Resources on Mexican Americans’ Experiences

During the Great Depression

During the first quarter of the century the Mexicano had been needed as a laborer.  Many historians believe that the Southwest would have reverted to a desert without the Mexican.  He had reduced the cost of labor for agribusiness, working at stoop labor which few Anglo-Americans, even the poorest, would perform.  The 1930’s, however, brought hungry hordes of Arkansans and Oklahomans to the southwest, displacing the Mexicans in the farm and in the city.  Many Mexicanos were forced to go on relief.

—from A Mexican American Chronicle
In the 1930’s, to ease the strain on United States resources, the federal government sent back to Mexico tens of thousands of Mexican Americans who were on relief.  Sometimes whole families were herded aboard cattle cars and transported south of the border.  Many of these people had actually been born in the United States and were United States citizens.  Many of the men had served in the armed forces during World War I.  But such considerations were overlooked in carrying out the policy of deportation.  Mexican Americans were encouraged, even “helped,” to leave the United States.

—from The Mexican American
The economic crisis and intensified class struggle of the 1930’s resulted in the deportation of hundreds of thousands of Mexican workers from the U.S.  As unemployment in the southwest soared—worsened by the migration of over a million people into California from other parts of the United States between 1930 and 1940—as urban Mexican communities in such cities as Los Angeles began to rebel against their oppression, and as farm labor strikes flared up throughout California, the steel net of the border “gestapo” swept through the Mexican barrios.  In California, in particular, the militancy of the Mexican workers—many of whom were active trade unionists and members of the Communist Party—met fierce repression.  More than 75,000 Mexicans were deported from Los Angeles alone in 1931.

—from Beyond the Border: Mexico and the U.S. Today
It will be necessary for the County of Los Angeles to furnish transportation for these people in order to move them out.  I therefore respectfully request that the sum of $6,000.00 be authorized to be expended in this manner, thus ridding ourselves of a large number of Mexicans who have been or are in danger of becoming dependent upon the County.

—Los Angeles County Clerk to the Board of Supervisors, 2-10-31

As a result of the depression, by early 1930 a change had begun to take place in the Anglo-American stereotype of Mexicans, at least in the Southwest.  Many Anglos in the Southwest considered Mexican as a foreign, short-term laborer, who had no rights to welfare benefits.  They thought the answer was ridiculously simple: send Mexicans back to Mexico.  Many repatriated Mexicans had been living in the United States for decades and had children who were United States citizens by birth, who therefore could not be legally deported.  The surprising aspect of repatriation is that very few Americans spoke out in defense of the constitutional rights of their fellow citizens, and a majority condoned these repatriation programs.

—from The Chicanos: A History of Mexican Americans
