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. During the Great Depression, Mexican Americans experienced economic collapse with 
particular severity because: a) they had been wealthy before the Depression b) 
discrimination intensified as Anglo workers competed for jobs they had rejected c) they 
refused to seek employment d) the Depression did not affect agricultural workers 

2. The Las Colonias Association in San Antonio reported in 1932 that what percentage of its 
Mexican American members had lost regular employment? a) 20 percent b) 50 percent 
c) over 80 percent d) 100 percent 

3. True or False: Mexican American communities responded to the Depression by expanding 
mutualista services beyond insurance benefits to include food assistance, emergency 
housing, and help navigating relief bureaucracies. 

4. Community kitchens that emerged in barrios during the Depression operated by: a) 
receiving full government funding b) using donated food and volunteer labor organized 
through churches c) charging market prices for meals d) serving only non-Mexican 
American families 

5. Discrimination in New Deal relief programs affected Mexican Americans because: a) 
programs were designed specifically for Mexican Americans b) many programs required 
citizenship documentation that some found difficult to provide c) Mexican Americans 
refused to apply for relief d) all Mexican Americans automatically received benefits 

6. True or False: The repatriation campaigns of the 1930s removed between one and two 
million people of Mexican descent from the United States, and an estimated 60 percent 
were American citizens. 

7. Los Angeles County's "deportation trains" were significant because they: a) provided 
comfortable transportation for voluntary departures b) became notorious symbols 
publicized as removing "Mexicans" from relief rolls c) were organized by the Mexican 
government d) transported only non-citizens 

8. The methods used in repatriation campaigns included: a) only formal legal deportation 
proceedings b) immigration raids without warrants and denial of relief unless families left 
c) generous relocation assistance d) careful verification of citizenship before any action 

9. True or False: An estimated one-third of those deported during the repatriation 
campaigns were children. 

10. Many deportees faced an impossible situation upon arrival in Mexico because: a) the 
Mexican government provided generous assistance b) they had no meaningful connection 
to Mexico c) their American employers helped them resettle d) they all had family waiting 
for them there 

11. The human cost of repatriation included: a) only minor inconvenience for those removed 
b) family separation, loss of property, and deportation of American citizens c) improved 
economic conditions for all involved d) careful preservation of families and property 
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12. True or False: Many families who survived the repatriation campaigns remained silent 
about their experiences for decades, the memories too painful and the fear of renewed 
persecution too strong. 

13. Less than a decade after the mass deportations, the United States: a) apologized and 
provided reparations b) began actively recruiting Mexican workers through the Bracero 
Program c) permanently closed the border d) invited all deportees to return 

14. The Bracero Program was established in 1942 through: a) unilateral U.S. action without 
Mexican input b) a bilateral agreement between the United States and Mexico c) a United 
Nations resolution d) individual contracts between workers and employers 

15. True or False: The Bracero Program brought approximately 4.6 million workers to the 
United States over its 22-year existence; contracts promised minimum wages, decent 
housing, and fair treatment, but actual conditions often violated these terms. 

16. The Bracero Program's structure limited workers' ability to resist exploitation because: a) 
workers were free to leave anytime b) workers were dependent on employers for housing, 
food, and legal status c) Mexican labor unions protected all workers d) American courts 
provided full protection 

17. The Bracero Program affected Mexican American communities by: a) having no impact 
on established residents b) creating complex dynamics as labor advocates argued it 
undermined organizing c) improving wages for all agricultural workers d) strengthening 
union organizing during the program years 

18. True or False: The Bracero Program ended in 1964, but patterns of Mexican labor 
migration continued without official sanction, and many workers never received the ten 
percent wage withholding that Mexican law required. 

19. Oral histories are valuable for understanding the Depression and repatriation because 
they: a) provide perspectives from within communities that official records ignored b) 
are always completely accurate c) were all recorded at the time events occurred d) only 
capture the experiences of government officials 

20. True or False: When analyzing oral histories, specific sensory details (like the color of a 
doll's dress remembered forty years later) often indicate genuine memory, while the time 
between events and recording may shape how speakers frame their memories. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the Great Depression affect Mexican American workers differently than it 
affected Anglo-American workers? 

2. Describe the community survival strategies Mexican Americans developed during the 
Depression. 

3. How did discrimination in New Deal relief programs affect Mexican American access to 
government assistance? 

4. Explain the methods of coercion used in the repatriation campaigns and why "voluntary" 
repatriation was not truly voluntary. 

5. What was the human cost of the repatriation campaigns, particularly regarding family 
separation? 
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6. How did the United States shift from deporting Mexican workers in the 1930s to recruiting 
them in the 1940s? What does this shift reveal about American policy toward Mexican 
labor? 

7. What did the Bracero Program promise workers, and how did actual conditions differ from 
these promises? 

8. How did the Bracero Program affect Mexican American communities and agricultural 
labor organizing? 

9. Why are oral histories particularly valuable for understanding the Depression and 
repatriation? 

10. What should historians consider when analyzing oral history testimony recorded decades 
after events? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The repatriation campaigns removed an estimated 60 percent American citizens along 
with non-citizens. What does this reveal about the relationship between citizenship, race, 
and rights during times of economic crisis? How did the campaigns demonstrate that 
legal status provided limited protection when racial prejudice combined with economic 
desperation? 

2. The chapter describes a rapid shift from mass deportation in the 1930s to active 
recruitment through the Bracero Program in the 1940s. What does this pattern reveal 
about how American policy treated Mexican workers? How did economic interests shape 
immigration policy in contradictory ways? 

3. The Bracero Program promised worker protections that were often violated in practice. 
Why was there such a gap between contract promises and actual conditions? What 
structural factors made it difficult for workers to assert their rights? 

4. The Culture Lab examines two oral history testimonies that emphasize different aspects 
of Depression-era experience—one focusing on fear and loss, the other on dignity and 
resilience. What do these different emphases reveal about memory, survival, and how 
communities make meaning from hardship? 

This page titled 9.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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10: WORLD WAR II AND THE ZOOT SUIT GENERATION 
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10.2: Mexican Americans on the Home Front 

10.3: Pachuco Culture and the Zoot Suit Riots 

10.4: Military Service and Valor 

10.5: Leaders and Legacies - Guy Gabaldon 
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This page titled 10: World War II and the Zoot Suit Generation is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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10.1: Overview 

Figure 10.1 World War II and the Zoot Suit Generation, 1941–1949 (Author Created, 2025) 

Timeline showing Mexican American wartime contributions, Pachuco culture and the Zoot Suit Riots, military service 
and recognition, and the emergence of postwar civil rights organizing. 

 

When Macario García returned to Texas after earning the Medal of Honor for single-handedly destroying two German machine 
gun positions, a restaurant in his hometown refused to serve him. This stark contradiction meant that the nation's highest military 
decoration could not buy a meal in the place he had risked his life to defend. García was part of a larger movement; an estimated 
350,000 to 500,000 Mexican Americans served in World War II, earning seventeen Medals of Honor and countless other 
decorations. These individuals returned home expecting their sacrifice to translate into social acceptance, yet they encountered 
the same segregation in housing, schools, and public accommodations that had existed before the conflict. 

The war years introduced changes that could not be entirely undone. Defense industries desperate for workers hired Mexican 
Americans for positions previously closed to them, shifting the economic landscape. Families saw a rapid transition in labor; for 
example, a man whose father had picked lettuce now built airplanes, while women brought home paychecks their mothers had 
never earned. Simultaneously, the zoot suit-wearing youth known as pachucos claimed visibility in a society that preferred them 
invisible. Their presence provoked attacks by white servicemen that local police did little to stop. 

When the war ended, Mexican American veterans attempted to use the G.I. Bill to pursue education and homeownership. However, 
they faced systemic barriers, such as counselors who steered them toward vocational programs and banks that found reasons to 
deny their loan applications. The gap between what these veterans had earned through service and what they were allowed to 
claim in civilian life fueled a new determination. Veterans who had commanded troops and made life-and-death decisions refused 
to accept being told where they could eat, live, or send their children to school. The civil rights generation was coming home. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

Learning Objectives 
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1. Describe how World War II defense work transformed Mexican American economic life despite the persistent 
barriers of workplace discrimination. 

2. Identify the key elements of Pachuco culture and what the Zoot Suit Riots revealed about wartime racial prejudice 
and social anxieties. 

3. Summarize the scale of Mexican American military participation and how their combat service challenged existing 
racial stereotypes. 

4. Explain how barriers to education and housing benefits limited the access of Mexican American veterans to the 
opportunities promised by the G.I. Bill. 

5. Describe how the experience of military service shaped a new generation of civil rights leaders and organizations 
like the American G.I. Forum. 

This page titled 10.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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10.2: Mexican Americans on the Home Front 

While hundreds of thousands of Mexican Americans served overseas, the war also reshaped life at home. Defense industries 
opened positions that had previously been closed to Mexican American workers, and women entered the paid workforce in new 
numbers. The topics here examine those economic changes alongside the discrimination that persisted even as communities 
contributed to the war effort. 

Economic Transformation Through Defense Work 

Figure 10.2 Vultee Vengeance aircraft on the assembly line at 
Vultee Aircraft Co., Inc., Downey, California, c. 1942–1945 (U.S. 
Air Force. Public Domain.) 

Defense plants like Vultee transformed the industrial landscape 
of Southern California during the war, drawing thousands of 
Mexican American workers out of agricultural labor and into 
manufacturing jobs that offered steady wages, union protections, 
and year-round employment for the first time. 

World War II transformed Mexican American economic life more rapidly and thoroughly than any previous event. The defense 
industries that sprang up across the country desperately needed workers, and labor shortages forced employers to hire Mexican 
Americans for positions that had previously excluded them. Families who had spent generations in agricultural labor suddenly 
found themselves working in aircraft plants, shipyards, and steel mills. This transition represented not merely a change in 
occupation but a fundamental shift in economic possibility. 

The scale of change was dramatic, particularly in Los Angeles, where tens of thousands of Mexican Americans entered 
defense work. Companies such as Lockheed, Douglas, and Consolidated Aircraft recruited workers from barrios and agricultural 
communities throughout the Southwest. One worker at Lockheed summarized the impact by noting that while his father picked 
lettuce, he built airplanes. These jobs provided better pay than farm work, offered year-round employment, and granted access to 
union membership and benefits that agricultural labor had never included. 

However, this move into industrial work required significant adaptation, as factory discipline differed from the rhythms of 
agricultural labor. Workers adjusted to time clocks, production quotas, and the hierarchies of industrial management. Many left 
familiar communities for cities where they knew no one, finding housing in overcrowded barrios while adjusting to unfamiliar 
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urban environments. The transition demanded cultural as well as occupational adjustment because workers encountered new 
expectations regarding behavior, dress, and social interaction. 

Despite these opportunities, discrimination persisted within defense industries. Mexican Americans often found themselves 
assigned to the dirtiest or most dangerous jobs regardless of their qualifications. Promotions came slowly or not at all, and some 
plants maintained separate facilities for different ethnic groups. The wartime labor shortage had opened doors, but it had not 
eliminated the prejudices that kept Mexican Americans in subordinate positions. Workers who proved their capabilities on the 
job still faced barriers to advancement that Anglo workers did not encounter. 

Women in the Wartime Workforce 

Figure 10.3 Rita Rodriguey working at Consolidated Aircraft 
Corporation, Fort Worth, Texas, photograph by Howard R. Hollem, 
October 1942 (Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs 
Division, LC-USW36-37. Public Domain.) 

Women like Rodriguey entered industrial defense work in large 
numbers for the first time during the war, gaining access to 
wages and workplace experience that many used to build 
economic independence and support for their families and 
communities. 

The entry of Mexican American women into the industrial workforce during World War II represented a profound departure 
from the restrictive labor roles of the pre-war era. As national mobilization accelerated, these women moved beyond traditional 
domestic or agricultural work into the heart of the defense industry. This shift was most visible in aircraft manufacturing across 
Southern California and Texas, where they assembled complex plane components, though thousands more filled essential roles 
in food processing and garment production. This transition was more than a change in job title; it provided a level of economic 
independence that fundamentally challenged established social hierarchies. 

For many, the first paycheck was a revolutionary instrument of autonomy. One former aircraft worker recalled that bringing home 
her own earnings was an achievement her mother had never known, marking a clear generational break. These wages did far more 
than provide for basic survival; they altered the internal dynamics of the household. Women who had historically depended on the 
earnings of fathers or husbands began to leverage their new income to pursue higher education, support extended kin, or save 
for a future that diverged sharply from the domestic confinement of the generation before them. 

However, this newfound independence was managed under the weight of immense structural and personal challenges. Women 
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often balanced grueling factory shifts with a "second shift" of domestic labor that remained unchanged despite their professional 
contributions. The scarcity and high cost of childcare forced many to rely on informal networks of neighbors and extended 
family, while some were driven to the risky practice of bringing children into the industrial workplace itself. These struggles were 
intensified by the isolation of large defense hubs, where the cohesive support systems of smaller, rural communities were often 
entirely absent. 

The workplace itself functioned as a site of both opportunity and systemic friction. Mexican American women navigated 
environments where they faced sexual harassment from supervisors and open resentment from male coworkers who viewed 
them as interlopers in traditionally masculine spaces. Inequality was codified into the pay structure; women consistently earned 
less than men for identical labor and found the path to professional advancement largely blocked. While organizations like the 
Mexican American Women's Association provided a critical platform for advocacy, these workers were frequently left to navigate 
the intersecting pressures of ethnic and gender discrimination with very little institutional or legal backing. 

Continued Discrimination and Community Response 

The contradiction between Mexican Americans' wartime contributions and their continued mistreatment became increasingly 
difficult to ignore as the conflict progressed. Families working in defense industries and sending sons to war still faced rigid 
segregation in housing, education, and public accommodations. The prevailing message from American society suggested that 
while Mexican American labor and military sacrifice were welcome, their presence in white neighborhoods and schools was not. 

Housing remained sharply segregated in most cities, forcing defense workers into crowded barrios characterized by inadequate 
services. Even as economic positions improved, residential patterns remained largely unchanged due to discriminatory real estate 
practices, restrictive covenants, and informal prejudice. Workers who finally possessed the means to afford better housing often 
found no one willing to sell or rent to them outside of designated Mexican neighborhoods. 

This tension between economic contribution and social exclusion fundamentally altered how people viewed their place in society. 
A woman with a brother fighting in the Pacific and a husband building bombers no longer saw a reason to step off the sidewalk 
for a white passerby. Similarly, a man supervising a production line at Lockheed questioned why his children were still forced 
to attend segregated schools. While the war had not yet secured equality, it made systemic inequality harder to justify and 
significantly harder to bear. This shift in consciousness represented a critical change that was as significant as any official policy, 
ensuring that when the war ended, Mexican Americans would not return to the pre-war status quo. 

This page titled 10.2: Mexican Americans on the Home Front is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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10.3: Pachuco Culture and the Zoot Suit Riots 

Figure 10.4 A man in a zoot suit inspected upon arrest by 
Los Angeles police, photograph by John T. Burns, June 7, 1943 
(Associated Press. Public Domain.) 

The LAPD's response to the Zoot Suit Riots focused 
overwhelmingly on arresting Mexican American youth rather 
than the servicemen attacking them, with hundreds of young 
people detained in the days following the violence. 

While defense workers labored in factories and soldiers fought overseas, a distinctive youth culture emerged in Mexican American 
urban communities that became both celebrated and vilified. Pachucos, young working-class Mexican Americans centered 
primarily in Los Angeles, El Paso, and San Antonio, developed styles of dress, language, and behavior that challenged expectations 
from both Anglo-American society and traditional Mexican American communities. 

This phenomenon reflected the experiences of a generation caught between cultures. These young people had grown up in 
the United States, attended American schools, and spoke English fluently, yet they faced exclusion from full participation in 
American society. At the same time, they often felt disconnected from the traditional Mexican cultural orientation of their parents. 
Consequently, Pachuco culture represented neither a simple assimilation into Anglo-American norms nor a strict preservation of 
traditional Mexican identity. It was instead something new: a distinctively Mexican American youth culture that claimed space on 
its own terms. 
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Figure 10.5 Three men wearing variations of the zoot suit, 
photograph by Ollie Atkins, 1946 (National Archives, Richard 
Nixon Library and Museum. Public Domain.) 

Pachuco style was deliberately visible and self-assertive, 
creating a distinctly Mexican American identity that belonged 
neither to Anglo-American culture nor to their parents' 
generation, but claimed its own space on its own terms. 

The cultural innovations pachucos developed announced their existence and a refusal to apologize for it. They dressed in ways 
that demanded attention, spoke in ways that excluded outsiders, and gathered in public spaces where they refused to disappear. 
For young people who faced discrimination at every turn, style became a form of defiance. If American society was going to reject 
them anyway, they chose to reject its expectations in return. This deliberate visibility served as a self-assertive declaration of an 
identity that belonged neither to the dominant culture nor to their parents' generation. 

278 (10.3.2)



The Zoot Suit as Symbol 

Figure 10.6 Frank H. Tellez, 22, wearing a zoot suit and pancake 
hat in a Los Angeles County jail, photograph by John T. Burns, 
June 9, 1943 (Associated Press. Public Domain.) 

Tellez was among hundreds of Mexican American youth detained 
by Los Angeles police during the Zoot Suit Riots, while the 
servicemen who had attacked them largely went unarrested. The 
suits themselves became evidence of criminality in the eyes of 
authorities who associated the style with delinquency. 

The zoot suit served as the most recognizable marker of Pachuco identity, characterized by high-waisted, wide-legged trousers 
that tapered sharply to tight cuffs at the ankles. These were paired with long coats featuring wide lapels and broad, padded 
shoulders. Because these exaggerated proportions required substantial amounts of fabric, the suits were both expensive and 
difficult to obtain during a period defined by strict wartime rationing. 

This focus on material excess was a deliberate act of political and social defiance. The War Production Board had imposed fabric 
restrictions to conserve resources for the military, making the zoot suit a violation of federal law. By wearing the suit, a young 
man announced his rejection of wartime conformity and the expectation that he remain invisible and compliant. As one former 
Pachuco explained, putting on the suit was a way of stating they were no longer going to be ignored. 

The suit also functioned as a sophisticated aesthetic argument that diverged from mainstream American fashion. Its lines and 
proportions drew heavily on African American fashion innovations, yet the Pachuco developed distinctively Mexican American 
variations. Ensembles were often completed with wide-brimmed hats and long watch chains, designed to command the public 
gaze. Because the style required significant time and money to achieve, it signaled that these young people possessed the 
resources and the agency to define their own self-presentation on their own terms. 
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Pachucas and Female Participation 

Figure 10.7 Dora Barrios, Frances Silva, and Lorena Encinas 
awaiting trial, Los Angeles, June 1943 (Herald Examiner 
Collection/Los Angeles Public Library. Public Domain.) 

Pachucas were young Mexican American women who forged 
a bold collective identity in 1940s urban America, navigating 
expectations from both Anglo-American society and their own 
communities while carving out space for self-expression and 
belonging. 

Young Mexican American women participated in Pachuco culture as pachucas, developing their own distinctive style that 
challenged gender expectations from multiple directions. Pachucas typically wore shorter skirts, tight sweaters, and bold makeup 
that Anglo-American society coded as inappropriate. Their hairstyles, often pompadours or other elaborate arrangements, 
required significant time and effort to achieve and maintain. 

These fashion choices functioned as a dual defiance: they rejected Anglo-American standards and simultaneously challenged 
traditional Mexican expectations regarding proper feminine appearance and behavior. Consequently, pachucas faced criticism 
from within their own communities for appearing too independent, too visible, and too concerned with their own desires rather 
than their family obligations. Oral histories document the intense pressures these young women managed as they used style to 
assert their autonomy while navigating disapproval from both their families and the broader community. 

Far from being peripheral figures, pachucas were deeply integrated into the same social networks as their male counterparts. 
They attended dances, socialized in public spaces, and claimed a level of visibility that challenged established assumptions 
about the proper place of Mexican American women. This active participation transformed Pachuco culture into a broad-based 
youth movement rather than a strictly male phenomenon, though the experiences of these women were uniquely shaped by the 
intersection of their ethnicity and their gender. 

Caló: Language as Resistance 

Language became a crucial element of Pachuco cultural identity through the development of Caló, which was a distinctive slang 
combining Spanish, English, and invented terms. This linguistic style created strong in-group solidarity while effectively excluding 
those who did not belong to the subculture. When pachucos spoke Caló, they communicated in ways that Anglo-Americans could 
not understand, and their parents' generation often found the dialect puzzling or even offensive. 
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Specific terms like vato for guy, carnal for a close friend, simón for yes, and nel for no became essential markers of Pachuco 
identity. The creative manipulation of these terms displayed significant cultural agency, as young people actively shaped their 
own linguistic environment rather than simply accepting existing forms from either Mexican or American sources. Caló allowed 
speakers to discuss topics they might not want overheard, coordinate their activities, and simply enjoy the pleasure of linguistic 
play. 

The language also functioned as a primary boundary marker that distinguished those who belonged from those who did not. 
Because Caló could not be acquired from books or formal instruction, learning it required deep immersion in Pachuco social 
networks. This requirement made the language a form of cultural capital that authenticated an individual's membership in 
Pachuco communities. These linguistic innovations influenced Mexican American youth culture for generations, and many Caló 
terms eventually entered broader usage. 

The Zoot Suit Riots of June 1943 

Figure 10.8 Victims of the Zoot Suit Riots, Los Angeles, 
photograph by Harold P. Matosian, June 1943 (Associated Press. 
Public Domain.) 

The riots drew national press coverage and prompted the federal 
government to investigate whether the violence had been 
orchestrated by Axis agents seeking to destabilize American 
cities, though investigators ultimately attributed it to racial 
tensions. 

The violent confrontations known as the Zoot Suit Riots brought Pachuco culture to national attention in the worst possible way. 
Over several nights in June 1943, groups of white servicemen and civilians attacked young Mexican Americans in Los Angeles, 
stripping them of their zoot suits, beating them, and leaving them bloodied in the streets. Throughout these attacks, the police 
largely stood by or, in many cases, arrested the victims rather than the attackers. 

These riots reflected deep-seated and overlapping tensions within wartime society. Servicemen stationed in Los Angeles often 
resented young Mexican American men who appeared to be avoiding military service, even though many pachucos were actually 
too young to serve or had been classified as unfit for duty. Furthermore, wartime anxieties regarding loyalty and conformity made 
the zoot suit's defiance of fabric rationing regulations appear unpatriotic to the public. Racial prejudices that had always existed 
found a new expression in violence that authorities tacitly sanctioned through their consistent failure to intervene. 

Mainstream newspapers contributed to the hostility by portraying pachucos as dangerous criminals and gang members, frequently 
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repeating unsubstantiated claims about violence and delinquency. The climate of fear was so pervasive that the Los Angeles 
City Council even considered banning zoot suits entirely, effectively treating a style of dress as a threat to public safety. 
These institutional responses made clear how thoroughly mainstream society rejected Mexican American youth and how readily 
authorities blamed victims for the violence directed against them. 

Spanish-language newspapers like La Opinión challenged these characterizations by pointing out that Mexican Americans were 
serving in the military and working in defense industries even as their own communities were under attack. In the wake of the 
violence, the Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee intensified its efforts, having originally formed in 1942 to challenge the wrongful 
murder convictions of several young Mexican Americans. Ultimately, the riots galvanized community organizing and created a 
lasting awareness of how racial prejudice shaped both media coverage and law enforcement practices. 

Legacy and Later Significance 

Figure 10.9 Luis Valdez with artistic director Gordon Davidson 
and the cast of Zoot Suit at the Mark Taper Forum, Los Angeles, 
photograph by Tony Barnard, August 13, 1978 (Los Angeles Times 
Photographic Collection, UCLA Library. CC BY 4.0.) 

Valdez's play brought Pachuco culture and the Zoot Suit Riots to 
mainstream audiences for the first time, reframing the events of 
1943 as a significant chapter in Mexican American history rather 
than a story of juvenile delinquency. 

The Pachuco phenomenon and the violence it provoked had lasting effects on Mexican American communities and culture. These 
events made clear that wartime contributions did not automatically translate into social acceptance or safety. The stark gap 
between Mexican American sacrifice and American rejection became impossible to ignore, and this realization contributed to the 
political consciousness that drove postwar civil rights activism. 

Pachuco culture itself eventually became a subject of reclamation and celebration. During the Chicano Movement of the 1960s 
and 1970s, activists recovered Pachuco imagery as an early form of resistance to assimilation and discrimination. This shift in 
perspective was further solidified by Luis Valdez's play Zoot Suit in 1978 and the subsequent film in 1981, which presented the 
culture to new generations as a significant chapter in history rather than a story of juvenile delinquency. Furthermore, the linguistic 
innovations of Caló continued to influence Mexican American youth language, with many terms persisting into contemporary 
usage. 

Ultimately, the Pachuco figure became a cultural icon representing creativity, resistance, and the complex negotiations of 
identity that Mexican Americans faced. The insistence of zoot suiters on visibility and self-expression, along with their refusal 
to accept invisibility as the price of tolerance, anticipated later movements that demanded full recognition rather than mere 
accommodation. 
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10.4: Military Service and Valor 

Figure 10.10 The "Fighting Medinas" of Rio Grande, Puerto Rico, 
and Brooklyn, New York, World War II, c. 1941–1945 (Stars and 
Stripes/Latino Advocates for Education, Inc. Public Domain.) 

Families like the Medinas, with multiple members serving 
simultaneously in different theaters of the war, were common in 
Mexican American communities, where military service touched 
nearly every household during the conflict. 

An estimated 350,000 to 500,000 Mexican Americans served in the armed forces during World War II, representing roughly 
one-sixth of the entire Mexican American population. This extraordinary rate of military participation reflected both a patriotic 
commitment and the limited options available to young Mexican American men in civilian life. Military service offered regular pay, 
training, and the possibility of advancement that was often denied elsewhere. Many also viewed enlistment as an opportunity to 
display loyalty and capability, hoping these contributions would translate into postwar acceptance. 

Military service touched families throughout Mexican American communities, often involving multiple members from a single 
household. For instance, the Ramirez family of Texas sent seven sons to war, while the Garcias of New Mexico sent five. In small 
towns across the Southwest, families hung service flags in their windows, displaying blue stars for those serving and gold stars 
for those who did not return. This commitment often spanned generations, with mothers who remembered World War I sending a 
new generation of sons into this conflict. 

Mexican Americans served in all branches and theaters of the war, fighting in the Pacific island campaigns, North Africa, Italy, 
France, and Germany. They served on naval vessels, in the Army Air Forces, and in both support and front-line combat roles. While 
their individual experiences varied enormously, common themes emerged, including the discovery of capabilities that civilian 
life had suppressed, the navigation of both prejudice and solidarity within the ranks, and a growing determination to claim the 
equality their service had earned. 
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Combat Heroism and Its Recognition 

Figure 10.11 Mexican American servicemen, c. 1941–1944 
(United States Army Center of Military History. Public Domain.) 

Mexican Americans served in every branch and theater of World 
War II at one of the highest rates of any ethnic group in the 
country, earning more Congressional Medals of Honor per capita 
than any other group during the conflict. 

Mexican American servicemen earned seventeen Medals of Honor during the war, along with countless other decorations for 
valor. Their combat records demolished any notion that Mexican Americans lacked courage, capability, or commitment to the 
country. Individual stories of heroism provided powerful evidence against the stereotypes that had previously been used to justify 
discrimination. 

Macario García, a private from Texas, earned the Medal of Honor by single-handedly destroying two German machine gun 
positions despite being wounded. However, when García returned home, a restaurant in his own hometown refused to serve 
him. This contradiction between battlefield recognition and home front rejection encapsulated the broader Mexican American 
experience, where valor was acknowledged when the nation required it, only to be forgotten when these individuals sought equal 
treatment. 

José Mendoza López earned his Medal of Honor by leading an attack in Belgium after his commanding officer was killed. Early in 
his service, López had been told that Mexicans were not meant to be leaders. His actions, alongside those of thousands of other 
Mexican American servicemen, exposed such statements as the prejudices they were. The military record provided irrefutable 
evidence that Mexican Americans could lead, fight, and perform under pressure as well as anyone else. 
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Skills, Training, and Personal Transformation 

Figure 10.12 Staff Sergeant Lucian Adams, Medal of Honor 
recipient, photograph by U.S. Army photographer, 1945 (U.S. 
Army. Public Domain.) 

Adams, one of twelve children from a Mexican American family 
in Port Arthur, Texas, received the Medal of Honor for single-
handedly breaking a German ambush in Italy that had pinned 
down his unit. After the war, he returned to Texas and spent over 
40 years working for the Veterans Administration. 

Beyond the immediate requirements of combat, military service functioned as a rigorous educational institution for many Mexican 
Americans. The armed forces provided training in technical skills that civilian channels had historically denied them, including 
radio operation, vehicle mechanics, aircraft maintenance, medical care, and clerical work. Soldiers from rural backgrounds, many 
of whom had never graduated high school, successfully learned to operate complex equipment and manage large-scale logistics. 
Some served as translators, finding that their bilingual abilities were finally valued in ways that civilian employers had never 
previously recognized. 

However, these professional skills came at a significant personal cost, as men acquired them while under fire, losing friends, and 
enduring the profound traumas inflicted by combat. This education was inseparable from the violence and loss that accompanied 
the war. Despite these hardships, veterans returned home with a transformed sense of their own capabilities. They had operated 
advanced technical equipment, led men in high-stakes environments, and handled heavy responsibilities that civilian society had 
long insisted they could not manage. 

The military also provided essential organizational skills that transferred directly to civilian life. Veterans understood how to 
navigate hierarchical structures, coordinate collective action, and advocate for the specific needs of their units. When they 
returned to communities where they were still barred from certain restaurants, schools, or neighborhoods, they possessed 
the specific tools required to organize a systematic response. These veterans subsequently became leaders in civil rights 
organizations, labor unions, and community groups, applying military discipline to the ongoing struggles for racial and social 
equality. 

The Felix Longoria Case 

The contradiction between military sacrifice and civilian discrimination found its starkest expression in the Felix Longoria case. 
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When Private Longoria's body was returned to Three Rivers, Texas, in 1948, the local funeral home refused to hold services for 
him. Although Longoria had died fighting in the Philippines, the funeral director explained that he would not provide the service 
because the white residents of the town would not like it. 

Figure 10.13 Dr. Héctor P. García standing in front of the 
American GI Forum banner, c. 1950 (American GI Forum/Texas 
A&M University-Corpus Christi. Public Domain.) 

The national attention García brought to the Longoria case 
prompted Senator Lyndon B. Johnson to arrange for Private 
Longoria to be buried with full military honors at Arlington 
National Cemetery in February 1949. 

Dr. Hector P. García, a combat veteran and Bronze Star recipient who had served as a medical officer in North Africa and Italy, 
learned of this refusal and made the case national news. Having treated men like Longoria who gave their lives for the country, 
García viewed the funeral home's actions as an intolerable insult to both military service and Mexican American dignity. The 
national attention he generated eventually prompted Senator Lyndon B. Johnson to arrange for Private Longoria to be buried with 
full military honors at Arlington National Cemetery in February 1949. 

García leveraged the momentum from the Longoria case to launch the American G.I. Forum, which grew into one of the most 
effective Mexican American civil rights organizations of the postwar period. The Forum did more than fight for veterans' benefits; 
it actively attacked school segregation, employment discrimination, and voting restrictions. García and his fellow veterans 
understood a fundamental truth: they had earned their rights through their service and were no longer willing to remain quiet 
while those rights were denied. 
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G.I. Bill: Promises and Barriers 

Figure 10.14 Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. Bill 
of Rights), June 22, 1944 (National Archives and Records 
Administration, NAID 299854. Public Domain.) 

Although the G.I. Bill applied to all veterans equally on paper, 
Mexican American veterans frequently encountered 
discriminatory practices in its administration, particularly in 
higher education admissions and federally backed home loans. 

One of the first battles for newly organized veterans involved securing the benefits they had earned through their military 
service. The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, commonly known as the G.I. Bill, helped millions of veterans attend college, 
purchase homes, and establish middle-class lives. While the law applied to all veterans equally on paper, Mexican American 
veterans frequently encountered discriminatory practices in its administration that their white counterparts did not face. 

These obstacles appeared in both higher education and housing. When Héctor Tarango tried to use his G.I. Bill funding to 
attend the University of Texas in 1946, an admissions counselor suggested he would be more comfortable at a less demanding 
school. Similarly, when Manuel Gonzales applied for a home loan in San Diego, a bank officer informed him that the G.I. Bill did 
not change the fact that Mexican Americans could not purchase property in certain neighborhoods. The benefits existed, but 
accessing them required navigating a system designed to exclude them. 
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Figure 10.15 Portrait of Vicente Ximenes, photograph by 
Michelle Kells, March 12, 2014 (Wikimedia Commons. CC0 1.0.) 

After earning his graduate degree at the University of New 
Mexico on the G.I. Bill, Ximenes went on to co-found the 
American G.I. Forum's Political Association of Spanish Speaking 
Organizations and later chaired the Cabinet Committee on 
Opportunity for Spanish Speaking People under President 
Johnson. 

Despite these systemic barriers, some veterans successfully broke through to achieve significant educational milestones. Vicente 
Ximenes used his G.I. Bill benefits to attend the University of New Mexico, where he became one of the first Mexican Americans to 
earn a graduate degree. He later served in the Johnson administration as the first chair of the Cabinet Committee on Opportunity 
for Spanish Speaking People. Lauro Cavazos used the G.I. Bill to attend Texas Tech and earn a PhD in physiology, eventually 
becoming the first Hispanic U.S. Secretary of Education in 1988. These individual successes proved that such paths were possible 
and provided vital models for younger community members to follow. 

The American G.I. Forum and other veterans' organizations responded by fighting educational and housing discrimination. They 
pressured colleges to admit qualified veterans and challenged the counseling practices that steered Mexican Americans away 
from academic programs. The partial success of the G.I. Bill made clear both what was possible and how much work remained. 
Ultimately, the discrimination veterans faced while trying to access their earned benefits exposed a harsh reality: military service 
alone could not secure equal treatment in American society. 

This page titled 10.4: Military Service and Valor is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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10.5: Leaders and Legacies - Guy Gabaldon 

Figure 10.17 Guy Gabaldon, c. 1944 
(U.S. Marine Corps. Public Domain.) 

Gabaldon was seventeen and 
underage when he enlisted, requiring 
special permission to join the Marine 
Corps. He was one of the youngest 
Americans to receive the Navy Cross 
during World War II. 

 

An Unlikely Hero's Background 

Guy Gabaldon was born in 1926 and grew up in East Los Angeles during the Great Depression. Standing only 5'4" and coming from 
impoverished circumstances, his early life seemed an unlikely preparation for military heroism. What distinguished his upbringing 
was that he spent much of his youth living with the Nakanos, a Japanese American family who had informally adopted him. 

By living with the Nakano family, Gabaldon learned the Japanese language and absorbed Japanese cultural values through the 
intimate experience of daily life. He acquired more than just vocabulary; he learned how Japanese people thought, what they 
valued, and how to communicate with deep cultural sensitivity. These lessons were gathered from sharing meals, observing family 
interactions, and participating in community life. 

When the war began and Japanese Americans were forced into internment camps, Gabaldon joined the Marine Corps. He was 
only seventeen and underage for enlistment, which required him to obtain special permission. His motivation combined a sense 
of patriotism with anger regarding the treatment of his Japanese American friends and adopted family. He sought to serve his 
country while hoping the skills he had acquired might help end the conflict that had torn apart the community he loved. 
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"The Pied Piper of Saipan" 

Figure 10.18 (right) with Japanese 
prisoners at the Saipan stockade, 1944 
(U.S. Marine Corps. Public Domain.) 

At the Saipan stockade, Gabaldon 
continued serving as an interpreter 
and intermediary between American 
forces and Japanese prisoners, 
drawing on the same cultural 
knowledge and language skills. 

Gabaldon's opportunity to apply his unique skills came during the Battle of Saipan in 1944. Acting largely on his own initiative, he 
began venturing behind Japanese lines to convince enemy soldiers to surrender. His fluent Japanese and cultural understanding 
enabled him to communicate effectively with soldiers who had been taught that surrender meant dishonor and that American 
forces would torture prisoners. 

Working mostly at night and often alone, Gabaldon would locate Japanese positions and begin talking. He explained that 
surrender did not mean the shame they expected, that American forces would treat prisoners humanely, and that continued 
resistance meant certain death. His cultural sensitivity allowed him to address the specific concerns of Japanese soldiers rather 
than simply demanding they capitulate. 

The results of these efforts were extraordinary, as Gabaldon convinced over 1,500 Japanese soldiers and civilians to surrender 
over the course of the campaign. This achievement earned him the nickname "The Pied Piper of Saipan". His approach saved 
countless lives on both sides by preventing the combat deaths that occurred when soldiers chose to continue fighting. His success 
made clear that cultural understanding could achieve military objectives that firepower alone could not. 
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Recognition and Limits 

Figure 10.19 Guy Gabaldon, Navy Cross recipient, speaking at 
a Pentagon ceremony honoring Hispanic World War II veterans, 
photograph by Sgt. Adam R. Mancini, September 15, 2004 
(DefenseLINK News/U.S. Army. Public Domain.) 

Gabaldon was initially awarded the Silver Star for his actions 
on Saipan. After years of advocacy by fellow veterans and 
community members, the award was upgraded to the Navy Cross 
in 1960, though many argued his actions warranted the Medal of 
Honor. 

Gabaldon's actions earned him the Navy Cross, which is one of the nation's highest military decorations. He was initially awarded 
the Silver Star, but after years of advocacy by fellow veterans and community members, the award was upgraded in 1960. Many 
argued that his actions actually warranted the Medal of Honor, and efforts to upgrade his award further continued for decades. 
The question of whether his recognition adequately reflected his achievements became part of a broader discussion regarding 
whether Mexican American and other minority servicemembers received appropriate acknowledgment for their contributions. 

The 1960 film Hell to Eternity portrayed Gabaldon's wartime exploits, representing a rare positive Hollywood depiction of a 
Mexican American hero. However, the role was played by Jeffrey Hunter, a white actor, which reflected the film industry's 
reluctance to cast Mexican Americans even in stories about their own heroes. While the film brought attention to his 
achievements, it also displayed the limits of recognition available to Mexican Americans in American popular culture. 

Legacy and Meaning 

Gabaldon spent the rest of his life pushing for recognition of what Mexican American veterans had contributed, and he frequently 
pointed out how often that recognition fell short. His story remains significant beyond the question of awards because he was 
shaped by relationships that crossed the very boundaries the war was being fought across. That background made him effective 
in ways that conventional military training would not have. 

The United States government had imprisoned the family that raised him, yet he enlisted anyway, carrying their language and 
values into one of the war's bloodiest campaigns. While students sometimes assume that loyalty and grievance cannot coexist, 
Gabaldon clearly held both at once. History is full of people whose lives do not fit into tidy narratives, and his experiences serve 
as an important example of that complexity. 

This page titled 10.5: Leaders and Legacies - Guy Gabaldon is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
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10.6: Study Guide 

World War II and the Zoot Suit Generation 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how World War II defense work transformed Mexican American economic 
life despite the persistent barriers of workplace discrimination. 

2. Identify the key elements of Pachuco culture and what the Zoot Suit Riots revealed 
about wartime racial prejudice and social anxieties. 

3. Summarize the scale of Mexican American military participation and how their 
combat service challenged existing racial stereotypes. 

4. Explain how barriers to education and housing benefits limited the access of Mexican 
American veterans to the opportunities promised by the G.I. Bill. 

5. Describe how the experience of military service shaped a new generation of civil 
rights leaders and organizations like the American G.I. Forum. 

Section Summaries 

10.1 Overview 

World War II served as a profound catalyst for change within Mexican American communities, 
as the dual experience of the battlefield and the home front created a new generation of leaders who 
refused to return to a status quo of segregation. While over 350,000 Mexican Americans served in 
the armed forces, those who remained at home faced a volatile atmosphere characterized by both 
economic opportunity in defense industries and heightened racial tension. The 1943 Zoot Suit Riots 
in Los Angeles exposed the depth of this friction, as media portrayals of Mexican American youth 
as inherently criminal fueled days of violence by servicemen. In the aftermath of the war, returning 
veterans utilized their status to launch sophisticated legal and political challenges to systemic 
discrimination. From the defense plants where women earned their first independent paychecks 
to the formation of the American G.I. Forum, this era established the organizational and moral 
precedents that would define the mid-twentieth-century struggle for equality. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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10.2 Mexican Americans on the Home Front 

• Industrial Transition: Labor shortages forced defense industries like Lockheed and 
Douglas Aircraft to hire Mexican Americans for positions that had previously excluded 
them, moving thousands of families from agricultural labor into manufacturing. 

• Women's Autonomy: Mexican American women entered the industrial workforce in 
unprecedented numbers; their new wages provided a level of economic independence 
that fundamentally challenged established social and household hierarchies. 

• Persistent Segregation: Despite their vital contributions to the war effort, families still 
faced rigid segregation in housing and education, as well as discriminatory real estate 
practices like restrictive covenants. 

10.3 Pachuco Culture and the Zoot Suit Riots 

• Pachuco Identity: A distinctively Mexican American youth culture emerged that 
represented neither simple assimilation nor a strict preservation of traditional Mexican 
identity, instead claiming space on its own terms through dress and language. 

• Defiant Visibility: The zoot suit, with its exaggerated use of fabric during a time of 
wartime rationing, served as a deliberate act of social defiance and a refusal to remain 
invisible. 

• The Riots (June 1943): Fueled by inflammatory media coverage, groups of servicemen 
attacked Mexican American youths while local police largely arrested the victims; the 
violence galvanized community organizing and created a lasting awareness of systemic 
prejudice. 

10.4 Military Service and Valor 

• Scale of Participation: An estimated 350,000 to 500,000 Mexican Americans served 
in all branches and theaters of the war, earning more Congressional Medals of Honor per 
capita than any other ethnic group. 

• The Felix Longoria Case: The refusal of a Texas funeral home to bury a fallen soldier 
became a national catalyst for civil rights organizing and led to the founding of the 
American G.I. Forum. 

• Personal Transformation: Military service provided technical training and organizational 
skills that veterans used to become leaders in postwar civil rights and labor struggles. 
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10.5 Leaders & Legacies: Guy Gabaldon 

• The Pied Piper of Saipan: Raised by a Japanese American family, Gabaldon used his 
language skills and cultural understanding to convince over 1,500 Japanese soldiers and 
civilians to surrender during the Battle of Saipan. 

• Recognition and Limits: Although Gabaldon earned the Navy Cross, the 1960 film about 
his life cast a white actor in the lead role, reflecting the limited recognition available to 
Mexican American heroes in popular culture. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Defense industries: Wartime manufacturing (aircraft, shipyards, steel mills) that hired 
Mexican Americans for positions previously closed to them due to labor shortages. 

• Pachuco/Pachuca: Young working-class Mexican Americans who developed distinctive 
styles of dress, language, and behavior in the 1940s; neither fully assimilated nor 
traditionally Mexican, but distinctively Mexican American. 

• Zoot suit: Distinctive Pachuco style featuring high-waisted, wide-legged trousers 
tapering to tight cuffs, paired with long coats with wide lapels and padded shoulders; 
required substantial fabric during wartime rationing. 

• Caló: Distinctive slang combining Spanish, English, and invented terms; created in-group 
solidarity among Pachucos while excluding outsiders. 

• Vato: Caló term meaning "guy"; marker of Pachuco identity. 
• Carnal: Caló term meaning close friend, literally "of the flesh." 
• Zoot Suit Riots (June 1943): Violent attacks in Los Angeles where white servicemen 

and civilians beat young Mexican Americans, stripped them of their suits, and left them 
bloodied; police largely stood by or arrested victims. 

• Sleepy Lagoon Defense Committee: Organization formed in 1942 to challenge wrongful 
murder convictions of young Mexican Americans; intensified work following the Zoot Suit 
Riots. 

• Medal of Honor: The nation's highest military decoration; Mexican American servicemen 
earned seventeen during World War II. 

• Macario García: Mexican American soldier who earned the Medal of Honor for destroying 
two German machine gun positions; a restaurant in his hometown refused to serve him 
when he returned. 

• Felix Longoria case (1948): Incident where a Texas funeral home refused services for a 
Mexican American soldier killed in the Philippines; catalyzed formation of the American 
G.I. Forum. 

• Dr. Hector P. García: Combat veteran and Bronze Star recipient who made the Longoria 
case national news and founded the American G.I. Forum. 

• American G.I. Forum: Civil rights organization founded by Dr. Hector P. García in 
response to the Longoria case; fought for veterans' benefits and against school 
segregation, employment discrimination, and voting restrictions. 

• G.I. Bill (Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944): Legislation promising veterans 
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funding for education, low-interest home loans, and unemployment benefits; Mexican 
Americans often faced barriers to accessing these benefits. 

• Guy Gabaldon (1926-2006): Mexican American Marine who convinced over 1,500 
Japanese soldiers and civilians to surrender at Saipan; known as "The Pied Piper of 
Saipan"; earned the Navy Cross. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Escobedo, Elizabeth R. From Coveralls to Zoot Suits: The Lives of Mexican American 
Women on the World War II Home Front. University of North Carolina Press, 2013. 

◦ Relevance: Examines women's experiences in defense work and Pachuca 
culture. 

• Pagán, Eduardo Obregón. Murder at the Sleepy Lagoon: Zoot Suits, Race, and Riot in 
Wartime L.A. University of North Carolina Press, 2003. 

◦ Relevance: Detailed study of the Sleepy Lagoon case and Zoot Suit Riots. 
• Rivas-Rodriguez, Maggie, ed. Mexican Americans and World War II. University of Texas 

Press, 2005. 
◦ Relevance: Collection of essays examining Mexican American military service 

and home front experiences. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Voces Oral History Center (UT Austin) 
◦ https://voces.moody.utexas.edu/ 
◦ Description: Over 1,800 interviews documenting Latino experience, originally 

focused on WWII veterans. 
• National Archives: World War II Records 

◦ https://www.archives.gov/research/military/ww2 
◦ Description: Military records, photographs, and documents from the war period. 

• American G.I. Forum Records (Texas A&M-Corpus Christi) 
◦ https://www.tamucc.edu/library/exhibits/s/sts/page/mxafreedom 
◦ Description: Archive documenting the organization's founding and civil rights 

work. 
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Multimedia & Video 

• "Zoot Suit" (1981 film) 
◦ Description: Luis Valdez's film based on his play, presenting Pachuco culture 

and the Sleepy Lagoon case. 
• "Hell to Eternity" (1960 film) 

◦ Description: Film depicting Guy Gabaldon's exploits at Saipan. 

This page titled 10.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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10.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. World War II transformed Mexican American economic life because: a) Mexican 
Americans were prohibited from working in any industries b) labor shortages in defense 
industries forced employers to hire them c) the government guaranteed equal 
employment d) Mexican Americans refused to work in factories 

2. A worker at Lockheed recalled the wartime transformation by saying: a) "Nothing changed 
for our family" b) "My father picked lettuce. I built airplanes." c) "We were worse off than 
before" d) "The factories refused to hire Mexicans" 

3. True or False: Mexican American women entered industrial work in unprecedented 
numbers during World War II, gaining economic independence many had never known, 
though they faced challenges including scarce childcare and workplace discrimination. 

4. Despite wartime contributions, Mexican Americans continued to face: a) no 
discrimination of any kind b) segregation in housing, education, and public 
accommodations c) automatic promotions to management d) complete integration into 
all neighborhoods 

5. Pachucos were: a) government officials b) young working-class Mexican Americans with 
distinctive styles c) military officers d) agricultural workers 

6. True or False: The zoot suit's extravagant style, requiring substantial fabric during wartime 
rationing, announced the wearer's rejection of wartime conformity and refusal to be 
invisible. 

7. Pachucas challenged expectations by: a) dressing exactly like their mothers b) developing 
their own style that defied both Anglo and traditional Mexican expectations c) refusing to 
participate in Pachuco culture d) following all traditional gender roles 

8. Caló was significant because it: a) was identical to standard Spanish b) was a distinctive 
slang that created in-group solidarity among Pachucos c) was the official language of the 
military d) was taught in public schools 

9. True or False: During the Zoot Suit Riots of June 1943, police actively protected Mexican 
American youth from attacks by white servicemen and civilians. 

10. The Zoot Suit Riots revealed: a) complete acceptance of Mexican American youth b) how 
wartime anxieties and racial prejudice combined to produce violence c) strong police 
protection for minorities d) the end of discrimination in Los Angeles 

11. An estimated how many Mexican Americans served in the armed forces during World War 
II? a) 10,000 to 20,000 b) 50,000 to 100,000 c) 350,000 to 500,000 d) over 2 million 

12. True or False: Mexican American servicemen earned seventeen Medals of Honor during 
World War II, but recipients like Macario García still faced discrimination at home, such 
as being refused service at restaurants. 

13. The Felix Longoria case (1948) involved: a) a dispute over wages b) a Texas funeral home 
refusing services for a Mexican American soldier c) a successful college application d) a 
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military promotion 
14. Dr. Hector P. García responded to the Longoria case by: a) ignoring it b) making the case 

national news and founding the American G.I. Forum c) moving to Mexico d) supporting 
the funeral home's decision 

15. True or False: The G.I. Bill promised education funding, home loans, and unemployment 
benefits to all veterans, but Mexican American veterans often faced barriers including 
counselors steering them toward vocational programs and banks denying loan 
applications. 

16. When Héctor Tarango tried to use G.I. Bill funding for the University of Texas in 1946, 
a counselor: a) welcomed him enthusiastically b) suggested he would be "more 
comfortable" at a less demanding school c) offered him a scholarship d) helped him enroll 
immediately 

17. True or False: Despite barriers, some Mexican American veterans used G.I. Bill benefits 
to achieve educational breakthroughs; Lauro Cavazos attended Texas Tech and eventually 
became the first Hispanic U.S. Secretary of Education in 1988. 

18. Guy Gabaldon's unique background included: a) growing up in Mexico b) spending much 
of his youth living with a Japanese American family c) being raised in Japan d) having no 
connection to any other communities 

19. At the Battle of Saipan, Guy Gabaldon: a) refused to participate b) used his Japanese 
language skills to convince over 1,500 to surrender c) was unable to communicate with 
Japanese soldiers d) served only in a support role 

20. True or False: Military service created a generation of Mexican American leaders who 
knew how to organize, had proven their capabilities, and would drive postwar civil rights 
activism because they refused to accept discrimination after commanding troops and 
making life-and-death decisions. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did World War II transform Mexican American economic life through defense work? 
2. What challenges did Mexican American women face while working in wartime industries? 
3. What was Pachuco culture, and what did it represent for Mexican American youth? 
4. What was the significance of the zoot suit as a symbol during wartime? 
5. What happened during the Zoot Suit Riots of June 1943, and what did the riots reveal? 
6. Describe the scale of Mexican American military participation in World War II and explain 

its significance. 
7. What was the Felix Longoria case, and how did Dr. Hector P. García respond to it? 
8. How did barriers to G.I. Bill benefits affect Mexican American veterans' access to 

education? 
9. How did military service create a generation of civil rights leaders? 

10. What made Guy Gabaldon's approach at Saipan unique, and what did he achieve? 
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Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes how Mexican Americans earned the nation's highest military 
decorations but returned to face continued discrimination, as when Macario García was 
refused service at a restaurant in his hometown. What does this contradiction reveal 
about the relationship between military sacrifice and civil rights? How did the gap 
between service and treatment fuel postwar activism? 

2. Pachuco culture claimed visibility in a society that preferred Mexican American youth 
to be invisible. How did elements like the zoot suit, Caló language, and pachuca 
participation challenge expectations from both Anglo-American society and traditional 
Mexican American communities? Why might this youth culture have provoked such 
violent reactions during the Zoot Suit Riots? 

3. The G.I. Bill promised benefits to all veterans but Mexican Americans faced systematic 
barriers to accessing education and housing opportunities. How did discriminatory 
implementation undermine the legislation's promises? What does this reveal about the 
difference between formal rights and actual access? 

4. The chapter argues that military service created a generation of leaders who "knew 
how to organize, knew how to fight, and knew they deserved better." How did wartime 
experiences—both on the battlefield and on the home front—prepare Mexican Americans 
for postwar civil rights struggles? 

This page titled 10.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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11.1: Overview 

Figure 11.1 The Rise of the Chicano Movement, 1964–1976 (Author Created, 2025) 

The emergence of El Movimiento, including cultural and political organizing, student activism, the anti-war 
movement, and the birth of Chicano arts. 

In March 1968, thousands of students walked out of high schools across East Los Angeles in a massive protest known as the 
Blowouts. They were protesting overcrowded classrooms, inadequate facilities, and a curriculum that ignored their history. This 
event brought national attention to the systemic discrimination Mexican American families had faced for decades and signaled 
the rise of a new, more confrontational era of activism. 

The movement was driven by a generational shift. The children of World War II veterans, having seen their parents' service and 
hard work met with persistent exclusion, rejected the patient advocacy of their elders. By the mid-1960s, these young activists 
began calling themselves Chicanos and claimed the Southwest as Aztlán, their ancestral homeland. 

This era, known as El Movimiento, was cultural as much as it was political. It saw the rise of independent political parties like 
La Raza Unida, the emergence of Chicana feminists who challenged internal gender hierarchies, and an explosion of public art 
that depicted suppressed histories. Together, these efforts created new ways of being Mexican American that transformed the 
community's identity and political power. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Summarize how the experiences of the World War II generation and the limitations of earlier civil rights 
approaches led to the Chicano Movement. 

2. Describe the major political strategies of the Chicano Movement, including legal advocacy, youth organizing, and 
third-party politics. 

3. Describe the contributions of Chicana feminists in challenging both external discrimination and gender 
hierarchies within the movement. 

4. Identify the major forms of movement art and how these cultural works supported both organizing and identity. 

Learning Objectives 
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5. Identify the specific goals and outcomes of the movement's landmark political events, such as the school walkouts 
and the formation of La Raza Unida. 

This page titled 11.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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11.2: Foundations of the Movement 

Figure 11.2 Chicano Power march, c. 1970s (San José Public 
Library. CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

Street marches and public demonstrations became a central 
organizing tool of the Chicano Movement, allowing communities 
to claim visible space in cities where Mexican Americans had 
long been expected to remain invisible in public life. 

The Chicano Movement emerged from conditions that had been building for decades. World War II created a generation of 
Mexican Americans who had proven their loyalty through military service and defense work, only to return to communities 
still marked by segregation and discrimination. Events like the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943 had previously exposed the violence 
mainstream society directed at Mexican American youth who asserted their presence. These contradictions between wartime 
sacrifice and peacetime exclusion generated a deep-seated anger that eventually fueled organized resistance. 

Throughout the 1950s, Mexican American communities moved between accommodation and resistance. Civil rights organizations 
such as the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and the American G.I. Forum pursued legal challenges and voter 
registration, working within established systems to secure incremental gains. While these efforts achieved important victories, 
including court decisions challenging school segregation, progress remained slow and discrimination persisted. A younger 
generation watched their parents' patient advocacy produce limited results and began questioning whether more direct action 
might be necessary. 

Cultural resistance also continued through the 1950s in forms that laid the groundwork for later political organizing. Spanish-
language radio stations provided community connection and cultural affirmation, while neighborhood festivals and community 
celebrations maintained traditions that public schools and mainstream media often ignored or denigrated. The persistence of 
the Spanish language and Mexican cultural practices, despite official discouragement, represented an everyday resistance to 
assimilationist pressures. 
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Generational Shift 

Figure 11.3 Chicano Movement rally, c. mid-1960s (San José 
Public Library. CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

The scale of Chicano Movement gatherings reflected a 
generational shift in organizing strategy, as younger Mexican 
Americans moved away from their parents' emphasis on quiet 
advocacy and toward large-scale public demonstrations 
demanding immediate change. 

A crucial transition occurred in the late 1950s and early 1960s as the children of World War II-era Mexican Americans came 
of age. This generation had grown up with different expectations than their parents. Many had attended American schools for 
longer, achieved higher levels of education, and absorbed messages about American democracy and equal opportunity. When 
they encountered the same discrimination their parents had faced, the gap between American ideals and Mexican American 
experience felt like betrayal rather than simply the way things were. 

Their parents' generation had often emphasized accommodation, advising children to work hard, avoid confrontation, and trust 
that patient effort would eventually bring acceptance. The younger generation increasingly questioned this approach. They saw 
families who had done everything right, who had served in the military, worked in defense plants, and pursued education, yet they 
still faced barriers that seemed impervious to individual effort. The problem was not personal failure but systemic discrimination 
that required a collective response. 

This generational tension played out in families, communities, and organizations. A son who wanted to march in the streets 
argued with a father who remembered when drawing attention could get you killed. A daughter who called herself Chicana heard 
her grandmother say that was a word for low class people. These arguments over strategy and identity took place at kitchen tables, 
and they could be bitter. By the early 1960s, however, the younger generation was done waiting. 
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LULAC and Established Advocacy 

Figure 11.4 League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) 
seal, founded 1929 (LULAC. Public Domain.) 

LULAC was founded in Corpus Christi, Texas, making it the 
oldest and largest Latino civil rights organization in the United 
States. Its founding in 1929 came just as the Depression-era 
repatriation campaigns were beginning, placing the organization 
immediately on the front lines of defending Mexican American 
rights. 

The League of United Latin American Citizens, founded in 1929, represented the most established Mexican American civil 
rights organization by the 1960s. LULAC was founded in Corpus Christi, Texas, and its emergence coincided with the onset of 
Depression-era repatriation campaigns, placing the organization on the front lines of defending Mexican American rights. The 
organization pursued a strategy that emphasized American citizenship, the adoption of the English language, and working within 
established legal and political systems. While this approach drew criticism from those who viewed it as accommodationist, LULAC 
achieved significant victories that advanced Mexican American civil rights. 

LULAC's legal challenges to school segregation produced important precedents. The organization supported cases like Mendez 
v. Westminster (1947), which successfully challenged segregated schools in California and influenced the later Brown v. Board 
of Education decision. These legal victories made clear that Mexican American organizations could effectively use the courts to 
challenge discrimination, establishing strategies that later organizations built upon. 

By the 1960s, LULAC faced pressure from younger activists who viewed its approach as too cautious and its emphasis on 
assimilation as problematic. The organization's middle-class leadership and emphasis on respectability seemed out of touch with 
the concerns of working-class Mexican Americans facing more immediate challenges. Yet the institutional infrastructure, legal 
expertise, and political connections of LULAC remained valuable resources that the broader movement could draw upon. 

MALDEF and Legal Advocacy 

The Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund, established in 1968, represented a new approach to civil rights 
advocacy modeled partly on the NAACP Legal Defense Fund. Its founding reflected a growing recognition that systematic legal 
challenges could address discrimination more effectively than case by case advocacy. While LULAC had established the power 
of the courts through earlier landmark cases, MALDEF professionalized this strategy to meet the intensifying demands of the 
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Chicano Movement era. 

MALDEF's early cases challenged discrimination across multiple domains. Education cases attacked segregation, unequal 
funding, and curricula that excluded Mexican American history and culture. Employment cases challenged hiring practices and 
workplace discrimination, while voting rights cases addressed the electoral systems that diluted Mexican American political 
power. These legal efforts established precedents while developing a new generation of Mexican American lawyers and legal 
activists. 

The organization maintained connections with community concerns while operating through professional legal channels. MALDEF 
lawyers worked with local organizations to identify cases that could establish broader precedents, which transformed individual 
grievances into challenges to systemic discrimination. By providing a sophisticated legal arm for the movement, MALDEF ensured 
that the energy of grassroots activism was matched by a powerful presence in the nation’s courtrooms. 

Building Movement Networks 

Figure 11.5 Mexican Migrant Labor in Arizona: In Unity There 
Is Strength / La Unión Hace la Fuerza, poster design by William 
Jeffrey Hartter, 1976 (Library of Congress, Prints and 
Photographs Division, cph.3f03683. Public Domain.) 

Bilingual organizing materials like this poster reflected the 
movement's deliberate use of both English and Spanish as a 
political statement, asserting that Mexican American workers did 
not need to choose between their languages to participate fully 
in American civic life. 

The coordination between different organizations created networks that strengthened the overall movement. Organizations 
shared information, resources, and strategies while maintaining distinct approaches suited to their particular constituencies and 
contexts. This synergy meant that a legal victory by MALDEF could create the necessary space for community organizing by local 
groups. Simultaneously, youth activism often generated pressure that made the demands of established organizations appear 
more moderate and acceptable to the public. 

Regional and national conferences brought activists together to share experiences and develop common frameworks. These 
gatherings produced manifestos, plans of action, and personal relationships that sustained coordination across long distances. 
The networks built through these connections proved crucial for mobilizing support for major campaigns and responding to crises 
affecting Mexican American communities. By the mid-1960s, the organizational infrastructure was firmly in place for the more 
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confrontational phase of the movement that followed. 

This page titled 11.2: Foundations of the Movement is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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11.3: El Movimiento - Politics and Youth Leadership 

Figure 11.6 José Angel Gutiérrez as Zavala County Judge, 
September 5, 1976 (newspapers.com. Public Domain.) 

Gutiérrez was just 22 years old when he co-founded MAYO in 
1967, exemplifying the youth leadership that pushed the Chicano 
Movement toward more confrontational tactics. His later 
election as county judge through La Raza Unida Party 
demonstrated the political power that their organizing strategies 
attained. 

Youth organizations played particularly important roles in developing new forms of activism that challenged both external 
discrimination and the caution of established organizations. The Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), founded in Texas 
in 1967, combined political organizing with confrontational tactics that older organizations avoided. 

MAYO's founders, including José Angel Gutiérrez, argued that Mexican Americans needed to build independent political power 
rather than seeking acceptance from Anglo-dominated institutions. They organized in South Texas communities where Mexican 
Americans were numerical majorities but political minorities, establishing that organized community action could challenge 
entrenched power structures. The Crystal City school walkouts of 1969, which protested the discriminatory treatment of Mexican 
American students, displayed how youth organizing could mobilize communities around educational issues. 

Student organizations on college campuses combined academic concerns with political activism. The small numbers of Mexican 
American students at most universities faced isolation and curricula that ignored their communities' histories and contributions. 
Student activism demanded increased admissions, the hiring of Mexican American faculty, and the creation of Chicano Studies 
programs that would make the Mexican American experience a legitimate subject of academic inquiry. These youth organizations 
often operated in tension with established civil rights groups, pushing for more confrontational approaches and rejecting the 
respectability politics that older organizations emphasized. 
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El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán 

Figure 11.7 Advertisement for the Chicano Youth Liberation 
Conference, hosted by the Crusade for Justice, Denver, Colorado, 
El Gallo, Vol. 2, No. 3, January 1, 1969 (Nettie Lee Benson Latin 
American Collection, University of Texas Libraries/Reveal Digital. 
No Copyright - United States.) 

The conference's workshop topics, listed here as "Social 
Revolution" and "Cultural," reflected the movement's dual 
emphasis on political organizing and cultural identity, both of 
which would find expression in El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, the 
foundational document produced at the gathering. 

The 1969 Denver Youth Conference, officially the Chicano Youth Liberation Conference, was organized by Rodolfo "Corky" 
Gonzales and his Crusade for Justice. This gathering produced one of the most influential documents of the era: El Plan Espiritual 
de Aztlán. The plan articulated a vision of Chicano identity rooted in indigenous heritage, claiming the Southwest as Aztlán, the 
mythical homeland of the Aztec people. This framework provided cultural and historical grounding for political demands, asserting 
that Chicanos were not immigrants but indigenous peoples reclaiming their own heritage. 

The concept of Aztlán served several strategic purposes. It connected Mexican Americans to a pre-Columbian history that 
predated both Spanish colonization and American conquest. By establishing this ancient link, the movement provided a territorial 
claim to the Southwest that challenged common narratives depicting Mexican Americans as recent arrivals. Furthermore, it 
created a shared mythic framework capable of uniting Mexican Americans across various regional differences under a common 
identity as people of Aztlán. 

Beyond identity, conference participants debated the future of their political strategy. Some activists advocated for the creation 
of an independent Chicano political party, while others favored working within existing parties while maintaining a community-
based organizational structure. There were also tensions between those who emphasized nationalist self-determination and those 
who stressed the importance of building coalitions with other oppressed groups. While these debates continued throughout the 
movement, the Denver conference established the essential frameworks that shaped all subsequent activism. 
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La Raza Unida Party 

Figure 11.8 Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales, chairman of the Crusade 
for Justice, and Reies Tijerina, president of the Federal Alliance 
of Free City-States, leading a march to a La Raza Unida 
conference in El Paso, Spring 1968 (United States Commission 
on Civil Rights. Public Domain.) 

Gonzales and Tijerina represented two distinct but 
complementary strands of Chicano activism: Gonzales focused 
on urban community organizing and cultural nationalism in 
Denver, while Tijerina's land grant movement in New Mexico 
drew on historical legal claims to territory taken after the 
Mexican-American War. 

The political organizing of the Chicano Movement took various forms, ranging from grassroots voter registration drives to the 
ambitious creation of independent political parties. La Raza Unida Party, founded in Texas in 1970, represented the most 
significant attempt to build independent Chicano political power. Its founders, including José Angel Gutiérrez and other MAYO 
organizers, argued that neither the Democratic nor the Republican parties adequately represented Mexican American interests. 
They believed that an independent organization was the only way to achieve specific community goals. 

The party achieved significant success in South Texas, where large Mexican American populations could be translated into 
electoral victories through effective organizing. By winning control of local governments in Crystal City and other communities, 
the party proved that Chicano political power was achievable. These victories allowed residents to address local concerns, such 
as school policies and law enforcement practices, through institutions they now controlled. 

However, La Raza Unida faced substantial challenges when trying to expand beyond these local strongholds. Statewide and 
national elections operated under different dynamics than local races, which made it difficult to translate community-level 
organizing into broader political influence. Internal debates also divided activists, specifically over whether to maintain strict 
party independence or support sympathetic Democratic candidates. While the influence of the party declined by the mid-1970s, 
the organizing experience it provided continued to shape subsequent political efforts. 
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Educational Struggles 

Figure 11.9 Youth from the Florencia barrio of South Central Los 
Angeles arriving at Belvedere Park for La Marcha Por La Justicia, 
photograph by Luis C. Garza, January 31, 1971 (UCLA Chicano 
Studies Research Center. Public Domain.) 

La Marcha Por La Justicia was one of several major 
demonstrations organized in Los Angeles in the aftermath of the 
August 1970 Chicano Moratorium, when a peaceful anti-Vietnam 
War rally had ended in a police riot that killed journalist Rubén 
Salazar and two others. 

Education became a central battleground for the movement, reflecting both the high value Mexican American families placed 
on schooling and the specific ways educational institutions perpetuated discrimination. The East Los Angeles school walkouts 
of 1968, famously known as the Blowouts, brought national attention to these issues while displaying the power of student 
organizing. Thousands of students walked out of their high schools to protest overcrowded classrooms, inadequate facilities, and 
curricula that ignored Mexican American history. They also targeted discriminatory policies, such as the prohibitions on speaking 
Spanish, which had long marginalized their cultural identity. 

These walkouts were coordinated by students with the support of community activists and sympathetic teachers, proving 
that different elements of the community could unite around shared concerns. The demands moved beyond simple material 
improvements like better facilities and resources. Students also fought for cultural recognition, demanding curricula that included 
Mexican American literature and history, as well as teachers who understood their communities. These efforts reflected a 
sophisticated understanding that educational inequality was not just a matter of funding but was also about whose knowledge 
and experience the state viewed as legitimate. 

At the university level, activism paralleled high school organizing. Students demanded increased admissions, the hiring of 
Mexican American faculty, and the creation of Chicano Studies programs. These demands saw significant success throughout the 
early 1970s as Chicano Studies programs were established at universities across California and the Southwest. These programs 
created necessary institutional spaces for the study of Mexican American history while training new generations of community 
leaders and scholars. 
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Women in Movement Leadership 

Figure 11.10 Ruth Robinson, founding co-editor of La Raza, with 
Margarita Sanchez at the Belmont High School walkout, Los 
Angeles, 1968 (Los Angeles Herald Examiner Photograph 
Collection/Los Angeles Public Library. Public Domain.) 

Women like Robinson were central to both the student walkout 
movement and the Chicano press, yet their leadership roles were 
frequently left out of later accounts that centered male figures. 
Robinson's dual role as walkout participant and journalist meant 
she was both making history and documenting it. 

Women played crucial leadership roles throughout El Movimiento, though their contributions were sometimes overlooked or 
undervalued within movement organizations. They organized communities, ran newspapers, led protests, and developed political 
analysis, often while challenging gender hierarchies within the movement itself. Figures like Ruth Robinson, the founding co-editor 
of La Raza, exemplified this multifaceted leadership. Robinson's dual role as a walkout participant and a journalist meant she was 
both making history and documenting it. 

Chicana feminists argued that the movement needed to address gender oppression alongside ethnic discrimination. 
Organizations like Mujeres Por la Raza and publications like Encuentro Femenil created spaces for developing perspectives that 
challenged both mainstream feminism's inattention to race and Chicano nationalism's subordination of women's concerns. These 
activists faced pressure from multiple directions, as some movement men accused them of dividing the community by raising 
gender issues, while some Anglo feminists failed to understand how race and class shaped Chicana experiences. 

Despite these pressures, Chicana feminists carved out positions that addressed the intersection of gender, ethnic, and class 
oppression, developing analytical frameworks that influenced later intersectional thinking. Much of this organizing emerged 
from essential community-based work, including education advocacy, health care access, and neighborhood improvement. These 
efforts developed the skills and perspectives that shaped the broader movement while addressing issues that directly affected 
women and families. The women who ran the mimeograph machines, organized childcare, and fed volunteers were performing 
vital political work, regardless of whether it was recognized as such at the time. 

This page titled 11.3: El Movimiento - Politics and Youth Leadership is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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11.4: Art and El Movimiento 

Figure 11.11 Please, Don't Bury Me Alive! / ¡Por Favor, No Me 
Entierren Vivo!, poster designed by Jesús María "Chista" Cantú, 
1976 (UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center. Public Domain.) 

Directed and distributed independently by Efraín Gutiérrez, the 
film's bilingual poster announced its cultural mission as much 
as its plot, claiming the title of "The First Chicano Movie" and 
presenting Mexican American stories in both English and 
Spanish for audiences whose lives existed in both languages. 

The Chicano Movement functioned as a cultural renaissance just as much as a political struggle. Artists, writers, musicians, and 
performers created work that celebrated Mexican American identity, communicated movement values, and built the solidarity 
necessary to sustain organizing efforts. This cultural production proved essential to the success of the movement by transforming 
how Chicanos understood themselves and how they presented their communities to the broader world. 

Cultural activism served practical organizing purposes during this era. Posters, murals, and graphics were used to publicize 
events and communicate political messages to audiences who might not read formal manifestos or attend political meetings. 
Music created emotional connections and a sense of collective experience at rallies, while theater performances educated and 
entertained, while building community. These artistic forms reached individuals whom formal political organizing might miss, 
effectively expanding the movement's base while reinforcing its core messages. 

Cultural production was also an end in itself rather than a mere instrument for politics. Artists explored deep questions of identity, 
history, and aspiration that could not be reduced to simple political programs. Their work created new ways of being Chicano 
that audiences could inhabit and adapt to their own lives. This cultural dimension has outlasted specific organizations and 
campaigns, and it continues to influence how Mexican Americans understand themselves long after the peak organizing years of 
the movement have passed. 
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Muralism 

Figure 11.12 Sections of the Great Wall of Los Angeles depicting the Zoot Suit Riots, Luisa Moreno, and the Bracero 
Program, photograph by Urban Bamboo, July 15, 2012 (Flickr. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.) 

The Great Wall of Los Angeles, painted by Judy Baca beginning in 1976, stretches half a mile along the Tujunga 
Wash and depicts histories of communities of color that had been left out of mainstream accounts of California's 
past. 

Muralism became one of the most visible forms of Chicano artistic expression during the movement. Drawing inspiration from 
great Mexican muralists like Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and José Clemente Orozco, Chicano artists transformed urban 
walls throughout the Southwest into canvases that depicted community history and aspirations. These public artworks made the 
Mexican American experience visible in neighborhoods where it had previously been erased from official narratives. 

One of the earliest examples was Antonio Bernal’s Del Rey Mural of 1968, which flanked the doors of El Teatro Campesino’s 
headquarters in California’s Central Valley. By depicting revolutionary figures and cultural heroes, the mural connected the 
farmworker movement to longer traditions of resistance. Rediscovered in 2017 and recently recreated in a larger form, the work 
shows how movement art can serve as both a historical artifact and a source of continuing inspiration. 

Mural projects often functioned as a form of community organizing. Judith Baca’s Great Wall of Los Angeles, begun in 1976, 
engaged young people from across the city in researching and depicting California history from marginalized perspectives. The 
collaborative process of creating the mural built relationships across neighborhood boundaries while teaching participants about 
their own histories. The finished work, which stretches over half a mile along a flood control channel, presented a history that 
official accounts had suppressed. 

Murals appeared in barrios throughout the Southwest, transforming blank walls into declarations of community presence and 
pride. Unlike museum art that required special access, murals addressed everyone who passed by. They depicted historical 
figures like Emiliano Zapata alongside contemporary leaders like César Chávez, while also celebrating indigenous heritage and 
Catholic spirituality. By portraying farmworkers, families, and neighborhoods with dignity and beauty, these murals served as 
powerful assertions that these communities and their histories mattered. 
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Literature and Poetry 

Figure 11.13 Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales addressing 400 
spectators at Las Vegas Plaza Park, June 17, 1973 
(newspapers.com. Public Domain.) 

Gonzales published "I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín" in 1967 in 
a bilingual edition distributed through the Crusade for Justice, 
initially reaching audiences not through bookstores but through 
community events and political gatherings like this one. 

Literature flourished during the movement as writers developed distinctive voices that captured the Mexican American experience 
in all its complexity. Publications such as El Grito and Con Safos provided essential platforms for Chicano writers at a time when 
mainstream publishers showed little interest in their work. Poets frequently performed at community events and political rallies, 
which transformed literature into a participatory experience rather than something confined strictly to books. 

Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales’s epic poem I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín became particularly influential after its publication in 
a bilingual format in 1967. Later adapted as a film, the poem traced Mexican American identity from its indigenous roots 
through Spanish colonization, Mexican independence, and American conquest, ending with contemporary struggles. Its sweeping 
historical vision and passionate affirmation of identity made it a movement anthem in literary form. 

The central device of the poem, a first-person speaker who identifies with figures across Mexican and Mexican American history, 
embodied the movement’s specific approach to identity. To say "I am Joaquín" meant claiming a connection to Cuauhtémoc and 
Cortés, to Hidalgo and Juárez, and to Zapata and the contemporary farmworker. This layered identity refused simple categories 
while asserting a continuity across centuries of struggle. 

Other writers explored different dimensions of the Chicano experience during this era. Tomás Rivera’s ...y no se lo tragó la tierra 
(And the Earth Did Not Devour Him) portrayed the lives of migrant farmworkers with a literary sophistication that proved Mexican 
American life deserved serious artistic treatment. In subsequent decades, women writers like Ana Castillo and Sandra Cisneros 
emerged to build on these foundations, developing new perspectives and forms that expanded the literary landscape. 

Theater 

Theater played a unique role in movement organizing by combining entertainment with education in forms accessible to 
audiences with limited formal education. Luis Valdez founded El Teatro Campesino in 1965 as a cultural wing of the United 
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Farm Workers, creating performances that supported the grape boycott and built solidarity among farmworkers. The company 
performed short pieces called actos on flatbed trucks in agricultural fields, reaching workers directly where they lived and labored. 

These performances used humor, music, and physical comedy to address serious issues, making political content entertaining 
and memorable. Characters represented recognizable types, including the exploitative grower, the corrupt contractor, and the 
worker awakening to collective action. The simple staging and broad performance style allowed the message to communicate 
across language barriers and educational differences. 

The success of El Teatro Campesino inspired similar groups throughout the country, creating a network of community theaters 
that developed innovative performance styles. These groups combined indigenous, Mexican, and American theatrical traditions 
to create hybrid forms that reflected the cultural complexity of Chicano identity. While some remained closely tied to political 
organizing, others developed more purely artistic directions. Together, they established that Chicano creativity could produce 
theatrical work of immense power and originality. 

Los Vendidos (The Sellouts), originally performed by El Teatro Campesino in 1967, is one of the most celebrated 
Chicano actos. Set in "Honest Sancho's Used Mexican Lot," the play uses biting satire to skewer stereotypes of Mexican 
Americans. Watch the 1972 NBC television adaptation on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HY-rN-ZCAqQ 

Music 

Figure 11.14 Carlos Santana performing on the Inner Secrets 
tour, Leiden, Netherlands, photograph by Chris Hakkens, 1978 
(Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

Santana's fusion of rock, blues, and Afro-Latin rhythms brought 
Mexican American musical traditions to international audiences 
during the movement era, demonstrating that Chicano artists 
could achieve mainstream success without abandoning their 
cultural roots. 

Music provided the essential soundtracks for movement gatherings, expressing identity and aspiration in forms that individuals 
could carry with them long after a rally ended. Traditional corridos, the narrative ballads often used to document history, were 
adapted to tell the stories of contemporary struggles. These new songs addressed movement themes while drawing on musical 
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traditions from both sides of the border. 

A prominent example of this cultural reach was the work of Carlos Santana, whose fusion of rock, blues, and Afro-Latin rhythms 
brought Mexican American musical traditions to international audiences. His success demonstrated that Chicano artists could 
achieve mainstream recognition without abandoning their cultural roots. Within the movement itself, "Yo Soy Chicano" by Los 
Alvarados became a definitive anthem performed at gatherings throughout the Southwest. The song's declaration of pride and its 
catalog of community struggles encapsulated movement values in a memorable musical form. 

Other songs were composed to celebrate specific campaigns, honor movement leaders, or express the joy and determination that 
sustained organizing through difficult times. Musicians performed at rallies, fundraisers, and cultural festivals to create collective 
experiences that built solidarity among participants. This shared experience of singing created bonds between strangers and 
transformed crowds into communities. Ultimately, music reached emotional depths that speeches and manifestos could not 
access, making the movement a felt experience rather than just a political program. 

"Yo Soy Chicano" by Los Alvarados, from the Smithsonian Folkways collection, became an anthem of the Chicano Movement, 
expressing the cultural pride and self-determination that defined the era. Listen on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=k-sDrWVWALw 

Transforming Identity 

Figure 11.15 Murals depicting Chicano history on the freeway 
pillars at Chicano Park, Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, 
photograph by Leirboo00, October 29, 2024 (Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Chicano Park, established in 1970 when community members 
occupied the land beneath the Coronado Bridge to prevent it 
from becoming a highway patrol station, became one of the most 
significant sites of Chicano public art in the country, its murals 
documenting movement history for generations of visitors. 

These diverse cultural expressions did more than reflect movement ideas; they actively shaped Chicano identity and 
consciousness. They transformed "Mexican American" from a simple demographic category into "Chicano," a self-defined 
identity that combined cultural pride with a sharp political awareness. By creating art that celebrated heritage while addressing 
contemporary realities, cultural activists gave audiences new ways of understanding who they were and what they could become. 
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The cultural dimension of the movement proved to be among its most enduring legacies. Chicano Park, established in 1970 after 
community members occupied land beneath the Coronado Bridge to prevent the construction of a highway patrol station, stands 
as one of the most significant sites of public art in the country. Its murals continue to document movement history for generations 
of visitors. Today, Chicano literature has become a recognized part of American literature taught in schools and universities, while 
teatro traditions continue in both community and professional companies. 

The political organizations of the 1960s and 1970s rose and fell, but the cultural work persists. When a student today reads ...y no 
se lo tragó la tierra or stands in front of the murals of Chicano Park, they are encountering the direct results of the movement. 
That work ensures that the struggles and triumphs of the past are not distant historical facts but living tools that continue to build 
the consciousness of the next generation. 

This page titled 11.4: Art and El Movimiento is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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11.5: Culture Lab - How to Read a Chicano Mural 

Chicano muralists created visual arguments about who their communities were, where they came from, and what they hoped to 
become. Every choice carries meaning: the figures included or excluded, their size and placement, the colors used, the symbols 
incorporated. Reading a mural means asking why the artist made these choices and what they communicate. 

Unlike paintings in museums, murals exist in public space. They speak to everyone who passes, not just those who enter galleries. 
Their location matters. A mural on a community center wall addresses different audiences than one on a freeway underpass. The 
relationship between image and site shapes how viewers encounter the work. 

Chicano Park in San Diego's Barrio Logan neighborhood offers one of the most powerful examples of murals and site working 
together. In April 1970, community members occupied a patch of land beneath the interchange of Interstate 5 and the San 
Diego-Coronado Bridge. The land had been promised as a park but was being cleared for a California Highway Patrol substation 
instead. After a twelve-day occupation, the city honored the community's claim. Beginning in 1973, artists and community 
members transformed the concrete pylons supporting the freeway into a canvas spanning the full history of Mexican and Chicano 
experience. The infrastructure that had displaced and divided the neighborhood became the structure that carried its story. Today 
Chicano Park is a National Historic Landmark and home to the largest collection of outdoor murals in the United States. 

The Source 

Figure 11.16 Mural on a freeway pillar at Chicano Park, Barrio 
Logan, San Diego, California, photograph by Cade Mullox, 
September 12, 2024. Archival title: "Symbolic Mural CP." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

This mural stands on one of the concrete pylons supporting the San Diego-Coronado Bridge in Chicano Park. Like many of the 
park's murals, it was created collaboratively by community artists and volunteers and cannot be attributed to a single author. 
It depicts a sweeping arc of Mexican and Mexican American history through layered symbols: a tree at the center encircled 
by a serpent, an eagle with outstretched wings above, and figures representing Indigenous peoples, Spanish conquistadores, 
missionaries, and Mexican Revolutionary leaders. The imagery draws on sources familiar to the Barrio Logan community: pre-
Columbian cosmology, the founding myth of Tenochtitlan, the iconography of the Mexican Revolution, and the visual language of 
the Chicano Movement. It is painted on a highway pylon in a neighborhood that fought to exist. 
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Read It 

Take time to look carefully at the mural. 

• What do you see at the top of the mural? An eagle spreads its wings above a serpent coiled around a tree. This 
combination of images appears in Mexican culture going back centuries, including on the Mexican flag. Where else 
have you seen this imagery, and what has it meant in those contexts? 

• What is the tree doing? It runs through the center of the composition, with figures gathered around it at different 
levels. In many Indigenous and Mexican traditions, a great tree connects worlds above and below the earth. Who 
surrounds the tree here, and where are they placed in relation to each other? 

• Who are the human figures? The NPS identifies conquistadores, missionaries, and Mexican Revolutionary leaders 
among them. They span centuries of history, gathered into a single image. What does it mean to place all of these 
figures together? Do they appear to be in conflict, in sequence, or in some other relationship? 

• Look at the colors. The palette is bright and warm, with blues, greens, and earth tones. How does the feeling of the 
colors shape the way you receive the historical content? 

• Consider where the viewer would be standing. This mural is painted on a concrete pylon that is part of the freeway 
built through Barrio Logan in 1963, displacing families from the neighborhood. Why might a community choose to cover 
that structure with images of deep historical roots? 

Compare It 

Now consider a different voice. 

Figure 11.17 Mural depicting Emiliano Zapata at Chicano Park, 
Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, photograph by Rpotance, 
August 11, 2012 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

Not every Chicano Park mural takes the long view. La Revolución Mexicana (1981), painted by Victor Ochoa, narrows its focus to 
a single figure and a single message. The mural shows Emiliano Zapata, the Mexican Revolutionary leader who fought for land 
rights for Indigenous and poor rural communities, rendered in dark browns and grays against a spare background. Crossed rifles 
frame his figure. At the base of the pylon, a painted inscription reads: "I rather die on my feet than live on my knees." The quote is 
an English translation of a phrase associated with Zapata, and its presence in English on a Chicano Park pylon is itself a choice 
worth examining. 

• What is the mood of this mural compared to the first one? Consider color, composition, and the presence or 
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absence of symbols. 
• The symbolic mural covers a wide span of history. This one focuses on a single revolutionary figure. What 

argument is each mural making about how communities should understand their past? 
• Zapata fought and died for land rights in Mexico. Why might a community in Barrio Logan, San Diego, in 1981, 

choose him as a figure worth painting on their reclaimed park? 
• The inscription is in English, not Spanish. Who does that address, and why might that matter? 

A Note on Sources 

Murals are primary sources, but they raise questions that paintings in museums typically do not. 

Keep in mind: 

• Most of the murals at Chicano Park were created collectively. Community members, artist collectives, students, and 
invited artists worked together, sometimes on the same pylon over the same weekend. For many murals, no single 
author was recorded. This is not a gap in the record so much as a reflection of how the work was made. 

• La Revolución Mexicana is attributed to Victor Ochoa, a founding member of the Chicano Park Steering Committee 
who organized and led much of the park's mural program. Attribution here means lead artist and organizer, not sole 
creator. 

• The photograph of the symbolic mural was taken in 2024, more than fifty years after the first murals were painted. Many 
of the park's murals have been restored multiple times. When you look at a photograph of a restored mural, you are 
looking at a living document, one that the community has chosen to maintain and continue. 

• Chicano Park was designated a National Historic Landmark in 2016. Its murals are officially recognized as public art. 
That recognition matters, but it also came decades after the community created and defended this space on its own 
terms. 

Try It Yourself 

When you encounter a Chicano mural, ask: 

• Who occupies the center? Size often indicates importance. Who is included, and who is absent? Whose story does 
this mural tell? 

• What symbols appear? The Virgin of Guadalupe, the UFW eagle, pre-Columbian imagery, references to Aztlán. What 
cultural meanings do these symbols carry, and why might the artist have included them? 

• What historical references appear? Many murals juxtapose time periods, placing ancestors alongside contemporary 
figures. What argument does this make about continuity between past and present? 

• What colors dominate? Warm colors often appear in energetic scenes; cool colors suggest reflection. Earth tones 
connect to indigenous traditions. What emotional tone do the color choices create? 

• Where is this mural located? Who sees it daily? How does the site shape the mural's audience and purpose? 

Explore Further 

The Chicano Park Steering Committee maintains the official park website, including a mural map and documentation of the 
park's history: https://chicano-park.com 

The University of San Diego's Department of Ethnic Studies produced the Chicano Park 2015 Murals Documentation Project: 
Guide to the Murals of Chicano Park, created in collaboration with the Chicano Park Steering Committee. It is freely available 
online: https://digital.sandiego.edu/ethn-books/1 

The Chicano Park Museum and Cultural Center, located adjacent to the park, maintains additional documentation and rotating 
exhibitions: https://chicanoparkmuseum.org 

SPARC (Social and Public Art Resource Center): https://sparcinla.org/ Founded by Judith Baca in 1976, SPARC maintains 
archives of Los Angeles murals and offers educational resources. Their MuralMemoirs initiative collects community stories 
connected to murals. 

UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center: https://www.chicano.ucla.edu/  Holds documentation of murals throughout the 
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Southwest and publishes scholarship on Chicano art. 

This page titled 11.5: Culture Lab - How to Read a Chicano Mural is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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11.6: Study Guide 

Rise of the Chicano Movement 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Summarize how the experiences of the World War II generation and the limitations 
of earlier civil rights approaches led to the Chicano Movement. 

2. Describe the major political strategies of the Chicano Movement, including legal 
advocacy, youth organizing, and third-party politics. 

3. Describe the contributions of Chicana feminists in challenging both external 
discrimination and gender hierarchies within the movement. 

4. Identify the major forms of movement art and how these cultural works supported 
both organizing and identity. 

5. Identify the specific goals and outcomes of the movement's landmark political 
events, such as the school walkouts and the formation of La Raza Unida. 

Section Summaries 

11.1 Overview 

In March 1968, thousands of students walked out of high schools across East Los Angeles in a 
massive protest known as the Blowouts, signaling the rise of a new and more confrontational era of 
activism. Driven by a generational shift, the children of World War II veterans rejected the patient 
advocacy of their elders after seeing years of service met with persistent exclusion. These young 
activists began calling themselves Chicanos and claimed the Southwest as Aztlán, their ancestral 
homeland. This era, known as El Movimiento, was cultural as much as it was political; it saw the rise 
of independent political parties like La Raza Unida and the emergence of Chicana feminists who 
challenged internal gender hierarchies. An explosion of public art, specifically muralism, depicted 
suppressed histories and transformed the community's identity. Together, these efforts created 
new ways of being Mexican American that fundamentally transformed political power in the United 
States. 

11.1 Generational Shifts and the Birth of El Movimiento 

• Rejection of Assimilation: Young activists in the 1960s moved away from the "Mexican 
American" identity of the postwar era, which prioritized assimilation and legal status, in 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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favor of a "Chicano" identity rooted in cultural pride and political resistance. 
• Impact of the Vietnam War: Disproportionate casualty rates among Mexican Americans 

fueled anti-war sentiment and provided a catalyst for broader civil rights organizing. 
• El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán: This foundational document established the concept of 

Aztlán as a cultural and historical framework, asserting that Chicanos were an Indigenous 
people with a right to their ancestral lands. 

•  

11.2 Student Activism and the Blowouts 

• The East Los Angeles Blowouts (1968): Thousands of students protested overcrowded 
classrooms, high dropout rates, and curricula that ignored Mexican American history; 
these walkouts brought national attention to systemic educational inequality. 

• Youth Organizations: Groups like the United Mexican American Students (UMAS) and 
the Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO) developed sophisticated strategies for 
institutional change and community empowerment. 

• The Chicano Moratorium: A massive anti-war protest in Los Angeles in 1970 that drew 
over 20,000 participants and marked a turning point in the movement’s engagement with 
national politics. 

11.3 Independent Politics and Chicana Feminism 

• La Raza Unida Party: An independent political party founded in Texas that successfully 
challenged the two-party system and won local elections in communities like Crystal City. 

• Chicana Feminism: Women within the movement organized to challenge both external 
racism and internal gender hierarchies; they argued that true liberation required 
addressing the "triple oppression" of race, class, and gender. 

• Major Figures: Activists like Enriqueta Vasquez and Elizabeth "Betita" Martínez used 
newspapers and workshops to develop a distinct Chicana feminist consciousness. 

11.4 Culture Lab: Muralism and Public History 

• Visual Reclamation: Chicano artists transformed the physical landscape of the barrio by 
painting large-scale murals on public buildings and freeway pillars, using art to tell stories 
that were absent from history books. 

• Chicano Park (San Diego): After a community occupation of land intended for a patrol 
station, residents created a park where over 70 murals now document Indigenous history, 
labor struggles, and movement leaders. 

• Methodology: Chicano murals serve as a collaborative form of public history, created 
through engagement with community members to ensure the art reflects their lived 
experiences and aspirations. 
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Key Terms & Definitions 

• Chicano Movement (El Movimiento): Civil rights and cultural movement that emerged 
in the 1960s, demanding political power, cultural recognition, and an end to 
discrimination; participants claimed identity as Chicanos and the Southwest as Aztlán. 

• Chicano/Chicana: Term of self-identification adopted by Mexican American activists in 
the 1960s; some older community members initially considered it an insult, but activists 
reclaimed it as an assertion of cultural pride and political consciousness. 

• Aztlán: Mythical homeland of the Aztec people; Chicano Movement claimed the 
Southwest as Aztlán, connecting Mexican Americans to pre-Columbian history and 
asserting they were indigenous peoples, not immigrants. 

• LULAC (League of United Latin American Citizens): Civil rights organization founded 
in 1929; pursued strategy emphasizing American citizenship and working within 
established systems; supported cases like Mendez v. Westminster. 

• Mendez v. Westminster (1947): Court case challenging school segregation in California; 
LULAC-supported victory that influenced the later Brown v. Board of Education decision. 

• MALDEF (Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund): Organization 
established in 1968 focusing on professional legal strategies to challenge discrimination 
in education, employment, and voting rights. 

• MAYO (Mexican American Youth Organization): Youth organization founded in Texas 
in 1967 by José Angel Gutiérrez and others; combined political organizing with 
confrontational tactics. 

• La Raza Unida Party: Independent Chicano political party founded in Texas in 1970; won 
control of local governments in Crystal City and other South Texas communities. 

• José Angel Gutiérrez: MAYO founder and La Raza Unida Party leader; argued Mexican 
Americans needed independent political power rather than seeking acceptance from 
Anglo-dominated institutions. 

• Crystal City: South Texas community where La Raza Unida Party won control of local 
government, demonstrating that Chicano political power was achievable. 

• East Los Angeles School Walkouts (Blowouts, 1968): Student protests at East LA 
high schools against overcrowded classrooms, inadequate facilities, curricula ignoring 
Mexican American history, and prohibitions on speaking Spanish. 

• Chicano Studies: Academic programs studying Mexican American history, culture, and 
experience; established at universities throughout California and the Southwest during 
the early 1970s. 

• Chicana feminism: Movement within El Movimiento arguing that gender oppression 
must be addressed alongside ethnic discrimination; challenged both mainstream 
feminism and movement gender hierarchies. 

• Mujeres Por la Raza: Chicana feminist organization that created space for developing 
perspectives addressing the intersection of gender, ethnic, and class oppression. 

• Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales: Activist who organized the 1969 Denver Youth Conference 
through his Crusade for Justice organization; author of the epic poem "I Am Joaquín/Yo 
Soy Joaquín." 

• "I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín" (1967): Epic poem by Rodolfo Gonzales tracing 
Mexican American identity from indigenous roots through contemporary struggles; 
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became something like a movement anthem. 
• El Teatro Campesino: Theater company founded by Luis Valdez in 1965 as cultural wing 

of the United Farm Workers; performed actos on flatbed trucks in fields. 
• Actos: Short theatrical pieces performed by El Teatro Campesino using humor and 

physical comedy to address serious issues and support organizing. 
• Luis Valdez: Founder of El Teatro Campesino; later wrote the play and film "Zoot Suit" 

(1978/1981). 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Muñoz, Carlos, Jr. Youth, Identity, Power: The Chicano Movement. Verso, 1989. 
◦ Relevance: Essential study of the movement's student activism and ideological 

development. 
• García, Ignacio M. United We Win: The Rise and Fall of La Raza Unida Party. University 

of Arizona Press, 1989. 
◦ Relevance: Detailed history of the party's organizing and electoral campaigns. 

• García, Alma M., ed. Chicana Feminist Thought: The Basic Historical Writings. 
Routledge, 1997. 

◦ Relevance: Collection of primary documents from Chicana feminist organizing. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• SPARC (Social and Public Art Resource Center) 
◦ https://sparcinla.org/ 
◦ Description: Archives of Los Angeles murals and educational resources. 

• UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center 
◦ https://www.chicano.ucla.edu/ 
◦ Description: Documentation of murals and scholarship on Chicano art and 

history. 
• Smithsonian American Art Museum: Chicano Art 

◦ https://americanart.si.edu/ 
◦ Description: Collection including Chicano movement art and artist information. 

Multimedia & Video 

• "Zoot Suit" (1981 film) 
◦ Description: Luis Valdez's film presenting Pachuco culture and the Sleepy 

Lagoon case; connects to movement reclamation of Pachuco imagery. 
• "Chicano! History of the Mexican American Civil Rights Movement" (PBS) 

◦ Description: Documentary series covering the movement's major events and 
figures. 
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11.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. The Chicano Movement emerged from conditions including: a) complete satisfaction 
with progress since World War II b) the contradiction between wartime sacrifice and 
peacetime exclusion c) rejection of all civil rights goals d) support from mainstream 
American institutions 

2. The generational shift that contributed to the Chicano Movement involved: a) younger 
Mexican Americans accepting their parents' approach of accommodation b) children of 
World War II-era Mexican Americans questioning accommodation c) older community 
members becoming more radical than youth d) complete agreement between generations 
about strategy 

3. True or False: LULAC, founded in 1929, pursued a strategy emphasizing American 
citizenship and working within established systems, achieving victories like Mendez v. 
Westminster (1947), which influenced Brown v. Board of Education. 

4. MALDEF, established in 1968, differed from earlier organizations because it: a) rejected 
legal strategies entirely b) focused on professional legal strategies modeled on the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund c) only worked on immigration issues d) avoided contact with 
community organizations 

5. The Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), founded in Texas in 1967, differed 
from established organizations because it: a) rejected all political engagement b) 
combined political organizing with confrontational tactics c) only worked through existing 
political parties d) avoided community organizing 

6. True or False: The 1969 Denver Youth Conference, organized by Rodolfo "Corky" 
Gonzales's Crusade for Justice, produced El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, which articulated 
Chicano identity rooted in indigenous heritage and claimed the Southwest as Aztlán. 

7. The concept of Aztlán served the movement by: a) rejecting all connection to Mexican 
history b) connecting Mexican Americans to pre-Columbian history and territorial claims 
c) claiming only recent immigrant status d) emphasizing assimilation into Anglo-
American culture 

8. La Raza Unida Party, founded in Texas in 1970, achieved: a) nothing of significance b) 
control of local governments in Crystal City and other communities c) the presidency of 
the United States d) complete unity with the Democratic Party 

9. True or False: The East Los Angeles school walkouts of 1968 (the Blowouts) involved 
thousands of students protesting overcrowded classrooms, inadequate facilities, curricula 
ignoring Mexican American history, and prohibitions on speaking Spanish. 

10. Crystal City, Texas was significant to the movement because: a) it was the birthplace of 
César Chávez b) La Raza Unida Party won control of its local government c) it hosted the 
Denver Youth Conference d) MALDEF was founded there 

11. Chicana feminists argued that: a) gender issues should be ignored b) the movement 
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needed to address gender oppression alongside ethnic discrimination c) women should 
not participate in the movement d) gender and ethnicity were unrelated 

12. True or False: Organizations like Mujeres Por la Raza and publications like Encuentro 
Femenil created spaces for developing Chicana feminist perspectives that addressed the 
intersection of gender, ethnic, and class oppression. 

13. Chicano movement art served the movement by: a) having no connection to political 
organizing b) publicizing events and communicating political messages to broad 
audiences c) only entertaining audiences d) rejecting all Mexican cultural traditions 

14. Muralism became an important form of Chicano artistic expression because: a) it was 
hidden from public view b) it transformed urban walls into canvases depicting community 
history c) it only depicted Anglo-American history d) it was created exclusively by non-
Mexican American artists 

15. True or False: Judith Baca's Great Wall of Los Angeles, begun in 1976, presents California 
history from marginalized perspectives, stretching over half a mile and engaging young 
people in researching and depicting their own histories. 

16. Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales's epic poem "I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy Joaquín" (1967) was 
significant because it: a) rejected all Mexican American history b) traced Mexican 
American identity from indigenous roots through contemporary struggles c) was written 
only in English d) focused solely on events in Mexico 

17. El Teatro Campesino, founded by Luis Valdez in 1965, served the movement by: a) 
performing only for wealthy audiences b) performing actos on flatbed trucks in 
agricultural fields c) rejecting all connection to labor movements d) performing only 
classical European theater 

18. True or False: The Chicano Movement was as much a cultural renaissance as a political 
struggle, with cultural production proving essential to movement success by transforming 
how Chicanos understood themselves. 

19. When analyzing Chicano murals, viewers should consider: a) only the aesthetic qualities 
with no attention to meaning b) who occupies the space, what symbols appear, and where 
the mural is located c) nothing about the historical context d) only whether they personally 
like the art 

20. According to the "Culture Lab" guidelines for analyzing Chicano murals, which three 
specific factors should a viewer consider to understand the work's context? a) The type of 
paint used, the weather conditions, and the artist's age. b) Who occupies the space, what 
symbols appear, and where the mural is located. c) The cost of the mural, the size of the 
wall, and the name of the building owner. d) The number of colors used, the height of the 
figures, and the date it was cleaned. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the experiences of the World War II generation contribute to the emergence of 
the Chicano Movement? 

2. Explain the generational shift between Mexican Americans who came of age in the 1950s 
and those who became activists in the 1960s. 
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3. How did LULAC's approach differ from that of youth organizations like MAYO? 
4. What was El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, and how did the concept of Aztlán serve the 

movement? 
5. What did La Raza Unida Party achieve, and what challenges did it face? 
6. What were the demands of the East Los Angeles school walkouts (the Blowouts), and why 

did they address both material conditions and cultural content? 
7. How did Chicana feminists challenge both mainstream feminism and the Chicano 

Movement? 
8. How did Chicano movement art serve both organizing purposes and broader explorations 

of identity? 
9. Explain the significance of Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales's poem "I Am Joaquín/Yo Soy 

Joaquín." 
10. How did El Teatro Campesino combine entertainment with political education? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The chapter describes a generational shift in which younger Mexican Americans 
questioned their parents' strategy of patient accommodation. What conditions made this 
younger generation less willing to accept discrimination as "simply the way things were"? 
How did their different life experiences shape their approach to activism? 

2. The movement produced both political organizations (like La Raza Unida Party and 
MAYO) and cultural expressions (murals, poetry, theater, music). How did political and 
cultural activism reinforce each other? Why might the cultural dimension of the movement 
have proven among its most enduring legacies? 

3. Chicana feminists faced pressure from multiple directions: accused by some movement 
men of dividing the community, and finding that mainstream feminism failed to 
understand how race and class shaped their experiences. How did Chicana feminists 
develop perspectives that addressed the intersection of gender, ethnic, and class 
oppression? What does their experience reveal about the challenges of organizing within 
broader movements? 

4. El Plan Espiritual de Aztlán claimed the Southwest as the mythical homeland of the Aztec 
people, asserting that Chicanos were indigenous peoples reclaiming their heritage rather 
than immigrants in their own land. How did this framework challenge dominant narratives 
about Mexican Americans? What purposes did this mythic and historical framing serve 
for the movement? 

This page titled 11.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
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12.1: Overview 

Figure 12.1 Labor and La Causa, 1946–1975 (Author Created, 2025) 

The growth of Mexican American community organizing, the United Farm Workers movement, and Spanish-language 
broadcasting, set against broader developments in Cold War America. 

The start of the grape strike in September 1965 marked a turning point for labor activism. When Filipino workers in Delano 
walked off the job to demand better wages, the National Farm Workers Association voted to join them, launching a five-year 
struggle that redefined the landscape of Mexican American political identity. This coalition faced immediate structural hurdles, 
as farmworkers lacked the legal right to organize or bargain collectively. Growers frequently exploited this lack of protection by 
bringing in replacement workers to wait out strikers who had no personal savings to fall back on. 

Because the fight could not be won in the fields alone, the movement shifted its strategy toward a national boycott. This move 
transformed a local labor dispute into a broad moral cause, enlisting millions of consumers across the country as allies. By 1970, 
the sustained economic and social pressure forced major growers to sign contracts that guaranteed unprecedented protections 
for workers. This victory proved that even the most marginalized workforces could build significant power through disciplined 
solidarity and strategic public appeals, creating a new model for civil rights engagement. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the end of the Bracero Program in 1964 and the work of the Community Service Organization 
created new opportunities for agricultural labor leadership. 

2. Explain why the United Farm Workers shifted their primary strategy from traditional labor strikes to the use of the 
consumer boycott. 

3. Summarize how the United Farm Workers used religious symbols and moral framing to turn a labor dispute into a 
broad social movement. 

4. Identify the major victories and long-term challenges of the farmworker movement, including the 1970 contracts 
and the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act of 1975. 

Learning Objectives 
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12.2: The Immigration Act of 1965 

Figure 12.2 President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Immigration 
and Nationality Act at Liberty Island, New York, photograph by 
Yoichi Okamoto, October 3, 1965 (LBJ Library. Public Domain.) 

Johnson signed the Act at the foot of the Statue of Liberty, 
a deliberate choice meant to signal a break from the 
discriminatory quota system. For Mexican immigrants, however, 
the law introduced the first numerical caps on Western 
Hemisphere immigration, producing consequences that 
contradicted its reformist framing. 

The 1965 Immigration and Nationality Act is often described as a reform that eliminated racial discrimination from immigration 
policy. By abolishing the national origins quota system that had governed the country since the 1920s, the law introduced a new 
framework emphasizing family reunification and occupational skills. While presented as a progressive shift, the Act produced 
complex and often unexpected effects on Mexican immigration that continue to shape communities today. 

Unlike the previous system, which did not apply numerical limits to Western Hemisphere immigration, the 1965 Act imposed 
the first numerical caps on the region. Initially set at 120,000 annually, these were later reduced to country-specific limits of 
20,000 per nation. For Mexicans, who represented the largest immigrant group from the Western Hemisphere, these new limits 
dramatically restricted legal pathways at the precise moment the end of the Bracero Program had already disrupted established 
migration patterns. 

The family reunification provisions that dominated the new system appeared advantageous for those with relatives already in 
the United States, as Mexican American citizens could now sponsor family members for immigration. However, the combination 
of high demand and strict numerical limits created massive processing backlogs. By the mid-1970s, some family preference 
categories faced wait times of five to seven years. Consequently, families with members on both sides of the border faced painful, 
multi-year separations created by an official policy that paradoxically claimed to prioritize family unity. 
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Contradictions and Consequences 

Figure 12.3 Jugo Olivas and his wife crossing the border at 
Calexico, California, photograph by Charles O'Rear, April 1974 
(National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 549090. 
Public Domain.) 

The 1965 Immigration Act's new numerical caps on Western 
Hemisphere immigration meant that workers like Olivas, whose 
green card authorized him to work on U.S. farms, navigated a 
legal system that was far more restrictive than the one that had 
governed Mexican border crossings just a decade earlier. 

The 1965 Act created fundamental contradictions between federal immigration policy and American economic reality. While 
legal pathways narrowed, industries such as agriculture, construction, and service sectors continued to demand Mexican labor. 
Employers who had previously relied on bracero workers or legal immigrants suddenly found themselves without authorized 
sources for their workforce, yet their underlying need for labor remained unchanged. The economic pull that had drawn Mexican 
workers northward for decades did not simply disappear because the laws had shifted. 

These contradictions drove an increase in undocumented immigration as established migration patterns continued outside 
of official legal channels. Workers who might have entered the country legally under previous rules now crossed without 
authorization, and families separated by extensive visa backlogs found informal ways to reunite. Consequently, the population of 
undocumented immigrants grew substantially in the decades following 1965, creating a new category of community members 
living and working in the United States without legal status. 

This growth transformed Mexican American communities by creating a "mixed-status" reality, where families often included 
citizens, legal permanent residents, and undocumented individuals living under one roof. Such dynamics created vulnerabilities 
that affected entire households rather than just the undocumented members. The threat of a parent's deportation could devastate 
citizen children, and a pervasive fear of immigration enforcement began to affect community members regardless of their 
personal legal standing. 
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Community Responses 

Figure 12.4 Martha Medrano, Esquiel Lovato, Larry Aragon, 
Antonio Martinez, and Larry Lovato protesting police arrests at 
La Casa Del Barrio, Denver, Colorado, July 31, 1972 (Denver 
Public Library Digital Collections. Public Domain.) 

Community organizations like La Casa Del Barrio addressed 
a wide range of challenges facing Mexican American families, 
from immigration paperwork to police conduct, demonstrating 
how grassroots organizing rarely stayed confined to a single 
issue. 

Mexican American communities developed organizational responses to the growing complexity of the immigration system, yet 
these efforts rarely remained limited to immigration alone. La Casa Del Barrio in Denver exemplified this pattern; while founded 
to serve a neighborhood's practical needs, it was frequently drawn into various community crises, including confrontations with 
local law enforcement over the treatment of residents. Legal aid organizations that helped families navigate visa applications 
often found themselves simultaneously fighting evictions and challenging school discrimination. Similarly, churches and mutual 
aid organizations added immigration services to their existing programs, building on traditions established in earlier decades. 

The skills developed in one arena transferred directly to others. An organizer who learned to navigate the immigration bureaucracy 
became proficient at reading official documents, identifying procedural pressure points, and mobilizing the community around 
shared concerns. These same skills were equally applicable when dealing with housing authorities, school boards, and city 
councils. 

These legislative changes also intensified internal debates regarding identity and belonging. Some community members 
emphasized a sharp distinction between citizens and immigrants, fearing that an association with undocumented status might 
jeopardize the standing of Mexican Americans as full participants in American civic life. Others argued for broad solidarity across 
legal status lines, citing a shared heritage and the reality of mixed-status families where citizens and undocumented members 
lived under the same roof. These debates did not resolve cleanly and continued to shape political and community life for decades. 

This page titled 12.2: The Immigration Act of 1965 is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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12.3: Organizers for Workers' Rights 

Figure 12.5 Page from El Malcriado ("The Voice of the Farm 
Worker") featuring the editorial "The Shame of Arvin," 1965 (UFW 
Archives, UCSD Libraries. Public Domain.) 

El Malcriado, published by the Farm Worker Press in Delano, 
California, was the official newspaper of the emerging United 
Farm Workers movement, connecting farmworkers across 
agricultural communities and building collective solidarity 
around shared grievances. 

The end of the Bracero Program in 1964 removed the primary mechanism California growers had used to control their labor force. 
For over two decades, this program provided a steady supply of workers who could not legally organize or leave their jobs to seek 
better conditions. When this supply was cut off, growers lost their most effective tool for suppressing wages. At the same time, 
the Immigration Act of 1965 restricted the legal pathways that workers might have previously used to enter the country, creating 
a new set of legal vulnerabilities for the workforce. These shifting conditions coincided with the national momentum of the civil 
rights movement, providing the context for a new era of agricultural labor activism. 

This activism drew on a long history of resistance within Mexican American communities. While strikes in the 1930s had achieved 
temporary gains before being suppressed by growers and the government, the memory of those efforts persisted. Although the 
Bracero Program had made organizing nearly impossible for twenty years, the community networks and solidarity built during 
earlier struggles remained intact. The farmworker movement of the 1960s utilized these surviving traditions while adopting 
strategies tailored to the new legal and economic realities of the decade. 
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Pancho Medrano and the UAW 

Figure 12.6 Campaign leaflet for Pancho Medrano's election to 
Sergeant-at-Arms, UAW Local 645, date unknown (UTA Libraries 
Digital Gallery, Pancho Medrano Papers. Public Domain.) 

The leaflet's labels, "Militant," "Qualified," "Cooperative," and 
"Humanitarian," reveal how Medrano presented himself to fellow 
workers: as someone equally comfortable on a picket line and at 
a negotiating table. 

The farmworker movement relied on alliances that extended far beyond agricultural fields. Industrial unions, specifically the 
United Auto Workers (UAW), provided the early funding, legal support, and political connections that the United Farm Workers 
(UFW) could not yet generate independently. The individuals who built these bridges brought their own extensive histories in 
labor organizing to the cause. Among the most significant was Pancho Medrano, a UAW organizer born in the Little Mexico 
neighborhood of Dallas, Texas. 

Medrano grew up in an environment where Mexican Americans faced systemic exclusion from public pools, jobs, and adequately 
funded schools. He recognized that his experiences mirrored those of Black Americans, a realization of shared oppression that 
informed his approach to activism. During World War II, while working at the North American Aviation Plant, he joined UAW Local 
645. The UAW, led by Walter Reuther, was one of the few industrial unions of the era to challenge racial discrimination alongside 
economic exploitation. In 1960, Reuther appointed Medrano as a special civil rights representative, a role designed to link labor 
struggles with the broader civil rights movement. 

By 1963, Medrano’s full-time work for the UAW placed him at the intersection of industrial unionism and the emerging farmworker 
struggle. He delivered the UAW funds used to help launch the UFW and stood with César Chávez in Delano during the grape strike. 
This backing provided the young, resource-poor movement with essential money, credibility, and national labor connections. 
Medrano also acted as a bridge to wider civil rights coalitions, connecting Chávez and Dolores Huerta to leaders like Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. and Roy Wilkins. Medrano participated in the Selma and Birmingham marches, viewing these different movements 
as part of a single struggle for dignity. 

The risks associated with this work were physical and legal. In 1967, while representing the UAW during the Starr County strike 
in Texas, Medrano witnessed and photographed the violent response of Texas Rangers toward farmworker picket lines. He was 
arrested and assaulted by authorities, but he chose to file a lawsuit rather than remain silent. His case, Medrano v. A.Y. Allee, 
successfully challenged the constitutionality of Texas labor statutes used to break unions, which changed the legal requirements 
for labor organizing throughout the state. 
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Throughout his career, Medrano identified as Chicano and remained committed to building Black and Brown coalitions. He often 
criticized the hesitancy of established organizations like LULAC and the American GI Forum regarding protest organizing. He 
insisted that working people had to be active participants in their political lives, often stating that in America, everything is politics 
from birth until death. 

The CSO and Leadership Development 

Figure 12.7 Pancho Medrano (left) and César Chávez, Rio Grande 
City, Texas, date unknown (UTA Libraries Digital Gallery, Pancho 
Medrano Papers. CC BY 4.0.) 

Medrano, a UAW organizer and Texas civil rights activist, was 
among the labor leaders who bridged the Chicano farmworker 
movement and the broader civil rights coalitions of the 1960s, 
connecting Chávez and Huerta to figures like Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr., who publicly supported the UFW grape boycott, and 
NAACP leader Roy Wilkins. 

The Community Service Organization (CSO) served as a vital laboratory for developing the techniques that later defined 
farmworker activism. Founded in 1947, the CSO focused on civil rights, voter registration, and legislative advocacy for Mexican 
Americans in urban areas. It was here that a specific brand of community-based leadership emerged, moving away from high 
profile political figures and toward the power of the neighbors themselves. By the mid-1950s, the foundational figures who later 
led the farmworker movement had joined the CSO, spending a decade refining the skills of mobilization, citizenship assistance, 
and public testimony. 

The effectiveness of the CSO was rooted in the house meeting model. Organizers avoided large, impersonal rallies in favor of 
small gatherings in living rooms and kitchens. In these intimate settings, residents could identify their own local problems, such 
as the lack of paved roads, streetlights, or fair treatment by police, and realize that collective action offered a solution. This 
method transformed a quiet and often intimidated population into a disciplined political force. The training provided by the CSO 
demonstrated that the most effective way to challenge power was not through a single spokesperson, but through a broad network 
of individuals who were prepared to manage meetings, register voters, and speak for their own communities. 

This period of urban organizing established the blueprint for the rural struggle that followed. When the decision was made in 1962 
to focus specifically on agricultural workers, the transition was built on ten years of CSO experience. The shift to the fields was 
not a move toward a new philosophy, but an application of these proven community building tools to a more marginalized and 
geographically isolated workforce. The focus remained on institutional strength and long-term residency rather than temporary 
protest, ensuring that the infrastructure of the movement was owned and operated by the workers themselves. 
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Women in Labor Activism 

Figure 12.8 Tex-Son striker Helen Martinez and her four children 
with picket signs, San Antonio, Texas, c. 1959 (George and 
Latane Lambert Papers, University of Texas at Arlington 
Libraries, Special Collections. CC BY-NC 4.0.) 

The children's signs, including one reading "Even a Kid Knows 
It's Wrong to Cross a Picket Line" and another simply "Me Too!," 
illustrate how labor activism extended into family life, with 
women workers often integrating their roles as mothers and 
organizers. 

Women played crucial roles in labor activism that often went unrecognized in accounts focused on male leadership. In garment 
manufacturing, food processing, and other industries employing large numbers of Mexican American women, female workers 
organized for better wages and conditions while navigating discrimination based on both gender and ethnicity. One of the 
most significant examples was the Tex-Son strike in San Antonio, Texas. In February 1959, workers at the Tex-Son Garment 
Manufacturing Company, a factory producing children's clothing, voted unanimously to walk off the job. Their demands were 
concrete: higher wages, an end to the outsourcing of work to lower-wage facilities, and basic job security. The workers were all 
women, and ninety percent were Mexican American. 

The strike was organized by Local 180 of the International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union and was the first ILGWU strike led by 
a Mexican American woman. Sophie Gonzalez, the union's first Tejana organizer, became the most visible leader of the walkout, 
which also marked the first time Mexican American and Anglo women had picketed together in Texas. The strike lasted nearly 
four years. Management hired a union-busting attorney, and the local press fixated on early confrontations between strikers and 
scab workers rather than on the workers' grievances. 

Organizers responded deliberately to this media pressure. They brought their children to the picket line, shared personal 
testimonies about wages and hardship, and produced a film called Mother Is On Strike, turning the press's own emphasis on 
domesticity into an argument for the strike's justice. Helen Martínez, whose weekly paycheck of $9.12 was published in ILGWU 
materials to publicize the strike nationally, became a recognizable face of the campaign, as did her children, whose signs read 
"Even a Kid Knows It's Wrong to Cross a Picket Line". 

Women's labor activism in these years also challenged expectations within Mexican American communities themselves. 
Organizing required public speaking, travel, and sustained time away from domestic responsibilities, and some community 
members viewed these activities as inappropriate for women. Female organizers navigated those pressures while demonstrating 
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that women could lead effectively in spaces that had long excluded them. The strategies developed during strikes like Tex-Son, 
including consumer boycotts, community testimony, and the deliberate framing of workers as mothers and family providers, would 
carry forward into the farmworker movement of the following decade, shaping how the UFW built public support for the grape 
boycott. 

This page titled 12.3: Organizers for Workers' Rights is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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12.4: The United Farm Workers 

Figure 12.9 Walter Reuther, César Chávez, and Larry Itliong 
marching in Delano, California, 1965 (UFW Archives, UCSD 
Libraries. Public Domain.) 

The presence of UAW president Walter Reuther alongside 
Chávez and AWOC leader Larry Itliong illustrates the coalition at 
the heart of the Delano grape strike, bringing together Mexican 
American farmworkers, Filipino American farmworkers, and the 
industrial labor movement. 

The founding of the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) in 1962 in Delano was a response to decades of systemic 
exclusion. Because farmworkers were explicitly left out of the National Labor Relations Act, they lacked the legal framework 
that protected other American unions. Organizing in this environment required a model that prioritized mutual aid and deep 
community trust over traditional top-down leadership. The challenges were immense, as many workers were migrants who moved 
between locations following crops, making stable organization difficult. Many spoke limited English and had reason to fear 
interactions with authorities, while growers wielded enormous economic and political power in agricultural communities. 

The NFWA developed organizing approaches suited to these specific circumstances. The organization grew through a system 
of house meetings where workers could discuss concerns in familiar, private settings. Relationships were built slowly, based on 
the understanding that trust took time to develop in communities that had been exploited and betrayed. To provide immediate 
stability, the NFWA established a credit union, a cooperative grocery store, and assistance with government benefits. These 
practical tools made clear that the organization served the workers' interests in tangible ways before ever calling for a strike. 

By 1965, this "service-center" model had enrolled around 1,200 member families, a significant achievement but still a small 
base for confronting powerful agricultural interests. When Filipino grape workers in Delano, organized by the Agricultural Workers 
Organizing Committee (AWOC), went on strike in September 1965, the NFWA faced a critical decision. The membership voted to 
join the Filipino workers, creating the coalition that eventually became the United Farm Workers. This strike against Delano grape 
growers began a five-year struggle that transformed both the labor movement and Mexican American activism. 

The strikers faced grower power backed by local law enforcement, political influence, and seemingly unlimited resources. When 
workers walked out, growers brought in replacement workers. When picketers tried to reach strikebreakers, police arrested them 
for trespassing or disturbing the peace. The economic pressure that strikes typically created on employers was difficult to 
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maintain when growers could draw on abundant labor and wait out workers who had no savings. Recognizing that traditional 
strike tactics would not succeed, the movement developed the boycott as its primary weapon. Workers could not shut down grape 
production in the fields, but supporters across the country could refuse to buy grapes, transforming a local labor dispute into a 
national moral cause. 

The 1966 march from Delano to Sacramento dramatized the farmworkers' cause while building momentum for the boycott. 
The 340-mile pilgrimage, deliberately timed to arrive on Easter Sunday, combined political protest with religious symbolism. 
Marchers carried banners of the Virgin of Guadalupe alongside UFW flags to signal that the struggle was about human dignity 
as much as wages. The march attracted media attention, drew supporters along the route, and announced to California's political 
establishment that farmworkers would no longer be ignored. This framing attracted support from religious organizations, civil 
rights groups, and consumers, building a coalition far broader than the agricultural workforce itself. 

The Grape Strike and Boycott 

Figure 12.10 Page from El Malcriado ("The Voice of the Farm 
Worker") reporting on the arrest of strikers for shouting "Huelga," 
1965 (UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Public Domain.) 

"Huelga" means "strike" in Spanish. The article's comparison to 
Mississippi reflects how farmworkers and their allies understood 
the Delano grape strike as part of the same struggle for dignity 
and civil rights playing out across the country. 

 

The NFWA voted to join the Filipino workers on strike, creating the coalition that eventually became the United Farm Workers. 
The strike against Delano grape growers began what became a five-year struggle that transformed both the labor movement 
and Mexican American activism. The strikers faced grower-power backed by local law enforcement, political influence, and 
seemingly unlimited resources. When workers walked out, growers brought in replacement workers. When picketers tried to reach 
strikebreakers, police arrested them for trespassing or disturbing the peace. The economic pressure that strikes typically created 
on employers was difficult to maintain when growers could draw on abundant labor and wait out workers who had no savings. 
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Figure 12.11 Actor Steve Allen speaking to reporters while 
joining grape boycott picketers outside an Encino market, 
photograph by Los Angeles Times, December 22, 1965 (Los 
Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA Library. CC BY 
4.0.) 

Celebrity supporters like Allen helped the UFW reach audiences 
far beyond California's agricultural valleys, turning a regional 
labor dispute into a national consumer movement that millions 
of Americans could join simply by changing what they put in their 
grocery carts. 

Recognizing that traditional strike tactics would not succeed, the UFW developed the boycott as its primary weapon. Workers 
could not shut down grape production in the fields, but supporters across the country could refuse to buy grapes. The boycott 
transformed a local labor dispute into a national moral cause, enlisting consumers as allies in farmworkers' struggle. 

The 1966 march from Delano to Sacramento dramatized the farmworkers' cause while building momentum for the boycott. The 
340-mile pilgrimage, deliberately timed to arrive on Easter Sunday, combined political protest with religious symbolism. Marchers 
carried banners of the Virgin of Guadalupe alongside UFW flags. The march attracted media attention, drew supporters along the 
route, and announced to California's political establishment that farmworkers would not be ignored. 
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Religious Symbolism and Moral Framing 

Figure 12.12 "The Farm Worker Mass," page from El Malcriado 
("The Voice of the Farm Worker"), No. 23, 1965 (UFW Archives, 
UCSD Libraries. Public Domain.) 

Catholic religious practice was central to UFW organizing, with 
masses, feast days, and the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe 
woven into strike activities. This blending of faith and labor 
activism helped build solidarity within the largely Mexican 
American membership and signaled to supporters that La Causa 
was a moral movement, not just a labor dispute. 

The United Farm Workers gained significant ground by successfully reframing a labor dispute as a broad moral cause. There 
was a strategic understanding that the American public would more likely rally behind a movement presented in religious and 
ethical terms rather than one focused strictly on conventional union contracts. To achieve this, the organization’s public imagery 
leaned into Catholic symbolism that resonated deeply with its Mexican American members while also appealing to the religious 
sensibilities of outside supporters. 

The use of fasts served as a particularly powerful expression of this moral commitment. A 25-day fast in 1968 was undertaken 
to recommit the membership to nonviolence after some had begun advocating for more aggressive, confrontational tactics. This 
act drew national attention and brought figures like Robert Kennedy to Delano in a show of solidarity. By tapping into the Catholic 
tradition of penitential fasting and mirroring the hunger strikes used by Gandhi in India, the movement’s leadership took on a 
spiritual dimension that went beyond simple labor organizing. 

The choice of the slogan La Causa, or The Cause, further signaled that the struggle involved something larger than a standard 
wage dispute. The movement argued for human dignity and the fundamental right of farmworkers to be treated with the same 
respect as any other American worker. This specific framing allowed for a coalition that included religious organizations, civil 
rights groups, and students. By moving the conversation away from purely economic arguments, the movement enlisted a massive 
base of consumers who saw supporting the farmworkers as a moral necessity. 
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Victories and Ongoing Struggle 

Figure 12.13 United Farm Workers members marching, Redondo 
Beach, California, photograph by John Malmin, July 9, 1975 (Los 
Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA Library. CC BY 
4.0.) 

The UFW continued organizing marches throughout the 1970s, 
using public processions to maintain visibility and pressure on 
growers and legislators as the movement extended beyond the 
original Delano grape strike. 

The boycott ultimately succeeded. By 1970, major grape growers had signed contracts with the UFW, establishing unprecedented 
protections for farmworkers. These contracts guaranteed minimum wages, rest periods, access to clean water and toilets in the 
fields, and restrictions on pesticide exposure. For the first time, farmworkers had legally enforceable rights on the job. 

The success of the UFW inspired further organizing among lettuce workers, strawberry pickers, and farmworkers in other crops 
who sought union representation. These efforts led to the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act of 1975, which established 
legal protections for farmworker organizing as the first law of its kind in the nation. Through these actions, the UFW made clear 
that even the most marginalized workers could build power through organization and solidarity. 

However, the victories proved difficult to sustain. Growers fought back through legal challenges, political influence, and support 
for rival unions. Internal conflicts within the UFW weakened the organization, and agricultural labor remained difficult to organize 
as immigration patterns shifted and growers developed new strategies for resisting unionization. By the 1980s, the UFW had lost 
most of its contracts. Despite these setbacks, the movement had changed what people expected. A grower in 1990 who provided 
no drinking water or toilet facilities in the fields faced public criticism that would have been unthinkable in 1960. The floor had 
been raised, even when the union could not enforce it. 

This page titled 12.4: The United Farm Workers is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by 
Melody Sowden. 
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12.5: Leaders and Legacies- Dolores Huerta 

The actual mechanics of the UFW required a persistent, often exhausting presence at the negotiating table. While the public 
image of the movement was often built on large scale marches and high-profile fasts, the transition to enforceable labor contracts 
depended on a different kind of work. Dolores Huerta took on the role of the lead negotiator, translating the energy of the strikes 
into the first collective bargaining agreements in the history of American farm labor. 

Her background in the Community Service Organization brought a disciplined, urban organizing approach to the agricultural front. 
This work ensured that symbolic victories were not just temporary moments of attention but were backed by the weight of the 
law. These early contracts established a framework for protections that covered everything from basic healthcare to educational 
access for farmworker families, proving that the infrastructure of the union was as vital as the protest itself. 

Figure 12.15 Dolores Huerta holding a "Huelga" sign during the 
Delano grape strike, September 24, 1965 (UFW Archives, UCSD 
Libraries. Public Domain.) 

Huerta was thirty-five years old when this photograph was taken, 
already a seasoned organizer who had spent a decade building 
political power through the CSO before co-founding the UFW. 

Early Life 

Dolores Huerta was born in 1930 in Dawson, New Mexico, a small mining town where her father worked in the mines and later 
became a union activist and state legislator. Her parents divorced when she was young, and she moved with her mother and 
siblings to Stockton, California. Her mother, Alicia Chavez, ran a hotel that often provided free rooms to farmworkers who could 
not pay, modeling the compassion for working people that shaped her daughter's life. 

Growing up in Stockton exposed Huerta to the Central Valley's agricultural economy and the conditions farmworkers endured. The 
Mexican American neighborhood where she lived included families who worked the fields, and she witnessed the poverty and 
insecurity that characterized agricultural labor. These observations planted seeds that later flowered into organizing. 

Huerta became a teacher, but classroom work proved frustrating when she saw how poverty affected her students' ability to 
learn. Children arrived hungry, without adequate clothing, and unable to concentrate because of problems at home. She realized 
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that teaching alone could not address the underlying conditions causing these problems and that systemic change required 
organizing. 

From CSO to UFW 

Huerta joined the Community Service Organization in 1955, throwing herself into voter registration, citizenship assistance, and 
community advocacy. She proved extraordinarily effective at registering voters and organizing communities, developing the skills 
that made her one of the most capable organizers of her generation. Through the CSO, she met the colleagues who would later 
form the core of the farmworker movement. 

When the decision was made in 1962 to leave the CSO to focus on farmworker organizing, Huerta joined the new effort. The 
move meant financial sacrifice and uncertainty, but she believed farmworkers deserved a dedicated organization. She became a 
co-founder and a driving force behind what would become the United Farm Workers, handling negotiations, political strategy, and 
countless organizational details. 

Her role as chief negotiator challenged expectations about women's capabilities. Male colleagues and opponents often 
underestimated her, expecting a woman to take notes rather than lead bargaining. She proved a formidable negotiator, securing 
unprecedented contract provisions through a combination of preparation, persistence, and a refusal to accept less than workers 
deserved. The contracts she negotiated established benchmarks for farmworker protections that influenced the entire industry. 

Balancing Movement and Family 

Huerta raised eleven children while maintaining leadership in the farmworker movement, a balancing act that required constant 
improvisation and significant sacrifice. She brought children to meetings, left them with supportive friends during intensive 
campaign periods, and integrated family life with organizing work as best she could. The choice to continue organizing rather 
than retreat into conventional domestic life drew criticism from some who believed a mother's place was at home. 

Her example made clear that women could combine family responsibilities with movement leadership, though at considerable 
personal cost. She faced judgment from those who questioned her commitment to her children and from movement colleagues 
who sometimes expected her to limit her role. She refused to accept either set of constraints, insisting that farmworker children 
needed their parents to have decent jobs as much as they needed their mothers at home. 

Many of her children became activists themselves, influenced by their mother's example and their own experiences growing up 
within the movement. The family's participation established that organizing could be intergenerational, and that children raised 
in movement environments could develop their own commitments to social justice. 
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"Sí Se Puede" and Lasting Impact 

Figure 12.16 Protesters at the Wisconsin Capitol Rally carrying a 
Voces de la Frontera sign reading "Worker Rights: ¡Sí Se Puede!," 
photograph by Susan Ruggles, February 19, 2011 (Flickr/
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 2.0.) 

The slogan Huerta coined during a 1972 Arizona farmworker 
campaign has traveled to labor battles in states with very 
different demographics and industries, adopted by workers who 
may not have known its origins but understood exactly what it 
meant. 

Huerta coined the phrase "Sí Se Puede" (Yes, We Can) during a difficult 1972 campaign in Arizona, when local activists 
insisted that organizing farmworkers there was impossible. The slogan captured the determined optimism that characterized her 
approach: obstacles existed to be overcome, and collective action could achieve what seemed impossible. The phrase became 
the UFW's motto and later inspired Barack Obama's 2008 presidential campaign slogan. 

Her organizing innovations extended beyond the farmworker movement. She recognized that successful organizing required 
engaging entire communities, not just workers at specific job sites. She built coalitions between farmworkers, religious 
organizations, students, and consumers, establishing that movements grow stronger by making connections across 
constituencies. 
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Figure 12.17 Dolores Huerta and Andrew Young in conversation 
with moderator Mark K. Updegrove at the Summit on Race in 
America, LBJ Presidential Library, Austin, Texas, photograph by 
Jay Godwin, April 8, 2019 (LBJ Library. Public Domain.) 

Huerta and Young, both in their eighties at the time, represented 
a living bridge between the civil rights movements of the 1960s 
and ongoing struggles for racial and economic justice. 

After leaving active UFW leadership, Huerta founded the Dolores Huerta Foundation in 2002 to support community organizing 
in underserved areas. She continued speaking, organizing, and advocating into her nineties, making clear that commitment to 
social justice could be a lifetime's work. In 2012, President Obama awarded her the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the nation's 
highest civilian honor. 

Dolores Huerta is ninety-five years old as of this writing, and she is still organizing. She has watched the UFW rise, decline, and 
adapt. She has watched "Sí Se Puede" become a slogan so ubiquitous that people often forget its origins. When young organizers 
ask her for advice, she tells them what she has always said: go knock on doors, for that is where movements start. 

The Dolores Huerta Foundation continues the organizing work Huerta began decades ago, training community leaders and 
advocating for workers, women, and children in underserved communities. Visit the foundation's website to learn more about 
their current campaigns or find opportunities to get involved. https://doloreshuerta.org/ 

This page titled 12.5: Leaders and Legacies- Dolores Huerta is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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12.6: Study Guide 

Labor and La Causa 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe how the end of the Bracero Program in 1964 and the work of the Community 
Service Organization created new opportunities for agricultural labor leadership. 

2. Explain why the United Farm Workers shifted their primary strategy from traditional 
labor strikes to the use of the consumer boycott. 

3. Summarize how the United Farm Workers used religious symbols and moral framing 
to turn a labor dispute into a broad social movement. 

4. Identify the major victories and long-term challenges of the farmworker movement, 
including the 1970 contracts and the California Agricultural Labor Relations Act of 
1975. 

5. Describe how the growth of Spanish-language broadcast media supported civil rights 
and labor organizing from the 1950s through the 1970s. 

Section Summaries 

12.1 Overview 

In September 1965, Filipino grape workers in Delano, California, walked off the job to demand 
better wages, and a week later, the National Farm Workers Association (NFWA) voted to join 
them, launching a five-year struggle that would transform Mexican American activism. Because 
farmworkers lacked the legal right to organize or bargain collectively, growers could simply bring in 
replacement workers to wait out strikers who had no personal savings. César Chávez and Dolores 
Huerta understood that this fight would not be won in the fields alone; they called for a national 
boycott, transforming a local labor dispute into a moral cause that enlisted millions of consumers as 
allies. By 1970, this pressure forced major growers to sign contracts guaranteeing unprecedented 
protections, proving that even the most marginalized workers could build power through solidarity. 
This era also saw the growth of Spanish-language broadcasting, which provided the essential 
communication infrastructure for organizing La Causa. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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12.1 The End of the Bracero Program and the Rise of the NFWA 

• Shift in Labor Power: The termination of the Bracero Program in 1964 removed a 
primary source of replacement labor that growers had used to break strikes, creating a 
critical opening for domestic farmworkers to organize. 

• Foundations in the CSO: Both César Chávez and Dolores Huerta developed their 
organizing skills within the Community Service Organization (CSO), where they learned to 
build power through house meetings and voter registration. 

• The Delano Grape Strike (1965): The decision of the NFWA to join Filipino workers in 
the Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC) created a powerful multi-ethnic 
coalition that sustained the strike for five years. 

•  

12.2 Tactics of La Causa 

• The National Boycott: Recognizing that picket lines alone could not stop production, the 
union asked consumers to stop buying California grapes, taking the economic pressure 
directly to the growers' bottom line. 

• Symbolism and Faith: The movement utilized the banner of the Virgin of Guadalupe and 
the practice of the peregrinación (pilgrimage) to frame the labor struggle as a moral and 
religious quest for justice. 

• Nonviolence: Inspired by Gandhi and the Civil Rights Movement, Chávez used public 
fasts as a way to maintain discipline within the union and to draw national media attention 
to the workers' plight. 

12.3 Legal Victories and Institutional Change 

• The 1970 Contracts: After five years of striking and boycotting, major grape growers 
signed contracts that provided for higher wages, the first health and welfare plan for 
farmworkers, and protections against pesticides. 

• Agricultural Labor Relations Act (1975): California passed a landmark law that finally 
gave farmworkers the right to collective bargaining, a right they had been denied since 
the 1930s. 

• United Farm Workers (UFW): The merger of the NFWA and AWOC created the UFW, 
which became a national symbol of Mexican American empowerment and labor solidarity. 
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12.4 Media and the Movement 

• Spanish-Language Radio: The expansion of Spanish-language broadcasting provided a 
vital tool for organizers to reach farmworkers across vast distances, bypassing English-
language media that often ignored the movement. 

• El Malcriado: The union’s newspaper used cartoons and direct prose to educate workers 
about their rights and to keep the diverse membership informed and united. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Community Service Organization (CSO): Organization founded in 1947 that trained a 
generation of Mexican American organizers including Chávez and Huerta; emphasized 
developing leadership from within communities. 

• Fred Ross: Organizer who founded the CSO with support from Saul Alinsky; trained 
Chávez and Huerta in community mobilization techniques. 

• National Farm Workers Association (NFWA): Organization founded by Chávez and 
Huerta in 1962 in Delano, California; merged with AWOC to become the United Farm 
Workers. 

• Agricultural Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC): Organization of Filipino grape 
workers whose September 1965 strike the NFWA joined; merged with NFWA to form UFW. 

• United Farm Workers (UFW): Union formed from merger of NFWA and AWOC; led the 
grape boycott and won unprecedented farmworker protections. 

• Delano grape strike (1965-1970): Five-year strike and boycott campaign against Delano 
grape growers; ended with major growers signing UFW contracts. 

• Grape boycott: UFW strategy enlisting consumers to refuse to buy grapes; transformed 
local labor dispute into national moral cause. 

• Delano to Sacramento march (1966): 340-mile pilgrimage timed to arrive Easter 
Sunday; combined political protest with religious symbolism, carrying banners of the 
Virgin of Guadalupe. 

• La Causa: "The Cause"; term for the farmworker movement suggesting something larger 
than a wage dispute, a fight for human dignity. 

• California Agricultural Labor Relations Act (1975): First law in the nation establishing 
legal protections for farmworker organizing; major UFW victory. 

• Dolores Huerta (b. 1930): Co-founder of the UFW with César Chávez; chief negotiator 
who secured unprecedented contract provisions; coined "Sí Se Puede." 

• "Sí Se Puede": "Yes, We Can"; phrase coined by Huerta during 1972 Arizona campaign; 
became UFW motto and later inspired Obama's 2008 campaign slogan. 
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Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Pawel, Miriam. The Union of Their Dreams: Power, Hope, and Struggle in Cesar Chavez's 
Farm Worker Movement. Bloomsbury, 2009. 

◦ Relevance: Detailed history of the UFW drawing on extensive interviews and 
archival research. 

• Garcia, Mario T. The Gospel of César Chávez: My Faith in Action. Sheed & Ward, 2007. 
◦ Relevance: Examines the religious dimensions of Chávez's leadership and the 

movement's moral framing. 
• Rose, Margaret. "Traditional and Nontraditional Patterns of Female Activism in the 

United Farm Workers of America, 1962-1980." Frontiers 11, no. 1 (1990). 
◦ Relevance: Analyzes women's roles in the farmworker movement, including 

Dolores Huerta's leadership. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Farmworker Movement Documentation Project 
◦ https://libraries.ucsd.edu/farmworkermovement/ 
◦ Description: Primary sources including photographs, documents, and oral 

histories from the UFW movement. 
• Dolores Huerta Foundation 

◦ https://doloreshuerta.org/ 
◦ Description: Information about Huerta's continuing work and resources for 

community organizing. 
• Walter P. Reuther Library: UFW Collection 

◦ https://reuther.wayne.edu/ 
◦ Description: Archives of UFW records, photographs, and documents. 

Multimedia & Video 

• "Dolores" (2017 documentary) 
◦ https://www.pbs.org/independentlens/documentaries/dolores-huerta/ 
◦ Description: Documentary on Dolores Huerta's life and contributions to the 

farmworker movement. 

This page titled 12.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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12.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. The end of the Bracero Program in 1964 affected farmworker organizing because: a) 
it increased the supply of workers who couldn't organize b) it cut off the labor supply 
that had made organizing nearly impossible c) it had no effect on agricultural labor d) it 
strengthened grower control over workers 

2. The Community Service Organization (CSO) was significant for the farmworker movement 
because: a) it directly organized agricultural workers b) it trained organizers including 
César Chávez and Dolores Huerta c) it opposed all labor organizing d) it was founded by 
agricultural growers 

3. True or False: César Chávez joined the CSO in 1952 and spent a decade developing 
organizing skills; Dolores Huerta joined in 1955, and their partnership within the CSO laid 
groundwork for their later collaboration in the farmworker movement. 

4. When Chávez and Huerta founded the National Farm Workers Association in 1962, they 
faced the challenge that: a) farmworkers were fully protected by labor law b) farmworkers 
were excluded from National Labor Relations Act protections c) growers were eager to 
negotiate d) farmworkers had abundant savings to sustain strikes 

5. The NFWA built its organization by: a) relying only on outside professional organizers 
b) holding house meetings and creating services like a credit union c) demanding 
immediate strikes without preparation d) working only through government agencies 

6. True or False: In September 1965, Filipino grape workers organized by the Agricultural 
Workers Organizing Committee (AWOC) went on strike in Delano, and the NFWA voted to 
join them, creating the coalition that became the United Farm Workers. 

7. The UFW shifted from traditional strike tactics to the boycott because: a) strikes were 
always more effective b) growers could bring in replacement workers but boycotts enlisted 
consumers c) boycotts were easier to organize d) farmworkers preferred not to stop 
working 

8. The 1966 march from Delano to Sacramento was significant because it: a) had no 
symbolic meaning b) combined political protest with religious symbolism, arriving on 
Easter Sunday c) was only a few miles long d) avoided all religious imagery 

9. True or False: By the 1980s, the UFW had lost most of its contracts due to grower 
resistance and internal conflicts, but the movement had permanently changed 
expectations about farmworker treatment. 

10. César Chávez's 25-day fast in 1968 served the movement by: a) having no effect on 
public perception b) drawing on Catholic traditions while attracting national attention and 
support c) weakening the movement d) ending all labor organizing 

11. The movement used the term "La Causa" (The Cause) because it: a) referred only to wage 
increases b) suggested a fight for human dignity that attracted broad support c) was 
required by labor law d) had no special meaning 
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12. True or False: By 1970, major grape growers had signed contracts with the UFW 
guaranteeing farmworkers minimum wages, rest periods, access to clean water, and 
restrictions on pesticide exposure. 

13. The California Agricultural Labor Relations Act of 1975 was significant because it: a) 
ended all farmworker organizing b) established legal protections for farmworker 
organizing c) supported growers against workers d) had nothing to do with the UFW 

14. KCOR-TV, founded in San Antonio in 1955, was significant because it was: a) an English-
language station b) the first full-time Spanish-language television station in the United 
States c) owned by agricultural growers d) located in New York 

15. True or False: Spanish-language broadcasting supported civil rights and labor organizing 
because the UFW used stations like KCOR and KWEX to spread information about 
boycotts and rallies, and the medium's immediacy made it effective for time-sensitive 
organizing. 

16. Spanish-language television stations served communities by: a) only broadcasting 
entertainment with no community relevance b) covering local events that English-
language stations ignored c) refusing to address political issues d) broadcasting only in 
English 

17. True or False: Dolores Huerta served as the UFW's chief negotiator, challenging 
expectations about women's capabilities; male opponents often underestimated her, but 
she proved formidable, securing unprecedented contract provisions. 

18. Dolores Huerta coined the phrase "Sí Se Puede" (Yes, We Can): a) at the founding of the 
CSO b) during a difficult 1972 Arizona campaign when activists insisted organizing was 
impossible c) in her childhood d) after retiring from organizing 

19. True or False: Huerta raised eleven children while maintaining movement leadership, 
demonstrating that women could combine family responsibilities with organizing work, 
though at considerable personal cost; many of her children became activists themselves. 

20. The farmworker movement's lasting impact included: a) only temporary contracts with 
no broader significance b) demonstrating that marginalized workers could build power 
through solidarity c) ending all Mexican American labor activism d) complete victory with 
no ongoing challenges 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the end of the Bracero Program in 1964 create new possibilities for farmworker 
organizing? 

2. What role did the Community Service Organization (CSO) play in developing leaders for 
the farmworker movement? 

3. Why did the UFW shift from traditional strike tactics to the boycott as its primary strategy? 
4. How did the 1966 march from Delano to Sacramento combine political protest with 

religious symbolism? 
5. Explain how César Chávez's 1968 fast served both religious and strategic purposes for 

the movement. 
6. What did the UFW's use of the term "La Causa" suggest about how the movement framed 
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its goals? 
7. What protections did the contracts won by 1970 guarantee farmworkers? 
8. How did Spanish-language broadcasting support civil rights and labor organizing? 
9. How did Dolores Huerta's role as chief negotiator challenge expectations about women's 

capabilities? 
10. What is the significance of the phrase "Sí Se Puede," and how did it come to have broader 

impact beyond the farmworker movement? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The UFW transformed a local labor dispute into a national moral cause by combining 
economic demands with religious symbolism and ethical framing. Why was this 
transformation strategically important? How did religious imagery like the Virgin of 
Guadalupe and practices like Chávez's fasts help the movement attract support beyond 
agricultural workers? 

2. The chapter describes how farmworkers were excluded from National Labor Relations Act 
protections that covered other workers. How did this legal exclusion shape the UFW's 
organizing strategies? Why might the boycott have been more effective than traditional 
strikes for workers without legal protections? 

3. Dolores Huerta raised eleven children while maintaining leadership in the farmworker 
movement, challenging expectations about women's roles. What does her experience 
reveal about the relationship between family responsibilities and movement leadership? 
How did women's participation shape the farmworker movement's attention to issues like 
family welfare, healthcare, and education? 

4. Spanish-language radio and television stations became essential tools for organizing 
communities that mainstream media had long ignored. How did broadcast media's 
characteristics (immediacy, accessibility to non-readers, emotional power of voice and 
image) make it particularly effective for civil rights and labor organizing? 

This page titled 12.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
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13.1: Overview 

Figure 13.1 New Migrations and Mainstreaming, 1965–1995 (Author Created, 2025) 

Deindustrialization, community economic development, political representation and backlash, and the rise of 
Mexican American artists in mainstream American culture. 

The career of Selena Quintanilla provides a vital case study in the evolving identity of Mexican American communities during the 
late twentieth century. Raised in a Texas suburb, she moved between English-language pop and the traditional cumbias taught by 
her father. While she initially practiced Spanish lyrics phonetically, her fluency eventually grew to match her stage skills. By 1995, 
she had secured nine consecutive Tejano Music Awards and was preparing a mainstream crossover that remained anchored to 
her original audience. 

This cultural growth followed structural changes brought about by the Chicano Movement, such as the 1965 Immigration Act and 
the end of the Bracero Program. These shifts unfolded during a difficult economic transition as industrial jobs began to vanish, 
with Los Angeles County alone losing 70,000 manufacturing jobs between 1978 and 1982. In response, community development 
unions like TELACU pioneered models of self-determination to ensure economic growth served existing residents. During this 
same era, creators like Sandra Cisneros and Los Lobos achieved unprecedented visibility, moving the central conversation from 
whether a space for Mexican American culture existed to how that space was defined. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Summarize how the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 restructured legal pathways and created the 
underlying tensions between immigration policy and economic demand. 

2. Describe the transition of Mexican American communities from manufacturing to service-sector employment 
during the economic shifts of the 1970s and 1980s. 

3.  Identify how community development organizations and the growth of private business addressed the specific 
economic challenges facing Mexican American neighborhoods. 

4. Illustrate the ways Mexican American artists in media, literature, and music navigated the pursuit of mainstream 
recognition while maintaining cultural authenticity. 

Learning Objectives 
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5. Explain the significance of Selena Quintanilla as a cultural icon who represented the possibility of mainstream 
success without the necessity of cultural erasure. 

This page titled 13.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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13.2: Economic Development and Entrepreneurship 

Figure 13.2 Map of Hispanic or Latino population as a percent 
of total population by county, by 2010 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 
Census Summary File 1. Public Domain.) 

Heaviest concentrations remain along the U.S.-Mexico border 
and throughout the Southwest, while visible clusters in the 
industrial Midwest reflect the economic and community 
networks described in this chapter. 

While Mexican Americans remained concentrated in the Southwest for much of their history, the economic disruptions of the 
1960s and 1970s forced a significant outward shift in that geography. The rise of agricultural mechanization eliminated traditional 
labor roles in California and Texas just as industrial recruiters actively sought workers for the steel mills, meatpacking plants, and 
auto factories of the Midwest. Consequently, many families followed the available work, seeking a new foundation for stability in 
the industrial heartland of the country. 

Chicago, which had supported a Mexican American community since the 1920s in neighborhoods like Pilsen and Little Village, 
saw substantial growth after 1965. Industrial employment drew arrivals from Texas, California, and directly from Mexico, and 
by 1980, the city's Mexican-origin population exceeded 250,000. This growth made Chicago the third largest concentration of 
Mexican Americans in the country, trailing only Los Angeles and San Antonio. Over time, Pilsen developed the essential cultural 
institutions of an established neighborhood, including Spanish-language churches, small businesses, and a community college. 
The National Museum of Mexican Art, founded there in 1982, eventually became the only Latino museum accredited by the 
American Alliance of Museums, marking a significant milestone for the community's institutional presence. 

These patterns repeated across the industrial Midwest and into the Pacific Northwest, where agricultural harvests pulled workers 
into areas with little previous Mexican American presence. This dispersal fundamentally changed the demographic and cultural 
meaning of the community as it moved beyond its traditional regional boundaries. Distinct regional identities, such as South 
Texas Tejano culture, East Los Angeles Chicano identity, and New Mexico’s Hispanic heritage, began to exist alongside one 
another in these new urban centers. By 1985, a single Chicago neighborhood might house families from Michoacán alongside 
third-generation Texans and recent California arrivals, all navigating what it meant to maintain a cultural connection far from the 
traditional roots of their heritage. 
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Economic Transitions 

Figure 13.3 Trinidad Gutierrez and Molly Alcanto working at 
the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad roundhouse, San 
Bernardino, California, 1944 (Library of Congress, FSA/OWI 
Collection. Public Domain.) 

Mexican American workers had established a significant 
presence in industrial and railroad employment by the mid-
twentieth century. When these jobs began disappearing in the 
late 1970s, they took with them the wages, benefits, and 
economic stability that earlier generations had worked to build. 

The industrial jobs that had provided pathways to middle-class stability during and after World War II began disappearing as 
manufacturing shifted overseas or succumbed to automation. In Los Angeles County alone, over 70,000 manufacturing jobs 
disappeared between 1978 and 1982. Mexican American workers who had built stable careers in steel mills, auto plants, and 
factories found themselves unemployed as these entire industries contracted. This era of deindustrialization signaled a profound 
shift in the economic landscape, removing the very rungs of the ladder that had supported upward mobility for decades. 

Agricultural employment also continued its long decline as mechanization reduced labor needs and farm consolidation eliminated 
many small operations. While the farmworker organizing of previous decades had achieved vital protections for those remaining 
in the fields, the sector simply employed a shrinking share of the total workforce. Consequently, many families who had worked 
in agriculture for generations were forced to move to urban areas in search of alternative employment. This internal migration 
marked the end of an era for many rural communities and placed new pressures on the urban centers receiving these displaced 
workers. 

Growth in the service sector partially offset this industrial decline, yet these new roles often paid less and provided fewer 
benefits than the manufacturing positions they replaced. Mexican Americans increasingly found employment in retail, food 
service, healthcare support, and building maintenance, but these positions rarely offered the high wages or long-term security 
that industrial work once provided. As a result, the economic mobility that earlier generations had achieved through factory jobs 
became significantly harder for younger workers to replicate. This shift in the nature of work required a fundamental rethinking of 
how the community would pursue economic stability in an age of lower-wage service labor. 

Community Economic Development 

Mexican American communities developed new approaches to economic challenges that combined community organizing with 
business development. The East Los Angeles Community Union (TELACU), founded in 1968, became one of the most influential 
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community development organizations, pioneering approaches that other communities adopted. 

TELACU pursued a comprehensive strategy addressing multiple dimensions of economic need. The organization developed 
affordable housing, providing over 1,000 units by the mid-1980s. It created business incubation programs that helped 
entrepreneurs launch and grow enterprises. It established workforce training programs connecting residents with employment 
opportunities. Its Nueva Maravilla project transformed deteriorating public housing into a mixed-income community with retail 
space and community facilities. 

The organization's approach reflected lessons from earlier community organizing. TELACU's founders understood that economic 
development required community control, not just outside investment. Development decisions should serve resident interests, 
not displace existing communities. The organization became a model for community development corporations nationwide, 
establishing how Mexican American communities could direct their own economic futures. 

Business Development 

Figure 13.4 Headquarters of the Latino Chamber of Commerce, 
Pueblo, Colorado, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith, 2015 
(Library of Congress, Carol M. Highsmith Archive. No known 
restrictions.) 

Local chambers of commerce like this one, founded in Pueblo in 
1979, provided Mexican American and Latino entrepreneurs with 
mentorship, networking, and technical assistance at a time when 
access to conventional business lending remained unequal. 

Mexican American-owned businesses experienced substantial growth during this era, yet entrepreneurs continued to face 
systemic discrimination when seeking access to capital. A 1982 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights report documented that Mexican 
American business owners received loans averaging 40 percent smaller than those approved for comparable non-minority 
businesses with similar credit profiles. Despite these significant financial barriers, the sheer number of Mexican American-owned 
enterprises increased by approximately 65 percent between 1972 and 1982. This resilience demonstrated a profound commitment 
to economic self-determination in the face of unequal lending practices. 

While family businesses that had served neighborhood markets for generations continued to expand, they were joined by a 
new wave of diverse enterprises. Restaurants and grocery stores remained foundational to the community, but entrepreneurs 
increasingly moved into specialized sectors such as construction, professional services, and manufacturing. Many of these 
businesses eventually grew beyond their original neighborhoods to compete in broader markets. This expansion proved that 
Mexican American enterprises could succeed in mainstream commerce while maintaining their roots in the community. 

Professional organizations also emerged to support these entrepreneurs and advocate for their specific economic interests. The 
U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, established in 1979, worked to document the contributions of Latino-owned businesses 
while pushing for more equitable access to capital and government contracts. On a local level, chambers of commerce provided 
essential mentorship and technical assistance to help owners navigate complex regulatory environments. These institutions 
served as a vital support network, helping to bridge the gap created by discriminatory financial hurdles. 
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By the mid-1980s, Mexican American-owned businesses were generating over eighteen billion dollars in annual revenue and 
employing more than 200,000 workers nationwide. These impressive figures highlight the community's economic impact, 
especially when considered alongside the lending disparities documented earlier in the decade. The growth occurred even 
as owners received significantly smaller loans than their non-minority counterparts. Ultimately, the success of this period was 
driven both by the ambition of individual entrepreneurs and the organizational support that provided the technical training and 
networking necessary to thrive. 

This page titled 13.2: Economic Development and Entrepreneurship is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, 
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13.3: Political Life and Backlash, 1970s-1994 

Figure 13.5 Henry Cisneros, Mayor of San Antonio, undated 
publicity photograph (CityView. CC BY-SA 3.0.) 

Cisneros's coalition-building approach, winning support across 
Anglo, African American, and Mexican American voters, became 
a model for Mexican American candidates seeking office in 
majority-Anglo cities throughout the decade. 

Mexican American electoral success during this period built upon the foundational voter registration and civic organizing work 
established in previous decades. Organizations such as the Community Service Organization and the American G.I. Forum had 
spent years developing the institutional infrastructure necessary for sustained political participation. By the 1970s and 1980s, 
this persistent groundwork finally began to produce tangible results at the ballot box as communities translated their growing 
numbers into actual political power. 

The election of Henry Cisneros as mayor of San Antonio in 1981 marked a historic milestone, as he became the first Mexican 
American to lead a major American city. His victory reflected both the maturing political organization in Texas and a sophisticated 
coalition-building strategy that successfully appealed to Anglo and African American voters alongside his core Mexican American 
base. Cisneros served four terms in office, gaining the kind of national visibility that eventually led to his appointment as Secretary 
of Housing and Urban Development under President Clinton in 1993. 
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Figure 13.6 Gloria Molina celebrating with supporters on 
election night, Los Angeles, photograph by Patrick Downs, 
February 4, 1987 (Los Angeles Times Photographic Collection, 
UCLA Library. CC BY 4.0.) 

The multiracial crowd of supporters surrounding Molina that 
night reflected the broad coalition her campaign had built across 
Los Angeles neighborhoods. 

In California, Gloria Molina achieved a similar breakthrough by winning a seat on the Los Angeles City Council in 1987, making 
her the first Latina elected to that legislative body. She followed this success in 1991 by winning a seat on the Los Angeles 
County Board of Supervisors, establishing another historical first for a Latino representative. Her victories were the result of 
sustained organizing in communities that had expanded significantly in population but had previously struggled to secure formal 
representation in local government. 

Judicial and legal advocacy played a crucial role in complementing these electoral gains by removing structural barriers to the 
ballot. The Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund, founded in 1968, pursued landmark voting rights cases 
that challenged at-large election systems which frequently diluted Mexican American voting power across the Southwest. Court 
decisions mandating district-based elections in several Texas cities created the necessary conditions for candidates to win seats 
that had been effectively blocked by previous systems. Simultaneously, the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed 
Officials, established in 1976, provided the networking and professional training required to support this growing class of public 
officials. 
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The English-Only Movement 

Figure 13.7 Text of Proposed Law, California Proposition 63, 
1986 (California Secretary of State. Public Domain.) 

Proposition 63 directed the California legislature to preserve 
and strengthen the role of English as the state's official language 
and gave any state resident standing to sue the state to enforce 
it. The measure passed with nearly 73 percent of the vote. 

The cultural visibility Mexican Americans achieved during the 1970s and 1980s generated organized political opposition, most 
prominently through campaigns to establish English as the official language of state and federal government. Supporters of 
these measures argued that a common language served as an essential pillar of national unity and suggested that official 
multilingualism discouraged immigrants from effectively learning English. Conversely, opponents argued that these campaigns 
specifically targeted Spanish speakers and pointed to evidence that contemporary immigrants were actually acquiring English at 
historical rates. 

The organization U.S. English, founded in 1983, became the primary force leading efforts to pass official English legislation across 
the country. These efforts saw significant success in 1986 when California voters approved Proposition 63, which designated 
English as the state's official language and directed the legislature to preserve and strengthen its role. Similar measures 
passed in several other states during the same period, often framed by supporters as common-sense language policy. However, 
critics pointed out that while these measures had little practical effect on actual government operations, they sent a clear and 
exclusionary message regarding whose cultural presence was truly welcome in the public sphere. 

This English-only movement intersected deeply with ongoing debates regarding bilingual education, a point of contention 
since the 1960s. Federal programs designed to help students maintain academic progress while transitioning to English faced 
mounting political opposition from those who argued such methods actually slowed language acquisition. In response, supporters 
presented research demonstrating that students who developed literacy in their primary language first were often more effective 
at learning English than those provided with English-only instruction. Ultimately, the debate combined technical disagreements 
over educational methodology with much broader anxieties concerning language, culture, and the nature of American belonging. 
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Proposition 187 

Figure 13.8 March against Proposition 187, Fresno, California, 
photograph by David Prasad, 1994 (Flickr. CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

The banner captured the core objection opponents raised: that 
requiring teachers, doctors, and police to report suspected 
undocumented individuals would damage the communities 
those workers were meant to serve. 

The political tensions of this period reached a significant climax with the introduction of California's Proposition 187 in 1994. 
Titled the "Save Our State" initiative by its proponents, the measure sought to prohibit undocumented immigrants from accessing 
public education, non-emergency healthcare, and various social services. Furthermore, it included a controversial requirement 
for state employees to report individuals suspected of being undocumented to immigration authorities. The measure ultimately 
passed with 59 percent of the vote, reflecting a sharp divide in public sentiment. 

The ensuing campaign was deeply contentious and centered on the economic and moral responsibilities of the state. Supporters 
maintained that California was bearing an unfair financial burden for services used by undocumented residents and argued 
that the state had a legitimate interest in limiting these expenditures. Opponents, however, countered that denying education 
to children was both ineffective and inhumane, and they warned that forcing teachers and doctors to act as informants would 
fundamentally damage community trust. They argued that such measures failed to address the underlying economic and social 
dynamics that actually drove immigration. 

Ultimately, federal courts blocked most of the measure’s provisions before they could take effect, ruling that immigration 
enforcement remained a federal rather than a state responsibility. While the legal outcome limited the practical application of 
Proposition 187, its political impact proved far more enduring. The campaign mobilized Mexican American and Latino voters in 
unprecedented numbers, sparking a long-term shift in the state's political landscape as many viewed the initiative as a direct 
attack on their communities. This mobilization transformed the electorate and created a lasting legacy of political engagement. 

Proposition 187 sat at the historical intersection of the 1965 immigration reforms, rapid demographic growth, and the organized 
political backlash these changes provoked. It was not a solitary incident but rather the most visible manifestation of conflicts that 
had been intensifying for decades. Even after the 1994 vote, the themes of this struggle continued to resonate in national debates 
regarding identity and belonging in American society. 

This page titled 13.3: Political Life and Backlash, 1970s-1994 is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
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13.4: Chicano Culture Goes Mainstream 

The cultural production that had been closely tied to the Chicano Movement began reaching wider audiences during the 1970s 
and 1980s. This period marked a significant transition as artistic expressions moved from localized movement politics into the 
broader landscape of mainstream American life. The following sections trace this evolution across literature, music, media, and 
the visual arts to examine how these works resonated beyond their original communities. 

This shift invites a deeper consideration of what it meant for Mexican American identity when symbols of resistance were 
embraced by a national audience. While mainstreaming provided unprecedented visibility and professional opportunities, it also 
prompted vital internal discussions regarding cultural integrity and the purpose of art. By analyzing these developments, we can 
understand how Mexican American creators expanded their reach without necessarily losing the foundations established by the 
previous generation. 

Beyond the Movement 

Figure 13.9 Traditional artist Herminia Albarrán Romero with an 
altar, photograph by Tom Pich, 2005 (National Endowment for 
the Arts. Public Domain.) 

Romero, a National Heritage Fellow, maintained ancestral 
practices like ofrendas and paper cutting as these forms gained 
recognition within American art institutions. Her career 
represents the shift toward professionalizing traditional Mexican 
American arts in the decades following the Chicano Movement. 

The cultural renaissance spurred by the Chicano Movement had initially produced powerful artistic expressions that were deeply 
intertwined with political activism. By the 1980s, however, Mexican American cultural production began to diversify beyond these 
explicitly political themes, achieving mainstream recognition while exploring a much broader range of the human experience. 
Artists, writers, and musicians started building upon the foundations laid by the movement to pursue creative paths that engaged 
national audiences. 

This shift toward the cultural mainstream reflected significant generational changes occurring within Mexican American 
communities. Creators who came of age during the height of the movement often sought to move beyond its specific political 
concerns while still retaining their cultural identity. Meanwhile, younger artists who grew up after the movement’s peak brought 
entirely different perspectives and interests to their work. Both groups benefited from the professional infrastructure the 
movement had established, such as Chicano Studies programs and community art centers, which provided the networks 
necessary to support diverse creative directions. 
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By 1985, a painter no longer felt the institutional pressure to focus exclusively on subjects like the grape boycott or police 
brutality to be considered a Chicano artist. She possessed the freedom to paint her grandmother making tamales, explore pure 
abstractions, or pursue any subject that sparked her interest. While the movement had insisted that the Mexican American 
experience deserved artistic attention, the generation that followed felt empowered to decide for themselves where that attention 
should be focused. Some observers viewed this expansion as a dilution of the movement's original message, while others 
interpreted it as a sign of artistic maturity. 

Media Representation 

Figure 13.10 Senator Bob Dole meeting actor Edward James 
Olmos, 1992 (Library of Congress. Public Domain.) 

Olmos used his mainstream visibility to engage with national 
political figures on issues affecting the Mexican American 
community. His career highlights the role of prominent 
performers as cultural ambassadors and advocates during a 
period of increasing media representation. 

Commercial media gradually opened more opportunities for Mexican American performers during this period, allowing for a more 
nuanced presence on the national stage. Edward James Olmos’s Emmy-winning role in Miami Vice (1984–1989) was particularly 
significant, as it presented a complex Mexican American character to mainstream television audiences. His Oscar-nominated 
performance in Stand and Deliver (1988), in which he portrayed real-life teacher Jaime Escalante, further demonstrated that 
Mexican American stories could succeed commercially while challenging deep-seated stereotypes about the capabilities of 
Mexican American students. 

Despite these individual successes, progress remained slow and uneven across the broader industry. By the late 1980s, Hispanics 
comprised approximately 2 percent of Screen Actors Guild membership, a figure that remained disproportionately low compared 
to the actual population. Most available roles continued to rely on narrow stereotypes, and actors who refused such parts often 
found their professional opportunities severely limited. The gatekeepers of the industry remained predominantly Anglo, which 
meant that decisions about which Mexican American stories deserved to be told (and how they were told) remained largely 
outside the community's control. 

Nevertheless, there was an undeniable trend toward increasing visibility. Each successful Mexican American performer or 
production served to expand the sense of what was possible within the medium. Actors who achieved mainstream recognition 
frequently used their newfound platforms to advocate for more authentic representation, while writers and directors who broke 
through created essential opportunities for those following in their footsteps. The cumulative effect of these efforts was the 
gradual normalization of a Mexican American presence in mainstream media, even as the goal of full equality remained a distant 
prospect. 
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Literary Achievement 

Figure 13.11 Sandra Cisneros at the Library of Congress National 
Book Festival, photograph by Shawn Miller, 2024 (Library of 
Congress. CC0 1.0.) 

Cisneros’s presence at major national literary events decades 
after her debut signifies the enduring impact of Mexican 
American voices on the American literary canon. Her success 
paved the way for a generation of writers to share culturally 
specific stories with a global audience. 

Mexican American literature flourished during this period as writers began to explore themes that extended well beyond explicitly 
political commentary. A defining moment in this shift occurred with the 1984 publication of Sandra Cisneros’s The House on 
Mango Street, which eventually became a cornerstone of contemporary American fiction by selling over six million copies and 
appearing on school curricula nationwide. While the novel addressed essential questions of cultural identity, its focus on the 
universal experiences of coming-of-age, gender, and family dynamics allowed it to resonate with a broad audience. By reaching 
such a vast demographic, Cisneros introduced nuanced Mexican American perspectives to a diverse range of readers who may 
have previously lacked exposure to these narratives. 

The commercial success of such works fundamentally altered the publishing landscape, as houses that had previously shown little 
interest in Mexican American writing began actively seeking out new voices. The critical and financial achievements of authors 
like Cisneros effectively proved that this literature possessed significant market potential far beyond niche audiences. This shift 
was reflected in academic data, which noted a 35 percent increase in published Mexican American authors between 1975 and 
1985. This growth was the dual result of increased creative production within the community and a newfound willingness among 
mainstream publishers to invest in these stories. 

This literary flowering was characterized by a wide array of diverse voices and stylistic approaches that defied simple 
categorization. While some writers continued to engage directly with political concerns, others focused their attention on the 
intricacies of personal and family themes. Linguistic styles varied as well, with some authors writing exclusively in English, some 
incorporating Spanish, and others moving fluidly between the two languages. Ultimately, the sheer diversity of this production 
made it clear that no single approach could define "authentic" expression, granting writers the freedom to pursue any creative 
direction while still drawing on their rich cultural backgrounds. 
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Music Evolution 

Figure 13.12 Members of the band Los Lobos performing at 
the White House, photograph by The Official White House 
Photostream, 2009 (Public Domain.) 

The band’s performance at national venues represents the 
movement of Mexican American musical traditions from 
regional East Los Angeles roots into mainstream American 
cultural spaces. Their career mirrors the broader commercial 
growth of genres like Tejano music, which saw significant 
revenue increases during this period. 

Mexican American music evolved in directions that demonstrated how cultural traditions could successfully engage mainstream 
markets. A primary example of this shift occurred in 1987, when the band Los Lobos achieved remarkable commercial success 
with their cover of Ritchie Valens's "La Bamba," which reached number one on the Billboard charts. Rooted in East Los Angeles, 
the band drew on Mexican folk traditions alongside rock, blues, and soul influences. Their success established that Mexican 
American musicians could achieve widespread recognition while maintaining their cultural authenticity. 

Tejano music also experienced unprecedented commercial growth during this era, reflecting its transition from a regional 
tradition to a significant commercial genre. U.S. record sales for the genre increased from approximately five million dollars in 
1975 to over twenty million by 1985. This expansion was supported by regional festivals and award shows that built dedicated 
audiences and provided a professional infrastructure for artists. Additionally, Spanish-language radio provided the crucial 
exposure necessary to sustain this growth and bring the music to a broader public. 

The presence of Los Lobos at a presidential inauguration and the ability of Tejano singers to fill massive arenas signaled a 
transformative shift in the American cultural landscape. This era of mainstreaming was further validated when Mexican American 
novelists began winning major literary awards, proving that their creative works had reached the center of national discourse. 
While these milestones did not guarantee universal equity for all future performers and writers, they established a precedent for 
mainstream commercial and critical viability that had not previously existed. 
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Institutional Infrastructure 

Figure 13.13 Self-Help Graphics & Art building, East Los 
Angeles, photograph by Rockero, 2006 (English Wikipedia. CC 
BY-SA 3.0.) 

The establishment of permanent community centers provided 
the physical infrastructure necessary for artists to produce and 
exhibit work outside traditional academic settings. These spaces 
served as hubs for technical training and professional 
networking as Mexican American art gained broader institutional 
recognition. 

Cultural institutions supporting Mexican American arts matured into stable professional hubs during this period, moving beyond 
the informal networks of earlier years. Organizations like Self Help Graphics & Art in Los Angeles, founded in 1973, became 
essential for visual artists by offering printmaking facilities, exhibition spaces, and formal professional development. By 1986, Self 
Help had supported over 250 artists and organized numerous exhibitions, effectively acting as a bridge that brought Mexican 
American art to wider, more diverse audiences. 

This community-led momentum forced a significant shift in the broader art world as traditional institutions began to take notice. 
Museums and galleries increasingly acquired works by Mexican American artists, beginning to legitimize their contributions 
within the canon of mainstream art history. A 1985 survey highlighted this trend, finding that exhibitions featuring Mexican 
American artists at major museums had increased by approximately 45 percent since 1970. Despite this measurable growth, 
institutional representation remained disproportionately low compared to the actual population, indicating that while doors were 
opening, true equity had not yet been achieved. 

The impact of places like Self Help Graphics was rooted in practical empowerment rather than just theory. By providing access to 
specialized equipment like printing presses and teaching professional serigraphy, these hubs enabled artists to master technical 
skills regardless of their formal educational background. Because the organization did not mandate specific political or stylistic 
directions, it allowed artists to define their own creative identities on their own terms. This unglamorous, practical support 
provided the essential foundation for a professional class of artists to emerge and sustain careers well beyond the activist roots 
of the previous decade. 

This page titled 13.4: Chicano Culture Goes Mainstream is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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13.5: Leaders and Legacies - Selena Quintanilla 

Figure 13.14 Selena Quintanilla statue, Corpus Christi, Texas, 
photograph by Granger Meador, 2015 (Flickr. CC BY-NC-SA 2.0.) 

The bronze monument in her hometown serves as a physical 
site of pilgrimage for fans and a symbol of Mexican American 
achievement in the mainstream. Her upbringing in a 
predominantly white suburb and her journey toward Spanish 
fluency reflected the complex, multi-layered identity of many 
Mexican Americans in the late twentieth century. 

Selena Quintanilla was born in 1971 in Lake Jackson, Texas, a predominantly white suburb where her family was one of the 
few Mexican American households. Her father, Abraham, was a former musician who had personally faced discrimination while 
attempting to cross over into mainstream markets with his band, Los Dinos, during the 1960s. Recognizing his daughter’s vocal 
talent early, he built a family band around her, and by the age of ten, Selena was already performing in the family’s restaurant. By 
her teenage years, she had transitioned from local venues to headlining major Tejano music festivals. 

Her path to stardom required her to navigate complex questions of identity that resonated with the lived experiences of many 
Mexican Americans. While Tejano audiences expected Spanish-language performances rooted in tradition, Selena had grown 
up speaking English and absorbing a mix of American pop and R&B alongside the cumbias and rancheras taught by her father. 
Initially, she learned Spanish phonetically, practicing lyrics she did not yet fully comprehend until her conversational fluency 
eventually matched her stage skills. This journey led some critics to question her authenticity, wondering if someone who learned 
Spanish as a second language could truly represent the culture. She answered these skeptics through a rigorous study of the 
music’s roots and the development of a stage presence that communicated joy and connection regardless of the language she 
sang. 
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Tejano Stardom 

Figure 13.16 Selena Quintanilla performing live in concert, 1993, 
photograph by hellboy_93 (Flickr. CC BY-ND 2.0.) 

Selena’s performance style integrated the vocal power of 
traditional Tejano music with the energy and choreography of 
American pop. Her success during the early 1990s 
demonstrated the significant commercial reach of Mexican 
American artists within the broader music industry. 

The Tejano music industry that Selena entered during the 1980s had evolved significantly from its regional origins in earlier 
decades. Spanish-language radio stations now played Tejano alongside other Latin genres, while regional labels promoted artists 
throughout the Southwest and into Mexico. This burgeoning infrastructure included annual events like the Tejano Music Awards, 
which provided essential platforms for recognition and publicity. Selena came to dominate these awards, winning Female Vocalist 
of the Year nine consecutive times between 1987 and the time of her death. Her 1994 album, Amor Prohibido, sold over 400,000 
copies before she had even released an English-language record, demonstrating the massive commercial potential of music 
rooted in Mexican American communities. 

As the biggest star the genre had ever produced, Selena began preparing for a broader professional transition. Her performances 
increasingly combined her traditional vocal power with dance choreography influenced by American pop stars. Furthermore, she 
took an active role in her public image by designing her own stage costumes, mixing high glamour with a sensibility shaped by 
Texas Mexican American culture. This unique blend of energy and charisma allowed her to connect with audiences that extended 
far beyond traditional Tejano listeners. Her fan base eventually grew to include Mexican Americans who had previously ignored 
the genre as well as non-Latino fans drawn to her magnetic personality. 
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Crossover and Tragedy 

Figure 13.17 Selena Quintanilla performing live in concert, 1994, 
photograph by hellboy_93 (Flickr. CC BY-ND 2.0.) 

Selena’s stage presence and connection with her audience 
helped expand her fan base beyond traditional Tejano listeners. 
Her 1994 album Amor Prohibido further established her as a 
major commercial force in the music industry prior to her 
planned crossover into English-language pop. 

By the mid-1990s, Selena’s crossover into the mainstream American pop market was already well underway. She had signed with 
a major label and begun recording English-language tracks as part of a careful strategy to expand her reach without abandoning 
her original Tejano base. To prepare, she studied the techniques of contemporary pop stars while ensuring she maintained the 
cumbia rhythms and romantic ballads that her existing fans loved. Simultaneously, she was building an entrepreneurial empire, 
opening boutiques that sold clothing and accessories designed to reflect her personal style. At just twenty-three years old, she 
seemed poised to reshape the American musical landscape while establishing a business legacy that would outlast any single hit. 

This trajectory was tragically cut short in March 1995 when she was murdered by the president of her fan club. The ensuing 
outpouring of grief crossed the traditional boundaries of the music industry, as lifelong Tejano fans mourned alongside those who 
had only just discovered her music. The depth of her impact was reflected in the success of her posthumous album, Dreaming of 
You, which debuted at number one on the Billboard 200. Selling over 175,000 copies on its first day, the album made her the first 
Latin artist to achieve such a feat and signaled her transition from a regional star to a national icon. 
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Enduring Legacy 

Figure 13.18 Mural depicting Selena Quintanilla in Puerto 
Vallarta, Jalisco, photograph by Another Believer, 2023 
(Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

The presence of Selena’s image in public art across 
international borders demonstrates her transformation into a 
permanent cultural icon. This mural style connects her legacy to 
the long-standing tradition of Chicano public art used to reclaim 
space and celebrate cultural identity. 

In the decades following her death, Selena’s influence has only expanded, transforming her into a permanent fixture of American 
culture. The 1997 biographical film starring Jennifer Lopez introduced her story to a global audience, while streaming platforms 
have continued to bring her music to new generations. Her life has since been the subject of numerous documentaries and series, 
and she received a posthumous Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award in 2021. Her image is now memorialized in monuments 
and murals throughout the Southwest, continuing the long tradition of Chicano public art used to reclaim space and celebrate 
cultural identity. In 1995, the state of Texas even designated her birthday, April 16, as "Selena Day," institutionalizing her role as a 
symbol of cultural pride. 

The enduring resonance of her story can be explained by more than just the tragedy of a talent cut short. To many, Selena 
represents the possibility of achieving mainstream success without the necessity of cultural erasure. She proved that an artist 
did not have to choose between English and Spanish, or between her Texas roots and her national ambitions. Instead, she built a 
career that included every aspect of her multi-layered identity, creating a space where she belonged everywhere she performed. 
Today, her grave in Corpus Christi continues to receive visitors who come to honor her memory, thirty years after her death. Some 
of them were not yet born when she was alive, but they remain inspired by the possibilities she demonstrated for the Mexican 
American community. 

This page titled 13.5: Leaders and Legacies - Selena Quintanilla is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
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13.6: Study Guide 

New Migrations and Mainstreaming 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Summarize how the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 restructured legal 
pathways and created the underlying tensions between immigration policy and 
economic demand. 

2. Describe the transition of Mexican American communities from manufacturing to 
service-sector employment during the economic shifts of the 1970s and 1980s. 

3. Identify how community development organizations and the growth of private 
business addressed the specific economic challenges facing Mexican American 
neighborhoods. 

4. Illustrate the ways Mexican American artists in media, literature, and music 
navigated the pursuit of mainstream recognition while maintaining cultural 
authenticity. 

5. Explain the significance of Selena Quintanilla as a cultural icon who represented the 
possibility of mainstream success without the necessity of cultural erasure. 

Section Summaries 

13.1 Overview 

The career of Selena Quintanilla provides a vital case study in the evolving identity of Mexican 
American communities during the late twentieth century. Raised in a Texas suburb, she moved 
between English-language pop and the traditional cumbias taught by her father, practicing Spanish 
lyrics phonetically until her fluency grew to match her stage skills. This cultural growth followed 
structural changes brought about by the 1965 Immigration Act, which shifted legal pathways 
for migration and set the stage for a difficult economic transition. As industrial jobs began to 
vanish in the late 1970s, community development unions like TELACU pioneered models of self-
determination to ensure economic growth served existing residents. During this same era, artists 
and writers like Sandra Cisneros achieved unprecedented visibility, moving the conversation from 
whether a space for Mexican American culture existed to how that culture would redefine the 
American mainstream. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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13.1 The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 

• Shift in Policy: The 1965 Act ended the discriminatory national-origin quotas of the 
1920s, yet it also imposed the first-ever numerical limits on immigration from the Western 
Hemisphere. 

• Impact of Limits: These new restrictions created a permanent structural gap between 
the legal pathways for entry and the ongoing economic demand for labor, leading to an 
increase in undocumented migration. 

• Family Reunification: The law’s emphasis on family ties allowed established Mexican 
American families to sponsor relatives, fundamentally changing the demographic 
character of communities. 

13.2 Deindustrialization and Community Economic Development 

• Economic Crisis: Between 1978 and 1982, Los Angeles County alone lost 70,000 
manufacturing jobs, a shift that disproportionately affected Mexican American families 
who had relied on stable industrial wages. 

• TELACU (The East Los Angeles Community Union): Founded in 1968, this organization 
utilized federal funding and private investment to build affordable housing and industrial 
parks, prioritizing community ownership over external corporate development. 

• Service Sector Shift: As manufacturing declined, the workforce shifted toward service-
sector employment, often characterized by lower pay and fewer benefits than the 
unionized factory jobs of the previous generation. 

13.3 Cultural Mainstreaming and Identity 

• The "Hispanic" Label: The 1970s saw the federal government adopt the term "Hispanic" 
for the census, a move that created a broad political category but also sparked internal 
debates over the erasure of specific national and cultural identities. 

• Literary Visibility: Authors like Sandra Cisneros and Rudolfo Anaya gained national 
recognition, with works like The House on Mango Street becoming staples of the 
American literary canon. 

• Musical Crossover: Groups like Los Lobos and Santana brought Mexican American 
sounds into the mainstream, proving that artists did not have to abandon their cultural 
roots to achieve commercial success. 

13.4 Leaders & Legacies: Selena Quintanilla 

• Cultural Synthesis: Selena represented the possibility of achieving mainstream success 
without cultural erasure, building a career that included every aspect of her multi-layered, 
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bilingual identity. 
• Posthumous Impact: Her 1995 album Dreaming of You was the first by a Latin artist to 

debut at number one on the Billboard 200, signaling a definitive shift in the American 
cultural landscape. 

• Memory and Space: The designation of "Selena Day" in Texas and the monuments in 
Corpus Christi institutionalized her role as a symbol of cultural pride and a permanent 
fixture of American history. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965: A major policy shift that replaced national-
origin quotas with a system based on skills and family reunification, while also introducing 
the first numerical limits on Western Hemisphere immigration. 

• Deindustrialization: The large-scale loss of manufacturing jobs that occurred in the late 
1970s and 1980s, forcing a difficult transition to service-sector employment in many 
Mexican American urban centers. 

• TELACU: The East Los Angeles Community Union; a community development corporation 
that pioneered models of economic self-determination through real estate and business 
investment. 

• Sandra Cisneros: The author of The House on Mango Street (1984), whose work achieved 
broad mainstream success while exploring themes of gender, class, and Chicana identity. 

• Selena Quintanilla: The "Queen of Tejano Music" whose career and posthumous success 
demonstrated the power of a bilingual, bicultural identity in the American mainstream. 

• Selenidad: A term used by scholars to describe the complex cultural phenomenon and 
performance of memory surrounding Selena’s legacy and its impact on Latino identity. 

• Tejano Music: A musical genre blending traditional Mexican rancheras and cumbias with 
modern pop, rock, and country influences, serving as a primary cultural expression for 
communities in the Southwest. 

• Dreaming of You: Selena’s 1995 posthumous album that became a landmark in the 
crossover movement by reaching the top of the American pop charts. 

• Self Help Graphics & Art: A Los Angeles-based organization that supported Chicano 
artists and helped popularize traditions like Día de los Muertos within the broader 
American cultural mainstream. 

Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Ngai, Mae M. Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America. 
Princeton University Press, 2004. 
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◦ Relevance: Examines how the 1965 Act and subsequent policies shaped 
undocumented immigration. 

• Chávez, John R. Eastside Landmark: A History of the East Los Angeles Community 
Union, 1968-1993. Stanford University Press, 1998. 

◦ Relevance: Detailed history of TELACU and community economic development. 
• Paredez, Deborah. Selenidad: Selena, Latinos, and the Performance of Memory. Duke 

University Press, 2009. 
◦ Relevance: Analyzes Selena's cultural significance and legacy. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• Self Help Graphics & Art 
◦ https://www.selfhelpgraphics.com/ 
◦ Description: Information about the organization's history and continuing work 

supporting artists. 
• Smithsonian American Art Museum: Chicano and Latino Art 

◦ https://americanart.si.edu/ 
◦ Description: Collection including works from the cultural mainstreaming period. 

• Selena Museum (Corpus Christi) 
◦ https://q-productions.com/ 
◦ Description: Museum preserving Selena's legacy including costumes, awards, 

and memorabilia. 

Multimedia & Video 

• "Selena" (1997 film) 
• Description: Biographical film starring Jennifer Lopez introducing Selena's story to 

broader audiences. 
• "Selena: The Series" (2020 Netflix) 
• Description: Series dramatizing her life and career. 

This page titled 13.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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13.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 affected Mexican immigration by: a) 
eliminating all restrictions on Mexican immigration b) imposing the first numerical caps 
on Western Hemisphere immigration c) encouraging unlimited immigration from Mexico 
d) having no effect on Mexican immigration patterns 

2. Before the 1965 Act, Western Hemisphere immigration: a) was completely prohibited b) 
had no numerical limits, allowing relatively open legal pathways c) was limited to 20,000 
per country d) required sponsorship by employers 

3. True or False: The 1965 Act's family reunification provisions created processing backlogs 
that separated families for years, with some categories facing wait times of five to seven 
years by the mid-1970s. 

4. The contradictions between immigration law and economic reality after 1965 resulted 
in: a) decreased migration from Mexico b) increased undocumented immigration as 
migration continued outside legal channels c) complete enforcement of immigration law 
d) no change in migration patterns 

5. Mixed-status families are significant because they: a) include only citizens b) include 
members with different legal statuses, creating family-wide vulnerabilities c) have no 
connection to immigration policy d) are extremely rare in Mexican American communities 

6. True or False: In Los Angeles County alone, over 70,000 manufacturing jobs disappeared 
between 1978 and 1982, as deindustrialization eliminated the industrial jobs that had 
provided pathways to middle-class stability. 

7. TELACU (East Los Angeles Community Union) approached economic development by: a) 
relying entirely on outside investors b) pursuing affordable housing, business incubation, 
and workforce training c) opposing all business development d) working only on housing 

8. By the mid-1980s, TELACU had developed: a) no housing units b) over 1,000 units of 
affordable housing c) only commercial properties d) projects serving only non-residents 

9. True or False: Despite discrimination in access to capital (Mexican American owners 
received loans averaging 40% smaller than comparable non-minority businesses), the 
number of Mexican American-owned businesses increased approximately 65% between 
1972 and 1982. 

10. By the mid-1980s, Mexican American-owned businesses: a) generated no significant 
revenue b) generated over eighteen billion dollars in annual revenue c) had declined 
significantly d) existed only in agricultural regions 

11. The question of "authentic" Mexican American culture became more complex during the 
mainstreaming period because: a) all artists agreed on what authenticity meant b) artists 
achieving success raised questions about cultural compromise c) authenticity was never 
discussed d) only political art was considered authentic 

12. True or False: Edward James Olmos's Emmy-winning role in "Miami Vice" (1984-1989) and 
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Oscar-nominated performance in "Stand and Deliver" (1988) demonstrated that Mexican 
American stories could succeed commercially while challenging stereotypes. 

13. Sandra Cisneros's The House on Mango Street (1984) was significant because it: a) sold 
only a few hundred copies b) sold over six million copies and appeared on school curricula 
nationwide c) was never published d) focused only on political themes 

14. Los Lobos achieved mainstream success in 1987 by: a) abandoning Mexican musical 
traditions b) taking their cover of "La Bamba" to number one while drawing on Mexican 
folk traditions c) refusing to perform in English d) limiting their audience to East Los 
Angeles 

15. True or False: Tejano music record sales increased from approximately five million dollars 
in 1975 to over twenty million by 1985, reflecting the genre's commercial growth. 

16. Selena Quintanilla faced questions about her authenticity because: a) she was not 
Mexican American b) she had grown up speaking English and learned Spanish 
phonetically c) she refused to perform in Spanish d) she had no connection to Texas 

17. True or False: Selena won Female Vocalist of the Year at the Tejano Music Awards nine 
consecutive times (1987-1995), and her 1994 album Amor Prohibido sold over 400,000 
copies before she had released an English-language record. 

18. Selena's posthumous album Dreaming of You was significant because it: a) failed 
commercially b) debuted at number one on the Billboard 200, a first for a Latin artist c) 
was never released d) sold only in Texas 

19. Selena's enduring legacy represents: a) the necessity of cultural erasure for success b) 
the possibility of mainstream success without cultural erasure c) the rejection of Mexican 
American identity d) limited impact beyond Tejano music 

20. True or False: Self Help Graphics & Art, founded in Los Angeles in 1973, provided 
crucial resources for visual artists through printmaking facilities, exhibition spaces, and 
professional development, supporting over 250 artists by 1986. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. How did the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 change legal pathways for Mexican 
immigration? 

2. Why did the contradictions between immigration law and economic reality after 1965 
drive increased undocumented immigration? 

3. What are mixed-status families, and why did they create vulnerabilities for entire families? 
4. How did deindustrialization affect Mexican American workers in the 1970s and 1980s? 
5. Describe TELACU's approach to community economic development. Why did the 

organization emphasize community control? 
6. Despite discrimination, how did Mexican American-owned businesses grow during this 

period? 
7. How did Sandra Cisneros's The House on Mango Street demonstrate that Mexican 

American literature could achieve mainstream success? 
8. What did Los Lobos's success with "La Bamba" demonstrate about the relationship 

between cultural traditions and mainstream markets? 
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9. How did Selena Quintanilla navigate questions about her authenticity as someone who 
had learned Spanish as a second language? 

10. Why does Selena's legacy represent "the possibility of mainstream success without 
cultural erasure"? 

Discussion Questions 

1. The 1965 Immigration Act was presented as a reform eliminating racial discrimination, 
but it imposed new restrictions that dramatically affected Mexican immigration. How did 
the law's unintended consequences create contradictions between policy and economic 
reality? What does this reveal about the gap between legislative intent and actual effects? 

2. Community development organizations like TELACU insisted that "economic 
development should serve resident interests rather than displace existing communities." 
How did this approach differ from conventional urban renewal? Why might community 
control over development decisions matter for Mexican American neighborhoods? 

3. The chapter describes debates about what counted as "authentic" Mexican American 
culture as artists achieved mainstream success. Why might some have celebrated 
mainstream recognition while others worried about compromising cultural 
distinctiveness? How did artists like Selena navigate these questions? 

4. Selena's career represents "the possibility of mainstream success without cultural 
erasure"—she didn't have to stop being Mexican American to achieve recognition. Why 
might this message have resonated so powerfully with Mexican American audiences? 
What does her legacy suggest about the relationship between cultural identity and 
commercial success? 

This page titled 13.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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14.1: Overview 

Figure 14.1 Chicano Identity Today, 1974–2017 (Author Created, 2025) 

Educational breakthroughs, expanding political representation, anti-immigrant backlash, and ongoing legal battles 
over voting rights and ethnic studies programs. 

In 1982, eighteen students at Garfield High School in East Los Angeles took the Advanced Placement Calculus exam. All eighteen 
passed. Then the Educational Testing Service invalidated their scores, claiming the results were too good to be legitimate. The 
assumption was clear: students from this neighborhood, from these families, could not have achieved such results honestly. 
Fourteen students agreed to retake the exam under strict supervision. All fourteen passed again. Their teacher, Jaime Escalante, 
had spent years recruiting students that guidance counselors had dismissed as incapable of college-level work. He taught before 
school, during lunch, after school, and on Saturdays. He made house calls to parents, explaining in Spanish why their children 
should take calculus. By the late 1980s, Garfield High produced more AP Calculus students than many wealthy suburban schools. 

Progress and resistance in the decades since the Chicano Movement often moved together. High school completion rates 
climbed steadily while the community built one voter registration drive at a time, putting Mexican Americans in city halls, 
statehouses, and cabinet positions. California's demographics shifted so substantially that by the early 1990s, non-Hispanic 
whites were no longer a majority in the state. Meanwhile, the political fights over who belonged there grew louder. These fights 
took shape in school board meetings where curriculum was debated, in courtrooms where voting maps were challenged, and in 
the ongoing contest over whose history deserved to be taught and whose votes deserved to be counted. Some of those contests 
are still ongoing, but so is the organizing that drives them. 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe the milestones and persistent challenges that have defined Mexican American educational progress 
since the civil rights era. 

2. Summarize how the integration of voter mobilization, legal strategy, and community organizing expanded Mexican 
American political participation. 

Learning Objectives 
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3. Identify the role of cultural knowledge as a foundational element in driving Mexican American educational and 
political progress. 

4. Identify the specific professional and community-based methods used to document and preserve Mexican 
American cultural history.  

This page titled 14.1: Overview is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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14.2: Education Reforms and Outcomes 

Figure 14.2 Number of Hispanic College Students, by Type of 
College Enrollment, 1996 to 2016 (U.S. Census Bureau. Public 
Domain.) 

National enrollment data illustrates a significant upward trend 
in higher education attendance among Hispanic students. The 
near-tripling of four-year college enrollment over two decades 
reflects shifting educational access and the demographic growth 
that influenced Mexican American professional and cultural 
development entering the twenty-first century. 

Mexican American educational achievement has increased dramatically since the civil rights era. In 1970, only about 25 percent of 
Mexican Americans had completed high school. By 2020, that number had risen to over 70 percent. College enrollment followed 
a similar trajectory. The number of Mexican Americans earning bachelor's degrees tripled between 1990 and 2020. Graduate and 
professional degrees showed even steeper increases, with Mexican Americans earning roughly 50,000 master's degrees in 2020 
compared to fewer than 10,000 in 1980. 

Progress in degree attainment has not translated evenly across the educational pipeline. College completion rates have improved 
but remain lower than enrollment numbers suggest they should be, and Mexican Americans remain underrepresented across 
many professional fields as a result. How far the legal and policy frameworks of the civil rights era could actually carry those 
numbers has always been the harder question. 

Legal Foundations 

The educational landscape of the late twentieth century was shaped by foundational legal victories that dismantled structural 
exclusion. Cases such as Mendez v. Westminster (1947) and Brown v. Board of Education (1954) established the legal precedent 
for ending school segregation based on race and national origin. These were supplemented by legislative actions like the Bilingual 
Education Act of 1968, which mandated that schools provide services for students with limited English proficiency, and Title IX 
(1972), which prohibited gender-based discrimination in federally funded educational programs and athletics. 

These policy shifts introduced concrete mandates for school districts. Legally, Mexican American children could no longer be 
funneled into segregated buildings or inferior classrooms. Schools were obligated to provide comprehensible instruction and 
admit women to academic programs previously reserved for men. Furthermore, the establishment of Mexican American Studies 
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programs (a direct result of the student activism discussed in Chapter 11) forced curricula to include cultural and historical 
perspectives that had been historically suppressed. 

Despite these legal frameworks, a significant gap persisted between statutory requirements and local practice. Many districts 
opted for minimal compliance or sought loopholes to maintain existing structures. Systemic issues, such as funding inequities 
between districts, remained a primary barrier to parity. Discrimination also evolved into subtler forms, including the "tracking" of 
students into vocational rather than college-preparatory courses and the systemic lowering of academic expectations for Mexican 
American students. While the legal victories of the mid-twentieth century created a framework for equality, the practical realization 
of those rights required sustained advocacy and ongoing litigation. 

Individual Agency: The Case of Jaime Escalante 

Figure 14.3 Jaime Escalante teaching a math class at Garfield 
High School, Los Angeles, circa 1980, photograph by the Los 
Angeles Times (UCLA Library. CC BY 4.0.) 

Escalante utilized demanding methods and a curriculum rooted 
in rigorous expectations to achieve elite results with students 
previously tracked into vocational paths. His success challenged 
the deficit model of education, proving that instructional quality 
rather than student ability was the primary barrier to 
achievement. 

While legal frameworks provided the structure for equality, individual educators often served as the catalysts for actualizing that 
potential. The most prominent example was Jaime Escalante, who began teaching at Garfield High School in East Los Angeles in 
1974. At the time, Garfield served a low-income community where systemic low expectations were the norm. Guidance counselors 
routinely tracked students toward vocational training and the school offered no Advanced Placement (AP) courses. 

Escalante challenged this status quo by establishing an AP Calculus program. He recruited students whom the institution had 
dismissed as incapable of advanced work. His commitment was total. He held sessions before school, during lunch, on Saturdays, 
and throughout the summer. He also bridged the gap between school and home by making house calls to parents to explain the 
value of mathematical literacy in Spanish. 

The success of his methods was put to a public test in 1982 when eighteen of his students passed the AP Calculus exam. The 
Educational Testing Service (ETS) invalidated their scores based on the assumption that students from an underfunded school 
could not have achieved such results honestly. After a high-stakes re-test under strict supervision, all fourteen students passed a 
second time. This success proved that the barrier to achievement was institutional rather than intellectual. 

While the cultural resonance of this story was cemented by the film Stand and Deliver (see Chapter 13), its lasting historical 
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significance lies in how it forced a national reassessment of Mexican American intellectual capability. Today, this legacy is visible 
in the push for STEM equity and the rise of college-preparatory programs in predominantly Latino districts. The fight Escalante 
waged against institutional skepticism continues in modern efforts to dismantle the participation gap in high-tech fields. For 
contemporary Chicano identity, the Escalante model serves as a reminder that educational equity requires an institutional belief 
in the intellectual capacity of the students. 

Mexican American Studies Controversies 

Figure 14.4 Professor Lee Bebout discusses Chicano identity 
and the rise of cultural consciousness in a university classroom, 
2015 (ASU Department of English. CC BY 2.0.) 

The creation of Mexican American and Chicano Studies 
programs represents the institutional fulfillment of mid-century 
legal victories like Mendez v. Westminster and Brown v. Board 
of Education. While those cases ended physical segregation, 
the establishment of these academic spaces ensured that the 
historical and cultural perspectives of Mexican Americans were 
legally and substantively integrated into the American 
educational system. 

The expansion of Mexican American Studies (MAS) programs into the K-12 system introduced new political and legal challenges. 
While universities had steadily grown these departments since the 1970s, it wasn't until the early 2000s that high schools began 
formalizing MAS curricula. The most prominent and developed model emerged in Tucson, Arizona, where the program integrated 
Chicano literature, history, and critical social analysis to engage a student body that had historically faced high dropout rates. 

The TUSD program yielded measurable successes. Longitudinal studies indicated that students enrolled in MAS courses 
demonstrated significantly higher graduation rates and standardized test scores than their peers in traditional tracks. By providing 
content that centered their own communities’ experiences, the curriculum successfully re-engaged students who had previously 
struggled with conventional pedagogical methods. 

Despite these outcomes, the program became a focal point for political opposition. In 2010, the Arizona legislature passed House 
Bill 2281, a law designed to ban the TUSD program. Proponents of the ban claimed the curriculum promoted "ethnic resentment" 
and advocated for the "overthrow of the U.S. government." The enforcement of the law led to the immediate dismantling of the 
program: teachers were prohibited from using their established curricula, and books, including Pedagogy of the Oppressed and 
Rethinking Columbus, were physically removed from classrooms during school hours. 

The legal battle over the ban lasted seven years. In 2017, a federal court eventually ruled the ban unconstitutional, finding that 
it was motivated by racial animus and political interference rather than legitimate educational concerns. However, the years of 
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prohibition had already fractured the institutional infrastructure of the program. The Tucson controversy exposed an enduring 
resistance to educational equity, highlighting how the classroom remains a contested territory where political battles are fought 
over whose history is deemed "American" enough to be taught. 

This page titled 14.2: Education Reforms and Outcomes is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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14.3: Political Participation and Voting Rights 

Figure 14.5 A school board meeting with a full audience of 
community members, 2010 (Eitan Arom. CC0 1.0.) 

Effective local representation requires a shift in accountability. 
When community members are actively present in governance 
spaces, the issues that impact their neighborhoods are more 
likely to be prioritized and addressed by local officials. 

The transition from community organizing to institutional power is a defining feature of modern Mexican American political life. 
This shift is exemplified by the career of Dolores Huerta. While her early activism was focused on immediate relief for farmworker 
families, her later work emphasizes that sustainable change requires direct influence over the systems that govern daily life. 
Her evolution from a classroom teacher to a political force reflects a broader move within Chicano identity toward seeking 
representative power in local government. 

This immediate impact is often seen at the school board level. Progress is frequently driven by board members who identify 
which principals track students away from college preparatory courses and have the authority to intervene. It also appears in city 
council decisions regarding which neighborhoods have waited decades for basic infrastructure. Local officials who understand the 
specific needs of their communities can redirect resources to change the conditions that previously kept families from accessing 
public services like health clinics or safe housing. 

What makes local representation significant is not merely the presence of Mexican American officials in those rooms. It is the fact 
that they arrive with a different set of priorities. These perspectives are rooted in communities whose concerns went unaddressed 
because the previous decision makers were never accountable to them. When representation actually reflects the community it 
serves, the nature of accountability changes. This shift redefines which problems are considered worth solving by the state and 
ensures that the needs of Mexican American neighborhoods are treated as central rather than peripheral concerns. 
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The Long Work of Voter Mobilization 

Figure 14.6 Spanish language voting sticker, photograph by 
sarachicad, 2012 (Flickr. CC BY 2.0.) 

The availability of Spanish language ballots and voting materials 
was a direct result of the 1975 extension of the Voting Rights 
Act. These procedural changes were essential for ensuring that 
language barriers did not prevent citizens from participating in 
the electoral process. 

Accountability had to be built. Building it required getting people to the polls in numbers that made ignoring them impossible. 
Organizations like the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project, founded by Willie Velásquez in 1974, conducted massive 
voter registration drives throughout the Southwest. "Su Voto Es Su Voz" (Your Vote Is Your Voice) became a rallying cry that 
captured both the practical importance of voting and its symbolic meaning as an assertion of presence and belonging. 

The work was methodical and ongoing. Volunteers registered voters door-to-door, at community events, in churches, and in 
grocery stores. They educated voters about candidates and issues. They organized transportation to polling places and followed 
up to ensure people actually voted. This grassroots organizing transformed electoral politics in many areas. It turned districts 
that had been reliably controlled by Anglo politicians into competitive races and shifted many others to Mexican American 
representation. 

Legal challenges ran alongside the registration work to address structural barriers. Getting people registered mattered less 
if district lines were drawn to dilute their votes or if at-large election systems ensured that a mobilized Mexican American 
community could be outvoted citywide. Civil rights organizations sued when jurisdictions tried these tactics. The 1975 extension 
of the Voting Rights Act to include language minorities provided stronger legal tools for these challenges. Courts ordered districts 
to be redrawn and at-large systems to be replaced. They also required ballots to be provided in Spanish. These rulings steadily 
closed off the procedural workarounds that had kept Mexican American voters registered but politically marginal. The gains were 
significant, but the following decades would show they were not permanent. 
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The Shift in Procedural Protections 

Figure 14.7 Bilingual voting signage at a polling place precinct, 
photograph by Lorie Shaull, 2016 (Flickr. CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

The end of federal preclearance meant that changes to polling 
locations and language assistance became subject to local and 
state discretion without prior federal review. 

For nearly fifty years, preclearance required states and localities with histories of voting discrimination to get federal approval 
before changing election procedures. This system placed the burden of proof on jurisdictions. State officials had to prove a 
change was not discriminatory before it could be implemented. The 2013 Supreme Court decision in Shelby County v. Holder 
ended this requirement. The impact was immediate. 

In 2012, federal courts used preclearance to block a strict voter ID law in Texas because the state failed to prove the law would 
not discriminate against minority voters. Within hours of the Shelby ruling in 2013, Texas officials announced the law would take 
effect. Other states followed with new restrictions on early voting, polling place closures in minority communities, and aggressive 
voter roll purges. 

These actions forced community organizations back into court to challenge laws after they were already in place. This shifted 
the burden of proof from the state onto the voters. While Mexican American turnout reached record levels in 2020, the legal 
landscape had fundamentally changed. The procedural protections that once secured voting access now require constant 
litigation to maintain. 

This page titled 14.3: Political Participation and Voting Rights is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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14.4: Cultural Foundations for Tomorrow 

Figure 14.8 Murals at Chicano Park, San Diego, photograph by 
Cade Mullox, 2024 (Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0.) 

The reclamation of physical space through art serves as an 
assertion of historical presence and cultural continuity. 

This course has examined centuries of history, from the complexities of indigenous societies and Spanish colonization to the 
transformative periods of Mexican independence and American annexation. Throughout the waves of migration and the intensity 
of civil rights struggles, a consistent pattern emerges: when communities faced systemic discrimination and exclusion, they did 
not simply acquiesce. Instead, they utilized their own cultural frameworks to survive, maintain their identity, and adapt to shifting 
social realities. 

These cultural expressions often served as pragmatic solutions to immediate problems. When financial institutions refused to 
serve Mexican Americans, mutualistas functioned as community-based banks providing essential loans and insurance. When 
mainstream media ignored the community, Spanish-language presses became the primary vehicle for news and advocacy. 
While schools often attempted to suppress the Spanish language, families preserved it within the private spheres of home and 
church. Even as official histories erased Mexican American contributions, corridos acted as an oral archive of collective memory. 
Traditions like Día de los Muertos and Las Posadas were never merely symbolic acts of heritage; they were practical tools of 
resilience that connected people to their past while helping them navigate an American present. 
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Present Circumstances 

Figure 14.9 Protesters demonstrating in support of Mexican 
American Studies, 2011 (Arizona Community Press. CC BY-SA 
4.0.) 

Despite institutional gains, educational programs centered on 
Mexican American history and identity have faced significant 
legislative challenges and legal battles over their 
implementation in public schools. 

Where do Mexican American communities stand now? While there has been genuine change, the landscape remains complex. 
Schools no longer enforce assimilation as they once did, and bilingualism is increasingly recognized as a professional advantage. 
Mexican Americans hold positions in government, education, and business that would have been unthinkable only a few 
generations ago. Cultural expressions once marginalized now appear in museums, on bestseller lists, and in mainstream media. 

At the same time, significant challenges persist. Immigration debates continue to affect communities regardless of individual 
legal status, and discrimination exists in forms that are continuous with historical patterns. Educational gaps remain, and 
political representation has grown, but still does not match population numbers. Economic inequality also persists, with 
Mexican Americans disproportionately concentrated in lower-wage occupations. Because these underlying situations have not 
fundamentally changed, the strategies that worked in previous eras remain relevant. Organizing is still essential because 
collective action achieves what individuals cannot. Utilizing legal tools is necessary because rights written on paper must be 
enforced in practice. Most importantly, maintaining cultural identity provides the strength necessary to face modern pressures. 

The Living History 

Throughout this semester, you have examined the diverse ways in which earlier generations confronted the systemic challenges 
of their time. Some of their strategies achieved historic breakthroughs, while others met with failure; similarly, some of the 
institutions they founded remain pillars of the community today, while others have faded into the past. This collective knowledge 
has been preserved and transmitted through families, community networks, and academic studies to reach you in the present 
day. You now stand as the current steward of this heritage, assuming the responsibility of carrying this narrative forward into the 
next era. 

This transition of knowledge is far from a mere metaphor, as the history you have studied functions as a practical set of 
instruments for modern life. A student who masters this history and enters the teaching profession becomes the essential link 
that passes these stories to a new generation of learners. A lawyer who deeply understands the legal nuances of the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo can effectively invoke those historical precedents in a contemporary courtroom. Likewise, an organizer who 
studies the methods used by the Community Service Organization to build power in the 1950s possesses a proven blueprint that 
can be adapted to address the social justice issues of today. Even in the creative arts, the student of Chicano muralism carries 
that tradition of public reclamation forward, whether they are painting physical walls or designing the digital landscapes of the 
future. 
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Ultimately, the study of history is not solely about achieving a theoretical understanding of the past; it is about becoming fully 
equipped for the grave responsibilities of the present and the vast possibilities of the future. The recurring patterns of resilience 
and adaptation that defined previous centuries are now tangible tools in your own hands. As you move into your respective 
professional fields, you are joining a long, unbroken continuum of individuals who refused to accept social exclusion and instead 
built the foundations for a more representative society. By understanding where the community has been, you are better prepared 
to ensure that the progress made by those before you continues to expand. The work of defining Chicano identity and securing 
its place in the American story did not end with the previous generation; rather, that work continues directly with you. 

This page titled 14.4: Cultural Foundations for Tomorrow is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated 
by Melody Sowden. 
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14.5: Culture Lab - Carrying It Forward 

Throughout this book, you have analyzed sources that exist because someone preserved them. 
The oral histories from Chapter 9 exist because interviewers recorded them decades after the 
events. The corridos from Chapter 6 survive because collectors pressed them onto records. The 
murals from Chapter 11 endure because communities maintained them. None of this happened 
automatically. Someone decided these voices and images mattered enough to capture. 

Community documentation is the practice of recording, preserving, and interpreting the cultural 
knowledge held by the people around you. It uses the same skills you have practiced all semester: 
asking critical questions, attending to specific details, recognizing what sources uncover and what 
they leave out. The difference is that now you create the source rather than analyze one someone 
else made. 

The Source 

Your community. 

Every community holds cultural knowledge that can be documented using the methods from 
this course. The approach depends on what you want to preserve. 

If you are drawn to oral history, record a conversation with an older family or community 
member about their memories of work, migration, neighborhood life, or family traditions. 

If material culture interests you, document objects that carry meaning in your family or 
community: what they are, where they came from, how they have been used and passed down. 

If foodways resonate, record recipes and the stories behind them, or document a family meal 
and the traditions that shape it. 

If public art speaks to you, photograph and analyze murals or other visual culture in your 
neighborhood, researching when they were created and by whom. 

If music or performance matters to your community, record it, transcribe lyrics, or interview the 
people who carry those traditions. 

The method matters less than the intention: to preserve something that would otherwise exist 
only in memory. 
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Read It 

Whatever form your documentation takes, analyze it using the skills you have practiced. 

• What specific details did you capture? Names, places, dates, and concrete 
descriptions matter more than generalizations. What sensory details make your 
documentation vivid? 

• What did you emphasize, and why? You made choices about what to record and what 
to leave out. What drew your attention? What did you consider important enough to 
preserve? 

• What perspectives does this capture? Every source reflects a point of view. Whose 
voice does your documentation preserve? Whose is absent? 

• What context would a future researcher need? A photograph without explanation, a 
recipe without a story, a recording without identification loses much of its value. What 
would someone need to know to understand what you captured? 

• What role did you play in shaping this source? You are both creator and analyst. How 
did your presence, your questions, or your choices affect what you documented? 

Compare It 

Consider how the cultural knowledge in your community compares to what you studied this 
semester. 

What parallels do you see between your community's traditions and those analyzed in this 
book? Communities facing pressure to assimilate often develop similar strategies for maintaining 
identity: preserving language, passing down recipes, telling stories, creating art that affirms who 
they are. Where do you see those patterns in your own context? 

What differences stand out? The specific histories differ, but the underlying dynamics of 
preservation, adaptation, and resistance may be similar. What has your community maintained 
despite pressure to abandon it? What has changed, and why? 

Which sources from this course does your community's cultural knowledge most resemble? 
Does it live primarily in oral tradition, like corridos and family stories? In material objects, like 
santos and family heirlooms? In food, in music, in visual art? What does that tell you about how your 
community preserves itself? 

A Note on Sources 

You are now both analyst and creator, which raises challenges the earlier labs did not face. 

Your relationship to the material affects what you capture. Insiders see things outsiders miss, 
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but may also take things for granted that would strike an outsider as significant. 

One document is not representative. Whatever you record reflects particular perspectives, 
particular moments, particular choices about what matters. Other community members might 
emphasize entirely different traditions. 

Preservation requires intention. The archives studied in this course exist because institutions 
committed resources to keeping materials safe and accessible. Your documentation requires similar 
intention if it is to last. Consider transcription, backup copies, or donation to a local archive. 

Try It Yourself 

These questions apply whenever you document community knowledge: 

1. What do you want to preserve, and why? Your goals shape what you capture. Be honest 
with yourself about your purposes. 

2. What is your relationship to this material? Are you an insider or outsider? How does 
your position affect what you notice and how you interpret it? 

3. What specific details will make this valuable? Concrete information matters more 
than vague impressions. 

4. What context does this need? A source without explanation of who, when, where, and 
why loses much of its meaning. 

5. How will you ensure this lasts? A source that disappears helps no one. 

Explore Further 

• StoryCorps: storycorps.org(opens in new window) — Provides free resources for 
recording oral histories. 

• Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage: folklife.si.edu(opens in new 
window) — Offers guidance on documenting traditions of all kinds. 

• Local Public Libraries: Your local public library can point you toward regional archives 
that accept community-contributed materials. 

• National Organizations: The organizations mentioned throughout this book, from 
LULAC (lulac.org(opens in new window)) to SPARC (sparcinla.org(opens in new window)), 
continue the work earlier generations began and offer digital archives and educational 
resources. 

This page titled 14.5: Culture Lab - Carrying It Forward is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or 
curated by Melody Sowden. 
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14.6: Study Guide 

Chicano Identity Today 

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to: 

1. Describe the milestones and persistent challenges that have defined Mexican 
American educational progress since the civil rights era. 

2. Summarize how the integration of voter mobilization, legal strategy, and community 
organizing expanded Mexican American political participation. 

3. Identify the role of cultural knowledge as a foundational element in driving Mexican 
American educational and political progress. 

4. Identify the specific professional and community-based methods used to document 
and preserve Mexican American cultural history. 

Section Summaries 

14.1 Overview 

In 1982, eighteen students at Garfield High School in East Los Angeles passed the Advanced 
Placement Calculus exam, only to have their scores invalidated by the Educational Testing Service 
based on the assumption that students from their neighborhood could not achieve such results 
honestly. Their teacher, Jaime Escalante, successfully challenged this prejudice by proving that high 
expectations and rigorous instruction could overcome systemic barriers. The decades following 
the Chicano Movement have been defined by this tension between breakthrough progress and 
persistent resistance. While high school completion and college enrollment rates have climbed 
steadily, legal and political battles over voting rights and ethnic studies programs reveal that the 
struggle for representation continues. Today, Chicano identity is increasingly defined by the active 
preservation of cultural knowledge, ensuring that future generations can draw on their history to 
enable further political and educational progress. 

Chapter Learning Objectives 
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14.1 Educational Progress and Breakthroughs 

• The Escalante Effect: Jaime Escalante demonstrated that Mexican American students 
could excel in elite academic subjects when provided with quality instruction and a 
teacher who advocated for them within the school system. 

• Statistical Gains: Since the 1970s, the community has seen a significant increase in high 
school graduation and college attendance, reflecting the long-term impact of civil rights 
era educational reforms. 

• Ongoing Gaps: Despite these gains, Mexican American students still face challenges 
related to underfunded schools, biased standardized testing, and a lack of diverse 
representation in faculty and administration. 

14.2 The Battle for Ethnic Studies 

• The Arizona Controversy: In 2010, the state of Arizona passed legislation effectively 
banning the Mexican American Studies program in Tucson, claiming it promoted ethnic 
chauvinism and the overthrow of the government. 

• Student Resistance: The ban was met with significant community and student protest, 
leading to a 2017 federal court ruling that the law was unconstitutional and motivated by 
racial animus. 

• Transformative Outcomes: Research into these programs consistently shows that 
students who participate in ethnic studies demonstrate higher graduation rates and 
stronger academic performance across all subjects. 

14.3 Expanding Political Representation 

• Voter Mobilization: Organizations like the Southwest Voter Registration Education 
Project, founded by Willie Velásquez, have been essential in translating demographic 
growth into electoral power. 

• National Milestones: The increasing presence of Mexican Americans in high-level 
government positions, from statehouses to the presidential cabinet, reflects the success 
of decades of local-level organizing. 

• Voting Rights Challenges: Ongoing legal battles against discriminatory election 
systems, such as at-large voting, continue to be a primary tool for securing fair 
representation. 
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14.4 Preserving Cultural Knowledge 

• Community Documentation: Recording oral histories and utilizing community archives 
are presented as vital strategies for preserving stories that are often excluded from 
official histories. 

• Reading the Landscape: Students are encouraged to identify the historical markers, 
murals, and businesses in their own neighborhoods as evidence of a resilient and ongoing 
cultural presence. 

• Legacy as Progress: The chapter concludes that a community’s ability to know and 
transmit its own history is a fundamental requirement for future political and social 
advancement. 

Key Terms & Definitions 

• Jaime Escalante: The renowned educator at Garfield High School whose success with 
AP Calculus students challenged the academic stereotypes directed at Mexican American 
youth. 

• Educational Testing Service (ETS): The organization that initially invalidated the 
Garfield High calculus scores, serving as a historic example of how standardized testing 
can reflect systemic bias. 

• Mexican American Studies (MAS): An interdisciplinary academic field focusing on the 
history and culture of people of Mexican descent; it became the center of a major legal 
and political battle in Arizona. 

• Arizona HB 2281: The 2010 state law that targeted and banned the Tucson Unified 
School District’s Mexican American Studies program; it was later overturned in federal 
court. 

• Willie Velásquez: The founder of the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project 
whose motto, "Su Voto Es Su Voz," drove a massive increase in Mexican American political 
participation. 

• Southwest Voter Registration Education Project (SVREP): An influential non-partisan 
organization that conducts voter registration drives and challenges discriminatory 
election laws. 

• Cultural Knowledge: The shared understanding of community history, traditions, and 
practices that serves as a foundation for political and educational progress. 

• Public History: The practice of making history accessible and relevant to the public 
through murals, community archives, and oral history projects. 
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Further Reading & Resources 

Books & Scholarly Works 

• Mathews, Jay. Escalante: The Best Teacher in America. Henry Holt, 1988. 
◦ Relevance: Account of Jaime Escalante's teaching methods and his students' 

achievements. 
• Cabrera, Nolan L., et al. "'If There Is No Struggle, There Is No Progress': Transformative 

Youth Activism and the School of Ethnic Studies." Urban Review, 2014. 
◦ Relevance: Study of Mexican American Studies programs and their educational 

outcomes. 
• Garcia, John A. Latino Politics in America: Community, Culture, and Interests. 3rd ed., 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2016. 
◦ Relevance: Comprehensive analysis of Latino political participation and 

representation. 

Digital History & Primary Sources 

• StoryCorps 
◦ https://storycorps.org 
◦ Description: Free resources for recording oral histories. 

• Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage 
◦ https://folklife.si.edu 
◦ Description: Guidance on documenting traditions of all kinds. 

• Southwest Voter Registration Education Project 
◦ Description: Organization continuing voter mobilization work begun by Willie 

Velásquez. 

Multimedia & Video 

• "Stand and Deliver" (1988 film) 
◦ Description: Film depicting Jaime Escalante and his students, starring Edward 

James Olmos. 
• "Precious Knowledge" (2011 documentary) 

◦ Description: Documentary about the Arizona Mexican American Studies ban 
and student resistance. 

This page titled 14.6: Study Guide is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Melody 
Sowden. 
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14.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions 

Multiple Choice and True/False Questions 

1. Mexican American high school completion rates changed from 1970 to 2020: a) declining 
from 70% to 25% b) rising from about 25% to over 70% c) remaining unchanged d) 
being impossible to measure 

2. The number of Mexican Americans earning bachelor's degrees between 1990 and 2020: 
a) declined significantly b) tripled c) remained constant d) became impossible to track 

3. True or False: Educational progress has been real and significant, but Mexican American 
college completion rates still lag behind those of white and Asian American students, 
indicating full educational equality remains a work in progress. 

4. Jaime Escalante's work at Garfield High School was significant because he: a) accepted 
low expectations for Mexican American students b) built an AP Calculus program 
recruiting students others had dismissed c) only taught advanced students d) avoided 
challenging curriculum 

5. When all 18 of Escalante's students passed the 1982 AP Calculus exam, the Educational 
Testing Service: a) celebrated their achievement b) invalidated their scores, claiming 
results were "too good to be legitimate" c) immediately offered scholarships d) had no 
response 

6. True or False: Fourteen of Escalante's students agreed to retake the AP Calculus exam 
under strict supervision, and all fourteen passed again, proving their achievement was 
legitimate. 

7. Arizona's 2010 ban on the Mexican American Studies program: a) was upheld as 
constitutional b) was ruled unconstitutional in 2017 as motivated by racial discrimination 
c) had no effect on students d) was supported by educational research 

8. The Arizona Mexican American Studies controversy revealed: a) universal support for 
ethnic studies b) ongoing resistance to curriculum centering Mexican American 
experiences c) that the program had no educational value d) complete resolution of 
curriculum debates 

9. True or False: Mexican American political representation expanded from a handful of 
members in Congress in 1970 to over forty Hispanic members by 2020. 

10. Henry Cisneros was significant because he became: a) the first Mexican American 
teacher b) the first Mexican American mayor of a major U.S. city (San Antonio, 1981) c) a 
Supreme Court Justice d) a military general 

11. Sonia Sotomayor's appointment in 2009 was significant because she became: a) the first 
Latina Secretary of State b) the first Latina Supreme Court Justice c) the first Mexican 
American governor d) the first Latina in Congress 

12. True or False: The Southwest Voter Registration Education Project, founded by Willie 
Velásquez in 1974, conducted massive voter registration drives with the rallying cry "Su 
Voto Es Su Voz" (Your Vote Is Your Voice). 
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13. The Voting Rights Act was extended in 1975 to: a) eliminate all voting protections 
b) include language minorities, requiring Spanish-language ballots c) reduce voter 
registration d) eliminate federal oversight 

14. The Supreme Court's Shelby County v. Holder (2013) decision affected voting rights 
by: a) strengthening all protections b) weakening the Voting Rights Act's preclearance 
requirements c) requiring more federal oversight d) having no effect 

15. True or False: The 2020 election saw record Latino participation, demonstrating both 
growing political engagement and the effectiveness of ongoing registration and 
mobilization efforts. 

16. Across the centuries covered in this course, one consistent pattern is that: a) 
communities simply accepted discrimination b) communities found ways to survive and 
maintain identity when facing exclusion c) cultural knowledge was irrelevant to progress 
d) communities abandoned their traditions immediately 

17. Cultural knowledge enabled political and educational progress because: a) it had no 
practical value b) activists who understood community histories could make more 
effective arguments c) it prevented all progress d) it was useful only for entertainment 

18. True or False: Before it was banned, Tucson's Mexican American Studies program 
produced strong results, with students enrolled in the courses showing higher graduation 
rates and test scores than comparable students not in the program. 

19. Community documentation is significant because: a) sources exist automatically without 
anyone preserving them b) oral histories, corridos, and murals exist because someone 
decided they mattered c) no one should preserve community knowledge d) only 
professionals can document culture 

20. True or False: The basic strategies that worked before—organizing, using available legal 
and political tools, maintaining cultural identity, supporting each other through mutual 
aid, adapting tactics—remain relevant because the underlying realities of how power 
works and how communities sustain themselves have not fundamentally changed. 

Short Answer Questions (Answer in 3–4 sentences) 

1. What educational progress have Mexican Americans achieved since the civil rights era, 
and what gaps remain? 

2. How did Jaime Escalante's work at Garfield High School challenge assumptions about 
Mexican American students? 

3. What happened when the Educational Testing Service invalidated Escalante's students' 
AP Calculus scores, and what did this incident reveal? 

4. What was the Arizona Mexican American Studies controversy, and what did it reveal about 
educational equity? 

5. Describe the expansion of Mexican American political representation from 1970 to the 
present. 

6. How did voter registration drives and legal challenges make expanded political 
representation possible? 

7. What is the relationship between cultural knowledge and political/educational progress 
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across Mexican American history? 
8. How have communities used cultural expressions as practical tools, not merely symbolic 

ones? 
9. What strategies that worked in the past remain relevant for contemporary challenges? 

10. What is community documentation, and why does it require intention? 

Discussion Questions 

1. Jaime Escalante's students proved their abilities by passing the AP Calculus exam twice, 
yet their scores were initially invalidated because the results seemed "too good to be 
legitimate" for students from their neighborhood. What does this incident reveal about the 
assumptions that have limited Mexican American educational achievement? How do low 
expectations become self-fulfilling prophecies, and how can high expectations change 
outcomes? 

2. Arizona's ban on Mexican American Studies was eventually ruled unconstitutional as 
motivated by racial discrimination, but the program had already been dismantled. What 
does this controversy reveal about the contested nature of educational equity? Why might 
some have viewed curriculum centering Mexican American experiences as threatening? 

3. The chapter argues that cultural knowledge has enabled political and educational 
progress rather than obstructing it. How have Mexican American communities used 
cultural expressions—from mutualistas to Spanish-language press to corridos—as 
practical tools addressing concrete needs? What does this suggest about the relationship 
between cultural maintenance and political power? 

4. The Culture Lab asks you to document cultural knowledge in your own community. Why is 
preservation an intentional practice rather than something that happens automatically? 
What would be lost if no one made the effort to record the memories, traditions, and 
stories that exist only in living community members? 

This page titled 14.7: Assessment and Discussion Questions is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/
or curated by Melody Sowden. 
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"Page 56 of the Codex Borgia." 1898 facsimile edition, FAMSI.org. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City." National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico City. Wikimedia Commons. CC0 1.0. 

Figure 1.7: Ancient cliff dwelling near Ramah, New Mexico, photograph by Milton Conrad, 2004. Archival title: "This is an ancient 
cliff dwelling on the south side of Ramah, New Mexico." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.8: Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, photograph by John Fyfe, 1992. Archival title: "Taos Pueblo (or Pueblo de Taos) is an ancient 
pueblo belonging to a Taos-speaking (Tiwa) Native American tribe of Puebloan people." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 1.9: Map of Ancestral Puebloan settlements, by Maproom, 2015. Archival title: "Map of the extent of Ancestral Puebloan 
settlements." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 1.10: Kachina dolls, photograph by Yinan Chen, 2012. Archival title: "Historical Relics and Artwork Native American Kachina 
Dolls." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.11: Hopi kachina dolls, photograph by Wolfgang Sauber, 2008. Archival title: "Woolaroc, Oklahoma. Hopi kachina dolls." 
Woolaroc Museum, Oklahoma. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 1.12: Map of early Indigenous peoples in the American Southwest. Archival title: "Early Indian Tribes, Culture Areas, and 
Linguistic Stocks" (cropped). University of Texas Libraries. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.13: Francisco Pradilla y Ortiz, The Capitulation of Granada, 1882. Archival title: "La rendición de Granada." Senate of 
Spain, Palace of the Senate. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.14: Cantino planisphere, anonymous Portuguese cartographer, 1502. Archival title: "Cantino planisphere." Biblioteca 
Estense Universitaria, Modena, Italy. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 
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Figure 1.15: Conquista de México por Cortés (Conquest of Mexico by Cortés), unknown artist, second half of 17th century. Archival 
title: "Conquista de México por Cortés - (Conquest of Mexico by Cortés)." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.16: Aztec warriors pursue retreating Spanish conquistadors during La Noche Triste, from the Florentine Codex, Book XII, 
f.51, 1545–1590. Archival title: "Aztec Warriors pursue retreating Spanish Conquistador after The Night of Sorrows at the Siege of 
Tenochtitlan during the Spanish Conquest of Mexico." Library of Congress. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.17: The Columbian Exchange, by Mark Christensen, 2024. Archival title: "The Columbian Exchange of crop plants, 
livestock, and diseases in both directions between the Old World and the New World." Bill of Rights Institute. Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 1.18: Aztec drawing of smallpox victims, 16th century. Archival title: "16th century Aztec drawing of smallpox victims." 
Scanned from Viruses, Plagues, and History: Past, Present and Future, Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 60. Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 1.19: Title page of Hernán Cortés's second letter to Emperor Charles V, 1524. Archival title: "Praeclara Ferdinandi Cortesii 
de noua maris oceani Hyspania narratio sacratissimo." John Carter Brown Library, JCB 1-SIZE B524.C827p. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.20: Doña Marina (La Malinche), illustration from The Mastering of Mexico by Kate Stephens, 1916. Archival title: "Donna 
Marina (La Malinche), from 'The Mastering of Mexico' by Kate Stephens (1916) New York: The MacMillan Company. Illustration 
between pages 64-65." Internet Archive. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.21: Hernán Cortés and La Malinche, from the Durán Codex, by Diego Durán, 1576. Archival title: "Hernán Cortés and La 
Malinche 1576 Durán Codex." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 1.22: Cortés appoints La Malinche as his interpreter, illustration by Margaret Duncan Coxhead, 1909. Archival title: "Cortes 
appoints la Malinche as his interpreter." From Romance of History, Mexico. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 2: Colonial Rule in the Americas 

Figure 2.1: Timeline of Colonial Rule in the Americas, 1520–1700 CE. Author created, 2025. 

Figure 2.2: Page from the Codex Kingsborough, c. 1550s. Archival title: "Part of the Codex Kingsborough, an indigenous Mexican 
complaint against an abusive encomendero." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.3: Cuadro de castas (Casta painting), unknown artist, 18th century. Archival title: "Casta painting containing complete 
set of 16 casta combinations (racial classifications in Spanish colonies in the Americas)." Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.4: Colonial Class System Pyramid, by AltavozAnon, 2025. Archival title: "Colonial Class System Pyramid." Wikimedia 
Commons. CC0 1.0. 

Figure 2.5: The Meeting of Cortés and Montezuma, unknown artist, second half of 17th century. Archival title: "The Meeting of 
Cortés and Montezuma, from the Conquest of Mexico series." Library of Congress, Jay I. Kislak Collection, Rare Book and Special 
Collections Division. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.6: Francisco Tenamaztle confronts Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza during the Mixtón War, from the Codex Telleriano-
Remensis, 1541, photograph by Jaontiveros, 2009. Archival title: "Francisco Tenamaztle confronts Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza 
during the Mixtón War. Codex Telleriano Remense." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 2.7: Map of the Mixtón War, by GATbnF, 2021. Archival title: "Este mapa encapsula los principales eventos de la Guerra del 
Mixtón, muestra la extensión máxima de la rebelión (agosto 1541) y los movimientos de diferentes grupos armados en la zona." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 2.8: Loren Mozley, Pueblo Revolt 1680, 1936. WPA mural, first floor, U.S. Courthouse, Albuquerque, New Mexico. Public 
Domain. 

422

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Conquista-de-M%C3%A9xico-por-Cort%C3%A9s-Tenochtitlan-Painting.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spanish_Conquistadors_in_retreat_from_Aztec_Warriors_after_La_Noche_Triste.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BRI_Columbian_Exchange.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:BRI_Columbian_Exchange.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aztec_smallpox_victims.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hern%C3%A1n_Cort%C3%A9s_Segunda_Carta_1524_JCB.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:MOM_D093_Donna_Marina_(La_Malinche).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hern%C3%A1n_Cort%C3%A9s_and_La_Malinche_1576_Dur%C3%A1n_Codex.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:ROHM_D299_Cortes_appoints_la_malinche_as_his_interpreter.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kingsborough.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Casta_painting_all.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colonial_Class_System.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colonial_Class_System.png
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Meeting_of_Cort%C3%A9s_and_Montezuma.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Meeting_of_Cort%C3%A9s_and_Montezuma.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Tenamaztle.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sucesos_Guerra_de_la_Mixt%C3%B3n.png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Loren_Mozley_Pueblo_Revolt_1680_installed_1936_ABQ_NM.jpg


Figure 2.9: Map of early Native American tribal territories in the Southwest, 1970. From The National Atlas of the United States 
of America, Arch C. Gerlach, editor. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Dept. of the Interior, Geological Survey, 1970. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.10: Voladores de Papantla, photograph by VBlume, 2022. Archival title: "Los voladores de Paplanta son cuatro personas 
que se lanzan al vacío desde un alto mástil, sujetos con cuerdas." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 2.11: Atrial cross at San Nicolás de Tolentino, Actopan, Hidalgo, Mexico, photograph by RubeHM, 2020. Archival title: "El 
Templo y exconvento de San Nicolás de Tolentino se encuentra localizado en la ciudad de Actopan, en el municipio homónimo 
dentro del estado de Hidalgo, México." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 2.12: Otomí dancers perform the Danza de los Arrieros at the feast of El Divino Rostro, San Jerónimo Acazulco, Mexico, 
photograph by Maunus, 2009. Archival title: "Dancers from the Otomí village of San Jeronimo Acazulco, Mexico state perform the 
'Danza de los Arrieros' at the feast of the Apparition of 'El Divino Rostro' on November 8th 2009." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 
3.0. 

Figure 2.13: Page from Psalmodia christiana y sermonario de los santos del año en lengua Mexicana, by Bernardino de Sahagún, 
1583. Archival title: "Psalmodia christiana y sermonario de los santos del año en lengua Mexicana." John Carter Brown Library, 
JCB BA583.S131p. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.14: Virgin of Guadalupe advises Juan Diego, unknown artist, date unknown. Archival title: "Virgen de Guadalupe aconseja 
a San Juan Diego." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.15: Indian School, Laguna Pueblo, photograph by C.B. Waite, c. 1920. From New Mexico, the Land of the Delight Makers 
by George Wharton James, Boston: The Page Company, 1920. Internet Archive/University of California Libraries. No known 
copyright restrictions. 

Figure 2.16: Cristóbal de Villalpando, View of the Plaza Mayor of Mexico City, 1695. Archival title: "Vista de la Plaza de Armas de 
la Ciudad de México, por Cristóbal de Villalpando (1695)." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 2.17: Smallpox epidemic, from the Florentine Codex, Book XII, by Bernardino de Sahagún, 1577. Archival title: "937 - Right." 
Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, Florence. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 3: The Mexican Frontier 

Figure 3.1 Timeline of The Mexican Frontier, 1800–1840 CE. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 3.2: Map of Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca's expedition route, 1528–1536, map by Lencer, 2008. Archival title: "Expedition 
Cabeza de Vaca Karte." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 3.3: Map of the Santa Fe National Historic Trail, 2017. Archival title: "The Santa Fe National Historic Trail map shows this 
important route connecting the southwest United States: from Missouri, through Kansas, Oklahoma, Colorado, and New Mexico." 
U.S. National Park Service. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.4: Acequia Madre (Mother Ditch) in the Monte del Sol neighborhood, Santa Fe, New Mexico, photograph by Netherzone, 
2022. Archival title: "Acequia Madre (Mother Ditch) Santa Fe, New Mexico, June 2022, in the Monte del Sol neighborhood." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 3.5: Miguel Cabrera, De español e india, nace mestiza, 1763. Archival title: "De español e india, nace mestiza." Mexican 
History Museum, Monterrey. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.6: Antonio Fabrés, Portrait of Miguel Hidalgo, 1905. Archival title: "Portrait of Miguel Hidalgo." National Palace, Mexico 
City. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.7: Map of the United States, 1810–1812, published in Henry Eldridge Bourne and Elbert Jay Benton, A History of the 
United States, 1913. Archival title: "Map of the United States 1810-1812." Internet Archive. Public Domain. 
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Figure 3.8: Map of the missions of Alta California, published in Rosa V. Winterburn, The Spanish in the Southwest, 1903. Archival 
title: "Location of the Missions of Alta California." Internet Archive. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.9: Rexford Newcomb, plan view of Mission San Juan Capistrano, 1916. Archival title: "A plan view of Mission San Juan 
Capistrano prepared by architectural historian Rexford Newcomb." Scanned from The Franciscan Mission Architecture of Alta 
California (1916). Public Domain. 

Figure 3.10: Vaqueros at the Empire Ranch, Arizona, c. 1890. Archival title: "Vaqueros (Mexican cowboys) at the Empire Ranch in 
Arizona." Empire Ranch Foundation. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.11: Colorado and Red River Land Company stock certificate and map of Texas land grants, 1835. Archival title: "Texas. 
The Colorado and Red River Land Company [stock certificate]." University of Texas at Arlington Libraries Special Collections, Gift 
of Virginia Garrett. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.12: Luis Romero (left) and Ramon Ahumada (right), vaqueros in Arizona, 1890s. Archival title: "Luis Romero (left) and 
Ramon Ahumada (right), vaqueros in 1890s Arizona." Arizona Memory Project. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.13: José María Morelos, Héroe de la Independencia Mexicana, 19th century. Archival title: "José María Morelos, Héroe 
de la Independencia Mexicana." Mexican History Museum, Monterrey. Public Domain. 

Figure 3.14: Mural depicting the meeting of Hidalgo and Morelos, Museo Casa de Morelos, photograph by Fernandomate1, 2010. 
Archival title: "Murales en el Museo Casa de Morelos." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 3.15: Congress of Chilpancingo on the day of the Solemn Act of the Declaration of Independence of Northern America, 
photograph by Hpav7, 2010. Archival title: "Congress of Chilpancingo the day of the writing of Solemn Act of the Declaration of 
Independence of Northern America." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Chapter 4: The U.S.-Mexican War and Annexation 

Figure 4.1: Timeline of The U.S.-Mexican War and Annexation, 1845–1870 CE. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 4.2: N. Currier, Attack on the Castle Chapultepec, 1848. Archival title: "Attack on the Castle Chapultepec / Ataque del 
Castillo de Chapultepec." Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, cph.3b49831. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.3: Mexican-American War overview map, created by Kaidor, 2012. Archival title: "Mexican-American War Overview Map." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 4.4: Carlos Paris, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, 19th century. Archival title: "Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna (1794-1876)." 
Museum of Mexico City. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.5: N. Currier, An Available Candidate. The one qualification for a Whig president, 1848. Archival title: "An Available 
Candidate. The one qualification for a Whig president." Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, cph.3f03760. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 4.6: John Disturnell, map of Mexico, 1847. Archival title: Mapa de los Estados Unidos de Mejico (NBY 15566). Everett D. 
Graff Collection of Western Americana, Newberry Library, GR_1092. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.7: Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, exchange copy, 1848. Archival title: "Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, Exchange Copy, 
cover." National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 299809. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.8: Pío Pico, his wife María Ignacia Alvarado, and nieces Maraneto Alvarado and Trinidad de la Guerra, photograph by 
C. C. Pierce, before 1854. Archival title: "Don Pio Pico, his wife Maria Ignacia Alvarado, and two nieces, Maraneto Alvarado and 
Trinidad de la Guerra." Huntington Digital Library. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.9: President Benito Juárez, full-length photograph, c. 1860. Archival title: "President of Mexico Benito Juárez in a full-
length photograph." Instituto Nacional de Estudios Históricos de las Revoluciones de México. Public Domain. 

Figure 4.10: San Rafael, Archangel: santo de bulto, c. 1600, painted wood, New Mexico. Archival title: "San Rafael - Archangel: 
santo de bulto." Cleveland Museum of Art, Gift of Hugh Bryden McGill, 1933.403. CC0 1.0. 
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Figure 4.11: Doña Rosa Solís y Menéndez, Embroidered coverlet (Colcha), 1786, cotton embroidered with silk. Archival title: 
"Embroidered coverlet (Colcha)." Metropolitan Museum of Art, Purchase, Everfast Fabrics Inc. Gift, 1971.20. CC0 1.0. 

Chapter 5: Forging Mexican American Identity 

Figure 5.1 Timeline of Forging Mexican American Identity, 1850–1895 CE. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 5.2: The Gallegos House, Santa Fe, New Mexico, originally built 1857–1862, photograph by Laurianne.fiorentino, 2018. 
Archival title: "This restored and remodeled house was originally built between 1857 and 1862 by Jose Manuel Gallegos." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 5.3: Catholic church in El Cerrito, San Miguel County, New Mexico, photograph by Irving Rusinow, April 1941. Archival title: 
"El Cerrito, San Miguel County, New Mexico. El Cerrito is of course a Catholic village, and the chur . . ." National Archives and 
Records Administration, NAID 521216. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.4: Preparing for Día de los Muertos dance and blessings at Mission San José, San Antonio Missions National 
Historical Park, Bexar County, Texas, NPS Photo, 2021. Archival title: "Preparing.JPG." National Park Service, NPGallery, 
78802fda-3159-484c-864b-d6d737f378ed. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.5: Blessing of the Animals at the Fiesta de San Gabriel, San Gabriel Mission, California, photograph by Los Angeles 
Times Photographic Archive, 1960. Archival title: "Blessing of the Animals at four-day Fiesta de San Gabriel at the San Gabriel 
Mission. Patricia carries her mynah bird, and Joe, his pet turtle. 1960-08-24." UCLA Library Special Collections. CC BY 2.0. 

Figure 5.6: Doña Angustias de la Guerra (1815–1890), photograph by Dames & Williams, c. 1885. Archival title: "Maria de las 
Angustias Josefa Antonia Bernabe or Doña Angustias de la Guerra (1815-1890), daughter of José de la Guerra y Noriega." 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.7: Botiller v. Dominguez, 130 U.S. 238 (1889). United States Reports, vol. 130. Library of Congress. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.8: Group on the plaza, Mesilla, New Mexico, 1890s. Archival title: "Group on plaza, Mesilla, New Mexico, 1890s." Palace 
of the Governors Photo Archives, New Mexico History Museum/DCA, Neg. #014578. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.9: First edition of El Clamor Público, Los Angeles, California, June 19, 1855. Archival title: "El clamor público (Los Angeles, 
Calif.), June 19, 1855." Chronicling America, Library of Congress, sn93052786. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.10: Literary review column, "Sopla que quema: estravagancias poeticas de don Manuel Lopez de Azcutia," El Clamor 
Público (Los Angeles, California), June 21, 1856. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 5.11: María Amparo Ruiz de Burton (1832–1895), photograph by unknown, before 1895. Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 5.12: Title page, Who Would Have Thought It? by María Ruiz de Burton, first edition, Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott, 1872. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 6: Cross-Border Politics 

Figure 6.1 Timeline of Cross-Border Politics, 1876–1922 CE. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 6.2: Front page, El Fronterizo, Tucson, Arizona, March 30, 1894. Chronicling America, Library of Congress. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.3: Sociedad Benito Juárez hall, Brownsville, Texas, photograph by Arthur Rothstein, February 1942. Archival title: 
"Brownsville, Texas. Sociedad Benito Juarez. Mexican section." Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information 
Photograph Collection, Library of Congress. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.4 First page of In re Rodríguez, 81 F. 337, U.S. District Court for the Western District of Texas, May 3, 1897. University of 
North Texas Libraries Digital Library, Government Documents Department. Public Domain. 
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Figure 6.5: U.S. President William Taft and Mexican President Porfirio Díaz at the Ciudad Juárez Customs House, photograph by 
Fred J. Feldman, October 10, 1909. Archival title: "U.S. President William Taft and Mexican President Porfirio Díaz, posed in the 
Ciudad Juarez Customs House with Captain Archibald Butt (left) and Colonel Pablos Escandon (right)." Library of Congress. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 6.6: Partido Liberal Mexicano promotional button, published in Regeneración, Tomo IV, No. 66, Los Angeles, California, 
December 2, 1911. Archival title: "Botón promocinal del Partido Liberal Mexicano." Partido Liberal Mexicano. Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 6.7: Front page, Regeneración, Los Angeles, California, June 13, 1914. Archival title: "Portada del periódico Regeneración, 
editado por los hermanos Flores Magón, junio de 1914." Unknown author. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.8: Juan Sarabia, Ricardo Flores Magón, Librado Rivera, and Antonio I. Villarreal, postcard, 1907. Archival title: "Postcard 
in Latvian of Mexican revolutionaries Juan Sarabia, Ricardo Flores Magón, Librado Rivera y Antonio I. Villareal." Anonymous. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.9: Sara Estela Ramírez, photograph, ca. 1900–1910. Handbook of Texas Online, Texas State Historical Association. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 6.10: Charles Lewis "Bart" Bartholomew, In Case of an Emergency, Minneapolis Journal, September 25, 1911. Archival title: 
"In Case Of an Emergency." Hennepin County Library, via Digital Public Library of America. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.11: Mexican federal soldiers at a firing line on Calle Independencia, Veracruz, photograph by Hadsell, April 21, 1914. 
Archival title: "Federal Mexican firing line corner - calle Independencia at Hotel Diligencias, first day Apr. 21." DeGolyer Library, 
Southern Methodist University. Public Domain. 

Figure 6.12: Cabinet card identifying Gregorio Cortez, Texas State Library, photograph by Chr66, 2020. Archival title: "A Cabinet 
Card Description of Gregorio Cortez found in Texas State Library." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

 

Chapter 7: Revolution and Migration 

Figure 7.1 Timeline of Revolution and Migration, 1900–1930 CE. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 7.2: Collage of scenes from the Mexican Revolution, including the Ten Tragic Days, derivative work by r@ge, 1910–1913. 
Archival title: Collage revolución mexicana. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 7.3: Pancho Villa and his followers, 1910s. Archival title: Pancho and his followers. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.4: General Manuel Asúnsolo surrendering the city of Cuernavaca to General Emiliano Zapata, accompanied by 
revolutionary leader Abraham Martínez, April 1911. Archival title: Emiliano Zapata en la ciudad de Cuernavaca. Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.5: Staff and contributors of the opposition magazine El Hijo del Ahuizote protesting at their offices, Mexico City, 1903. 
Archival title: La Constitucion ha muerto 1903. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.6: Carmen Parra de Alanís, woman fighter in the Maderista army during the Mexican Revolution, March 11, 1911. Archival 
title: Carmen Parra de Alanís. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.7: Amado de la Cueva and David Alfaro Siqueiros, Ideales agrarios y laboristas de la Revolución (Agrarian and Labor 
Ideals of the Revolution), c. 1924–1926. Archival title: Ideales agrarios y laboristas de la Revolución. Wikimedia Commons. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 7.8: History of immigration to the United States, 1660–2009, created by Masaqui, January 26, 2013. Archival title: US 
immigration 1660 to 2009 EN. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 7.9: Odessa, Texas, photograph by Jack Nolan, c. 1920s. Archival title: "Odessa, Texas." DeGolyer Library, Southern 
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Methodist University. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.10: U.S. border guards checking entering Mexicans, photograph by Philipp Kester, May 1920s. Archival title: U.S. border 
guards check entering Mexicans. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.11: Original page of Article 123 of the Political Constitution of the United Mexican States, 1917, photographed by Hpav7. 
Archival title: Pagina Original del Articulo 123 de la Constitucion de 1917. Archivo General de la Nación. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.12: Map of the Atchison railroad system across the United States, from John E. Oldham and Investment Bankers 
Association of America, A Plan for Railroad Consolidations, Including a Discussion of Their Purpose and Practicability, 1921. 
Archival title: "A plan for railroad consolidations, including a discussion of their purpose and practicability." Internet Archive. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 7.13: Original Our Lady of Guadalupe Catholic Church building, Queen Creek, Arizona, photograph by Beyond My Ken, July 
2, 2021. Archival title: 2021 Our Lady of Guadalupe Church from east. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 7.14: Jovita Idár, c. 1905. Archival title: Jovita Idár portrait, c. 1905. General Photograph Collection, UTSA Libraries Special 
Collections. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.15: Jovita Idár, second from right, with members of La Cruz Blanca, January 1, 1914. Archival title: Jovita Idár, second 
from right in 1914. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 7.16: Leonor Villegas de Magnon and Jovita Idár treating a person wounded during the Mexican Revolution, March 17, 1913. 
Archival title: "Leonor Villegas de Magnon and Jovita Idár." 084-0597. General Photograph Collection, UTSA Special Collections. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 7.17: Reverse of the 2023 Jovita Idár American Women Quarter, designed by John P. McGraw, 2022. Archival title: "2023 
Jovita Idar Womens Quarter." United States Mint. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 8: Building Community 

Figure 8.1 Building Community, 1900–1930. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 8.2: Shopping in El Segundo Barrio, just south of Paisano Street, El Paso, Texas, photograph by Susan Barnum, May 9, 
2017. Archival title: Shopping in El Segundo Barrio. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 8.3: Community garden in a barrio neighborhood, photograph by Jim Henderson, November 6, 2024. Archival title: El 
Barrio Garden of Angels 2024 jeh. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 8.4 Congregation gathered for Mass at the Arroyo Hondo church, Taos County, New Mexico, photograph by Irving Rusinow, 
December 1941. Archival title: "Taos County, New Mexico. Mass at the Arroyo Hondo church." National Archives and Records 
Administration, NWDS-83-G-41695. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.5: Interior of a pharmacy, November 10, 1947. Archival title: Interior de farmacia en los años 40. Acofarma. Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 8.6: First grade class at Sam Rosen School, Fort Worth, Texas, 1914. Archival title: "Sam Rosen School, 1st grade." UTA 
Libraries Digital Gallery. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.7: Crowd watching traditional Spanish American dances at a fiesta, Taos, New Mexico, photograph by Russell Lee, July 
1940. Archival title: "Taos, New Mexico. July, 1940. Fiesta." Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Farm Security 
Administration/Office of War Information Collection. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.8: Women and children in an eating area at a Pixley Cotton Strike camp, Tulare County, California, 1933. Archival title: 
1933 Pixely Cotton Strike. San Joaquin Valley Library System Digital Collections. Public Domain. 

427

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Title-_Odessa,_Texas_(7872690844).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U.S._border_guards_check_entering_Mexicans.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pagina_Original_del_Articulo_123_de_la_Constitucion_de_1917.png
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A_plan_for_railroad_consolidations,_including_a_discussion_of_their_purpose_and_practicability_(1921)_(14572542387).jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2021_Old_Our_Lady_of_Guadalupe_Church_from_east.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jovita_Id%C3%A1r_portrait,_c._1905.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jovita_Id%C3%A1r_portrait,_c._1905.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jovita_Id%C3%A1r,_second_from_right_in_1914.jpg
https://digital.utsa.edu/digital/collection/p9020coll008/id/12484/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2023_Jovita_Idar_Womens_Quarter.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shopping_in_El_Segundo_Barrio.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:El_Barrio_Garden_of_Angels_2024_jeh.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Taos_County,_New_Mexico._Mass_at_the_Arroyo_Hondo_church_-_NARA_-_521918.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Interior_de_farmacia_en_los_a%C3%B1os_40.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Interior_de_farmacia_en_los_a%C3%B1os_40.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sam_Rosen_School_(20102130).jpg
https://www.loc.gov/item/2004677736/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2004677736/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:1933_Pixely_Cotton_Strike.png


Figure 8.9: Front page of La Opinión, Los Angeles, California, September 18, 1926. Archival title: "La opinión (Los Angeles, Calif.), 
September 18, 1926." Library of Congress, Chronicling America. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.10: José Guadalupe Posada, cover of Una corrida de toros o el amor de Luisa, published by Antonio Vanegas Arroyo, c. 
1890–1913. Archival title: "Una corrida de toros o el amor de Luisa." Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division, Popular 
Graphic Arts Collection, ppmsc.03361. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.11: Pedro J. González and attorney Anna Zacsek in a courtroom, Los Angeles, August 16, 1935. Archival title: Pedro J. 
Gonzalez and attorney Anna Zacsek in a courtroom, Los Angeles, 1935. Los Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA Library 
Special Collections. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 8.12: Spanish American musicians performing at a fiesta, Taos, New Mexico, photograph by Russell Lee, July 1940. 
Archival title: Spanish American musicians performing at a fiesta, Taos, New Mexico. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division, Farm Security Administration/Office of War Information Collection. Public Domain. 

Figure 8.13: Chili stands at Haymarket Plaza, San Antonio, Texas, photograph by Jack Specht, January 25, 1933. Archival title: 
"Chili stands, Haymarket Plaza, San Antonio, Texas, 1933." Identifier: L-1433-E. San Antonio Light Photograph Collection, MS 359, 
UTSA Libraries Special Collections. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 9: The Great Depression and Repatriation 

Figure 9.1: The Great Depression and Repatriation, 1929–1945. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 9.2: Migrant family's belongings loaded on a flatbed truck, San Joaquin Valley, California, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 
1935. Archival title: "To harvest the crops of California thousands of families live literally on wheels, San Joaquin Valley." Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. Public Domain. 

Figure 9.3: Mexican migrant workers traveling to harvest peas, near Bakersfield, California, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 
November 1936. Archival title: "Mexicans bound for the Imperial Valley to harvest peas. Near Bakersfield, California." Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. Public Domain. 

Figure 9.4: Mexican girls bunching broccoli at John Jacob's farm, Maricopa County, Arizona, January 1942. Archival title: 
"Maricopa County, Arizona. Mexican girls bunching broccoli; they earn about $2.50 a day. John Jacob's farm." National Archives 
and Records Administration, NAID 512797. Public Domain. 

Figure 9.5: Relatives and friends wave goodbye to a train carrying approximately 1,500 people being expelled from Los Angeles 
to Mexico, August 20, 1931. Archival title: "Relatives and friends wave goodbye to a train carrying 1,500 persons being expelled 
from Los Angeles back to Mexico on August 20, 1931." NY Daily News Archive/Getty Images. Public Domain. 

Figure 9.6: People of Mexican descent at a Los Angeles train station awaiting deportation, 1932. Archival title: "Hundreds of 
Mexicans at a Los Angeles train station awaiting deportation." Los Angeles Herald Examiner/Los Angeles Public Library. Public 
Domain. 

Figure 9.7: Community meeting at the El Rio Farm Security Administration camp for Mexican migrant workers, El Rio, California, 
photograph by Robert Hemmig, 1940. Archival title: "Three men and two women seated behind a table with a microphone in front 
of it." American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, Charles L. Todd and Robert Sonkin Migrant Worker Collection (AFC 1985/
001). Public Domain. 

Figure 9.8: Telegram from the Yuma County Water Users Association to Earl G. Harrison, Commissioner of Immigration and 
Naturalization, requesting permission to employ Mexican workers for wartime harvests, April 23, 1943. Archival title: "Telegram 
from Yuma County Water Users Association to Earl G. Harrison Regarding the Shortage of Agricultural Labor." National Archives 
and Records Administration, NAID 7459462. Public Domain. 

Figure 9.9: The first braceros arriving in Los Angeles by train, photograph by Dorothea Lange, 1942. Archival title: "The first 
Braceros arriving in Los Angeles by train in 1942." Oakland Museum of California. Public Domain. 
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Figure 9.10: Los Angeles Times article and photograph reporting on falsification allegations in bracero job records, Imperial 
Valley, California, January 25, 1963. Archival title: "'Inquiry Widens on Job Records of Braceros/Books of More Growers in Imperial 
Valley Scrutinized on Falsification Allegations' from Los Angeles Times (text and photograph)." National Archives and Records 
Administration, NAID 296742. Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 10: World War II and the Zoot Suit Generation 

Figure 10.1 World War II and the Zoot Suit Generation, 1941–1949. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 10.2: Vultee Vengeance aircraft on the assembly line at Vultee Aircraft Co., Inc., Downey, California, c. 1942–1945. Archival 
title: "Vultee Aircraft Co, Inc., Downey, California, Vultee 'Vengeance' assembly line." U.S. Air Force. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.3: Rita Rodriguey working at Consolidated Aircraft Corporation, Fort Worth, Texas, photograph by Howard R. Hollem, 
October 1942. Archival title: "Rita Rodriguey." Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, Farm Security Administration/
Office of War Information Collection, LC-USW36-37. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.4: A man in a zoot suit inspected upon arrest by Los Angeles police, photograph by John T. Burns, June 7, 1943. Archival 
title: "A man in a zoot suit is inspected upon arrest by LAPD on June 7, 1943." Associated Press. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.5: Three men wearing variations of the zoot suit, photograph by Ollie Atkins, 1946. Archival title: "Three men sporting 
variations on the zoot suit." National Archives, Richard Nixon Library and Museum. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.6: Frank H. Tellez, 22, wearing a zoot suit and pancake hat in a Los Angeles County jail, photograph by John T. Burns, 
June 9, 1943. Archival title: "Frank H. Tellez, 22, who is held on a vagrancy charge, models a zoot suit and pancake hat in a Los 
Angeles County jail on June 9, 1943." Associated Press. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.7: Dora Barrios, Frances Silva, and Lorena Encinas awaiting trial, Los Angeles, June 1943. Archival title: "Dora Barrios, 
Frances Silva, and Lorena Encinas, dressed in prison attire, await trial." Herald Examiner Collection/Los Angeles Public Library. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.8: Victims of the Zoot Suit Riots, Los Angeles, photograph by Harold P. Matosian, June 1943. Archival title: "Victims of 
the Zoot Suit Riots, where groups of servicemen scoured the streets in Los Angeles looking for and attacking individuals wearing 
zoot suits (June, 1943)." Associated Press. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.9: Luis Valdez with artistic director Gordon Davidson and the cast of Zoot Suit at the Mark Taper Forum, Los Angeles, 
photograph by Tony Barnard, August 13, 1978. Archival title: "Luis Valdez, left, with the artistic director of the Mark Taper Forum 
Gordon Davidson and the cast of Valdez's Zoot Suit." Los Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA Library. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 10.10: The "Fighting Medinas" of Rio Grande, Puerto Rico, and Brooklyn, New York, World War II, c. 1941–1945. Archival 
title: "The 'Fighting Medinas' of Rio Grande, Puerto Rico and Brooklyn, New York in World War II." Stars and Stripes, courtesy of 
Latino Advocates for Education, Inc., from Undaunted Courage: Mexican American Patriots of World War II (2005). Wikimedia 
Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.11: Mexican American servicemen, c. 1941–1944. Archival title: "Mexican American servicemen in WWII." United States 
Army Center of Military History. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.12: Staff Sergeant Lucian Adams, Medal of Honor recipient, 1945. Archival title: "Medal of Honor recipient Lucian 
Adams." U.S. Army. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.13: Dr. Héctor P. García standing in front of the American GI Forum banner, c. 1950. Archival title: "Dr. Héctor P. García 
standing in front of the American GI Forum banner, early 1950s." American GI Forum/Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.14: Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944 (G.I. Bill of Rights), June 22, 1944. Archival title: "Act of June 22, 1944 
[Servicemen's Readjustment Act [G.I. Bill of Rights]]." National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 299854. Public 
Domain. 
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Figure 10.15: Portrait of Vicente Ximenes, photograph by Michelle Kells, March 12, 2014. Archival title: "Portrait of Vicente 
Ximenes." Wikimedia Commons. CC0 1.0. 

Figure 10.16: Guy Gabaldon, c. 1944. Archival title: "Hell is Upon Us: D-Day in the Pacific-Saipan to Guam, June-August 1944," 
reproduced in Victor Brooks, Hell is Upon Us (Da Capo Press), p. 284. U.S. Marine Corps. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 10.17: Guy Gabaldon (right) with Japanese prisoners at the Saipan stockade, 1944. Archival title: "Guy Gabaldon (right) 
poses in a group that includes Japanese prisoners in 1944." U.S. Marine Corps. Wikimedia Commons.  Public Domain. 

Figure 10.18: Guy Gabaldon, Navy Cross recipient, speaking at a Pentagon ceremony honoring Hispanic World War II veterans, 
photograph by Sgt. Adam R. Mancini, September 15, 2004. Archival title: "Guy Gabaldon, WWII Navy Cross recipient." 
DefenseLINK News/U.S. Army. Wikimedia Commons.  Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 11: Rise of the Chicano Movement 

Figure 11.1 The Rise of the Chicano Movement, 1964–1976. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 11.2: Chicano Power march, c. 1970s. Archival title: "Cultural Heritage Center 'Fiesta de las Rosas.'" San José Public Library. 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 2.0. 

Figure 11.3: Chicano Movement rally, c. mid-1960s. Archival title: "Cultural Heritage Center historical image." San José Public 
Library. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 2.0. 

Figure 11.4: League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) seal, founded 1929. Archival title: "LULAC-Seal-2010." LULAC. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.5: Mexican Migrant Labor in Arizona: In Unity There Is Strength / La Unión Hace la Fuerza, poster design by William 
Jeffrey Hartter, 1976. Archival title: "Mexican migrant labor in Arizona in unity there is strength : la union hace la fuerza / poster 
design by Wm. Jeffrey Hartter." Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division, cph.3f03683. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.6: José Angel Gutiérrez as Zavala County Judge, September 5, 1976. Archival title: "Zavala County Judge Jose Angel 
Gutierrez." newspapers.com. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.7: Advertisement for the Chicano Youth Liberation Conference, hosted by the Crusade for Justice, Denver, Colorado. 
El Gallo, Vol. 2, No. 3, January 1, 1969, p. 8. Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas Libraries/Reveal 
Digital. No Copyright - United States. 

Figure 11.8: Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales and Reies Tijerina leading a march to a La Raza Unida conference in El Paso, Spring 1968. 
Archival title: "Two of the most forceful personalities in the militant Mexican American movement lead a march to a La Raza Unida 
conference in El Paso." United States Commission on Civil Rights. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.9: Youth from the Florencia barrio of South Central Los Angeles arriving at Belvedere Park for La Marcha Por La Justicia, 
photograph by Luis C. Garza, January 31, 1971. Archival title: "Youth from the Florencia barrio of South Central Los Angeles arrive at 
Belvedere Park for La Marcha Por La Justicia, on January 31, 1971." UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center. Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 11.10: Ruth Robinson, founding co-editor of La Raza, with Margarita Sanchez at the Belmont High School walkout, Los 
Angeles, 1968. Archival title: "Founding co-editor of La Raza Ruth Robinson (right) with Margarita Sanchez at the Belmont High 
School walkout, part of a series of 1968 student protests for education reform in LA." Los Angeles Herald Examiner Photograph 
Collection/Los Angeles Public Library. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.11: Please, Don't Bury Me Alive! / ¡Por Favor, No Me Entierren Vivo!, poster designed by Jesús María "Chista" Cantú, 
1976. Archival title: "Poster for the 1976 American film Please, Don't Bury Me Alive!" UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center. 
Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.12: Sections of the Great Wall of Los Angeles depicting the Zoot Suit Riots, Luisa Moreno, and the Bracero Program, 
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photograph by Urban Bamboo, July 15, 2012. Archival title: "Great Wall of Los Angeles." Flickr. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0. 

Figure 11.13: Rodolfo "Corky" Gonzales addressing 400 spectators at Las Vegas Plaza Park, June 17, 1973. Archival title: "Rodolfo 
'Corky' Gonzales addresses 400 spectators at the Las Vegas Plaza Park." newspapers.com. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 11.14: Carlos Santana performing on the Inner Secrets tour, Leiden, Netherlands, photograph by Chris Hakkens, 1978. 
Archival title: "Carlos Santana 2 Carlos Santana: The inner secrets tour 1978 Groenenoordhallen Leiden The Netherlands." 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 2.0. 

Figure 11.15: Murals depicting Chicano history on the freeway pillars at Chicano Park, Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, 
photograph by Leirboo00, October 29, 2024. Archival title: "Murals of Chicano history that decorate the freeway that overpasses 
Chicano park." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 11.16: Mural on a freeway pillar at Chicano Park, Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, photograph by Cade Mullox, 
September 12, 2024. Archival title: "Symbolic Mural CP." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 11.17: Mural depicting Emiliano Zapata at Chicano Park, Barrio Logan, San Diego, California, photograph by Rpotance, 
August 11, 2012. Archival title: "Zapata mural at Chicano Park." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

 

Chapter 12: Labor and La Causa 

Figure 12.1 Labor and La Causa, 1946–1975. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 12.2: President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Immigration and Nationality Act at Liberty Island, New York, photograph 
by Yoichi Okamoto, October 3, 1965. Archival title: "President Lyndon B. Johnson Signing of the Immigration Act of 1965." LBJ 
Library. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.3: Jugo Olivas and his wife crossing the border at Calexico, California, photograph by Charles O'Rear, April 1974. 
Archival title: "Mexican Green Card Farmworker, Jugo Olivas, and His Wife Cross Border at Calexico to Shop in American Stores. 
His Green Card Permits Olivas to Work on Farms in the United States." National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 
549090. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.4: Martha Medrano, Esquiel Lovato, Larry Aragon, Antonio Martinez, and Larry Lovato protesting police arrests 
outside La Casa Del Barrio, Denver, Colorado, July 31, 1972. Archival title: Chicano spokesmen give complaints of police action 
surrounding arrests.jpg. Denver Public Library Digital Collections. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.5: Page from El Malcriado ("The Voice of the Farm Worker") featuring the editorial "The Shame of Arvin," 1965. Archival 
title: "The Shame of Arvin." UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.6: Campaign leaflet for Pancho Medrano's election to Sergeant-at-Arms, UAW Local 645, date unknown. Archival title: 
Pancho Medrano campaign leaflets, Sergeant at Arms for UAW Local 645 (10019441). UTA Libraries Digital Gallery, Pancho 
Medrano Papers. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.7: Pancho Medrano (left) and César Chávez, Rio Grande City, Texas, date unknown. Archival title: Pancho Medrano (left) 
and Cesar Chavez, Rio Grande City, Texas (10010577).jpg. UTA Libraries Digital Gallery, Pancho Medrano Papers. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 12.8: Tex-Son striker Helen Martinez and her four children with picket signs, San Antonio, Texas, c. 1959. Archival title: 
"Helen Martinez and her four children with picket signs, San Antonio, Texas." George and Latane Lambert Papers, University of 
Texas at Arlington Libraries, Special Collections. CC BY-NC 4.0. 

Figure 12.9: Walter Reuther, César Chávez, and Larry Itliong marching in Delano, California, 1965. Archival title: "Walter Reuther, 
Leader Of 14 Million Workers, Marches Down A Street In Delano With Cesar Chavez, Director Of The Nation-Al Farm Workers 
Association, And Larry Itlong, Leader Of The AWOC." UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.10: Page from El Malcriado ("The Voice of the Farm Worker") reporting on the arrest of strikers for shouting "Huelga," 
1965. Archival title: "The Day They Took Them to Jail for Shouting 'Huelga'." UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Wikimedia Commons. 
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Public Domain. 

Figure 12.11: Actor Steve Allen speaking to reporters while joining grape boycott picketers outside an Encino market, photograph 
by Los Angeles Times, December 22, 1965. Archival title: Steve Allen with grape boycott pickets. Los Angeles Times Photographic 
Collection, UCLA Library. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 12.12: "The Farm Worker Mass," page from El Malcriado ("The Voice of the Farm Worker"), No. 23, 1965. Archival title: "El 
Malciado 1965. No23 'The Farm Worker Mass' (page 1 crop)." UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.13: César Chávez (center) marching with United Farm Workers members, Redondo Beach, California, photograph by 
John Malmin, July 9, 1975. Archival title: Cesar Chavez on march from Mexican border to Sacramento with UFW workers.jpg. Los 
Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA Library. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 12.14: Raoul A. Cortez and KCOR staff, San Antonio, Texas, c. late 1940s, photograph uploaded by RJCMedia, 2023. 
Archival title: Raoul A. Cortez and KCOR staff late 1940. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 12.15: Dolores Huerta holding a "Huelga" sign during the Delano grape strike, September 24, 1965. Archival title: "Dolores 
Huerta holding a Huelga (strike) sign El Malcriado, No. 21." UFW Archives, UCSD Libraries. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 12.16: Protesters at the Wisconsin Capitol Rally carrying a Voces de la Frontera sign reading "Worker Rights: ¡Sí Se Puede!," 
photograph by Susan Ruggles, February 19, 2011. Archival title: "Protest 0051." Flickr. Wikimedia Commons.  CC BY 2.0. 

Figure 12.17: Dolores Huerta and Andrew Young at the Summit on Race in America, LBJ Presidential Library, Austin, Texas, 
photograph by Jay Godwin, April 8, 2019. Archival title: DIG14484jjg-003 (40602661273). LBJ Library. Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain. 

 

Chapter 13: New Migrations and Mainstreaming 

Figure 13.1: New Migrations and Mainstreaming, 1965–1995. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 13.2: Map of Hispanic or Latino population as a percent of total population by county, by 2010. Archival title: "Hispanic or 
Latino Population as a Percent of Total Population by County: 2010." U.S. Census Bureau. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 13.3: Trinidad Gutierrez and Molly Alcanto working at the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad roundhouse, San 
Bernardino, California, 1944. Archival title: "San Bernardino, California. Women 'suppliers' who work at the Atchison, Topeka, and 
Santa Fe Railroad roundhouse. Their job is replacing lamps and oil cans on incoming locomotives. Left to right: Trinidad Gutierrez 
and Molly Alcanto." Library of Congress, FSA/OWI Collection. Public Domain. 

Figure 13.4: Headquarters of the Latino Chamber of Commerce, Pueblo, Colorado, photograph by Carol M. Highsmith, 2015. 
Archival title: "Headquarters building of the Latino Chamber of Commerce in Pueblo, Colorado." Library of Congress, Carol M. 
Highsmith Archive, Prints and Photographs Division. Wikimedia Commons. No known restrictions. 

Figure 13.5: Henry Cisneros, Mayor of San Antonio, undated publicity photograph. Archival title: "Current 2009-12-21 publicity 
photo of Henry Cisneros." CityView. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 13.6: Gloria Molina celebrating with supporters on election night, Los Angeles, photograph by Patrick Downs, February 4, 
1987. Archival title: "Gloria Molina dancing with supporters Tuesday evening." Los Angeles Times Photographic Collection, UCLA 
Library. Wikimedia Commons.  CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 13.7: Text of Proposed Law, California Proposition 63, 1986. Archival title: Voter Information Guide for 1986, General 
Election. California Secretary of State. Public Domain. 

Figure 13.8: March against Proposition 187, Fresno, California, photograph by David Prasad, 1994. Archival title: "A roll of film 
from 1994 - previously scanned and posted here, but with some of the images missing." Flickr. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 
2.0. 
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Figure 13.9: Traditional artist Herminia Albarrán Romero with an altar, photograph by Tom Pich, 2005. Archival title: "Photograph 
of 2005 National Heritage Fellowship winner Herminia Albarrán Romero." National Endowment for the Arts. Wikimedia Commons. 
Public Domain. 

Figure 13.10: Senator Bob Dole meeting actor Edward James Olmos, 1992. Archival title: "Senator Bob Dole and others meeting 
actor Edward James Olmos." Library of Congress. Public Domain. 

Figure 13.11: Sandra Cisneros at the Library of Congress National Book Festival, photograph by Shawn Miller, 2024. Archival title: 
"Sandra Cisneros celebrates the 40th anniversary of 'The House on Mango Street' with NPR’s Rachel Martin at the 2024 Library 
of Congress National Book Festival." Library of Congress. CC0 1.0. 

Figure 13.12: Members of the band Los Lobos performing at the White House, photograph by The Official White House 
Photostream, 2009. Archival title: "Chicano rock band Los Lobos performs during the 'In Performance at the White House: Fiesta 
Latina' concert." Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 13.13: Self-Help Graphics & Art building, East Los Angeles, photograph by Rockero, 2006. Archival title: "Self-Help 
Graphics & Art building, East Los Angeles." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 3.0. 

Figure 13.14: Selena Quintanilla statue, Corpus Christi, Texas, photograph by Granger Meador, 2015. Archival title: "Selena Statue." 
Flickr. CC BY-NC-SA 2.0. 

Figure 13.15: Selena Quintanilla on stage during a concert, 1993, photograph by hellboy_93. Archival title: "Selena." Flickr. CC 
BY-ND 2.0. 

Figure 13.16: Selena Quintanilla performing live in concert, 1994, photograph by hellboy_93. Archival title: "Selena." Flickr. CC 
BY-ND 2.0. 

Figure 13.17: Mural depicting Selena Quintanilla in Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco, photograph by Another Believer, 2023. Archival title: 
"Puerto Vallarta, Jalisco." Wikimedia Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

 

Chapter 14: Chicano Identity Today 

Figure 14.1: Chicano Identity Today, 1974–2017. Author Created, 2025. 

Figure 14.2: Number of Hispanic College Students, by Type of College Enrollment, 1996 to 2016. From "School Enrollment of the 
Hispanic Population: Two Decades of Growth," by Kurt Bauman. U.S. Census Bureau. Public Domain. 

Figure 14.3: Jaime Escalante, Garfield High School math teacher, circa 1980. Los Angeles Times Photographic Collection. UCLA 
Library. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 4.0. 

Figure 14.4: Professor Lee Bebout discusses Chicano identity, 2015. ASU Department of English. Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 
2.0. 

Figure 14.5: School board meeting with community audience, Eitan Arom, 2010. Archival title: "BHUSD Board Meeting on Permits 
1" Eitan Arom. Wikimedia Commons. Public Domain. 

Figure 14.6: Spanish language voting sticker, sarachicad, 2012. Archival title: "i voted sticker in spanish = yo voté" Flickr. 
Wikimedia Commons. CC BY 2.0. 

Figure 14.7: Bilingual voting signage at a polling place precinct, Lorie Shaull, 2016. Archival title: "Election Day: Vote Here, Vote 
Aquí" Flickr. Wikimedia Commons.  CC BY-SA 2.0. 

Figure 14.8: Murals at Chicano Park, San Diego, Cade Mullox, 2024. Archival title: "A mural decorating the freeway" Wikimedia 
Commons. CC BY-SA 4.0. 

Figure 14.9: Protesters demonstrating in support of Mexican American Studies, Arizona Community Press, 2011. Archival title: 
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