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The Anericanization of the [ Mexi can] wonmen is as
i nportant a part as that of the nen. They are harder
to reach but are nore easily educated. They can
realize in a nonent that they are getting the best end
of the bargain by the change in relationships between
men and wonen which takes place under the new Aneri can

order. . ."Q after the wonen" should become a sl ogan
anong Anericani zation workers, for after all t he
greatest good is to be obtained by starting the hone
off right. The children of these foreigners are the
advant ages to Anerica, not the naturalized foreigners.
These are never 100% Aneri cans, but the second
generation nay be. "G after the wonen" and you may

save the second generation for Aneri ca.

---Alfred MWhite, Ameri cani zati on teacher of Mexi can
grls, 19231

One reaction to Mexican inmmgration to the United States in
the early twentieth century was the establishment of prograns
aimed at Mexi can wonen explicitly for the purpose of changing
their cultural values. Anericanization prograns, directed toward
Mexi can inmm grants during one of the periods of massive nmovenent
across the border, are an inportant contrast to the debates in
Congress and anpbng the Anerican public on the utility of
unrestricted Mexican immgration. These prograns attenpted to
transform the values of the Mexican inmm grant after arrival, and
encouraged them to conformto the Anerican industrial order in a
prescri bed manner. O der Mexican wonmen were seen as primry
targets because of their inmportant role in honenaking and
chil drearing, but when they proved difficult to Americani ze these
prograns refocused their efforts upon the adol escent Anerican-
born Chi cana.

The Mexican i nm grant woman, therefore, was confronted with
the reality of integrating two conflicting cultures. She woul d

be attributed with both the positive and negative sides of 'La



Mal i nche' - both nother of the Mexican people and traitor to the
Mexi can race - by nenbers of her own conmmunity. Angl o Ameri cans
also classified her as the individual with the nost potential to
either advance her family into the nodern, i ndustrial order of
the United States or inhibit them from beconing productive
American citizens. Solutions to the "Mexican problem were
pl aced squarely in her | ap.

Par adoxi cal | y, the Chicano fanmily has traditionally been
viewed as the one institution in Mexican Anerican life that has
consistently resisted the forces of assinilation in the United
St at es. According to the argunent advanced by Chi cano schol ars,
the stability and insularity of the Chicano fanmily has acted as a
fortress against alien cultural values. Chicanas, in particular,
have been seen as the "glue" that keeps the Chicano famly
t oget her, and they have been designated as the individuals
responsi bl e for mai ntenance of Mexican tradition. The tenaci ous

i nsi stence of social refornmers that Mexi can wonen coul d cast of f

vestiges of traditional culture <calls this assunmption into
questi on.
This study will exam ne the nature of the "problent of

Mexi can i mm grant women as defined by Anericanization progranms in

California during the period 1915-1929. It will also exam ne the
"solutions" offered by these prograns, and the rel ati ve success
or failure of reformers to carry out their mssion of

Ameri cani zi ng Mexi can i mm grant women in the 1920s. The study is
based on the writings of Anmericanization instructors who worked

with Mexican inmm grant wonen in the period and the literature




produced by the California Comm ssion on |Inm gration and Housing,
the primary governnmental body involved with the state's imm grant
popul ati on. | have analyzed this literature in order to assess
t he assunpti ons these reforners nade about the role of wonen, the
famly, and work in Mexican culture and Anerican society in the
years before the G eat Depression. Prior to that, however .
Amer i cani zati on programs nust be placed in the context of Mexican
imm gration to the United States and the variety of responses to

it.

The Nature of Mexican |nmgration

The novenent of Mexicans across the border into the United
States increased substantially in the early twentieth century,
al though imm gration from Mexico had been grow ng since the |late
188GCs. At its peak from 1910 to 1930, Mexi can i mm gration
increased by at least 30D percent.? The industrial expansion of
t he econony in the Southwest created an escal ating demand for |ow
wage | abor, and Mexicans took advantage of the econom ¢
opportunities avail abl e. The devel opnent of a transportation
system in northern Mexico in the early part of the century
facilitated the movenent by connecting the populous central
pl ateau of Mexico with the American Sout hwest. This railroad

connection provided the neans by which nmany nigrants could escape

the political, econonic, and social disruption of the Mexican
Revol uti on of 1910 Wrld War | drew workers into war industries
and the mlitary, and the subsequent |abor vaccuum created an
addi ti onal i ncentive for Anerican enployers to encour age

i mm gration from Mexico. In fact, enpl oyers were able to




pressure the federal governnent to establish a t enporary
adm ssions program for Mexican workers which served as a catal yst
for increased immgration from 1917 to 192Q Al t hough this
enlarged flow was tenporarily slowed during the recession of
1921, it grew to unprecedented |evels during the rest of the
decade as restrictions placed upon European and Asian inmm gration
forced nore enployers to turn to workers from south of the
bor der . 3

The volunme of this mgration was nothing |Iess t han

st aggeri ng. Approxi mat el y 100, 000 persons of Mexi can descent or
birth lived in the United States in 1900 by 193Q this figure
had clinbed to 1.5 mllion. More than one mllion Mexicans -
about 10 percent of Mexico's popul ation - had entered the United
States from 1910 to 1930. In 1930 94 percent of the foreign

born Mexicans living in the US had inmm grated since 1900 and 64
percent had entered since 1915.°

Moverment into the urban centers of the Southwest and M dwest

from the countryside characterized this population shift. The
Mexi can population in Los Angeles nore than tripled during the
1920s, making the Los Angeles barrio the |largest Mexican
community in the world outside of Mexico City. The Mexi can

popul ations of San Antonio and El Paso (and Texas in general)
experienced between 50 and 100 percent growh in this decade.
Even nore dramatic was the establishment of conpletely new
centers of Mexi can population in the M dwest. The combi ned
Mexi can popul ati on of Ohi o, I11inois, I ndi ana, and M chi gan

experienced a 669.2 oercent growth in the 1920s, alnost all of it




concentrated in urban areas, particularly Chicago and Detroit.
By 193Q one of every two Mexicans in the United States lived in
an urban setting.?®

The rapid increase in the nunmbers of Mexican urban dwellers
completely transforned the Mexi can communities that had existed
before the turn of the century. Pressures on avail abl e housi ng
in the barrios led to overcrowded, unsanitary |iving conditions,
and eventually forced nany residents to nove away from
traditional centers of Mexican settlenent. Barri os expanded
rapidly during the Wrld War | years, and newcorrers from Mexico
no longer entered a well-defined, tight-knit community.® The
fact that nost Mexican migrants to the cities cane from the ranks
of Mexico's rural poor added burdens on conmnunity resources. In
addition, the econonic position of these migrants in the cities
was tenuous at Dbest. At the conclusion of World War | many
Mexicans lost their newfound industrial jobs to returning
servi cenen, and the 1921 depression encouraged rural workers to
seek refuge in urban areas already burdened with unenploynment.’

The nature of Mexican inmm gration also recast the dynani cs
between nen and wonen in the barrios. Throughout the first three
decades of the twentieth century, men out nunbered women anong
Mexi cans travelling northward at an average ratio of five to
four. The greater the distance from the Mexican border and the
more rural the conmmunity, the lesser the presence of Chicanas and
the fewer the nunmber of Chicano famli es. Chi cago by 193Q for
exanmpl e, had 170 Mexican males for every 100 Mexican fenales,
whil e EIl Paso had a Mexican male to female ratio of 86/100 in the

sane year. Urban communities as a whole by 1930 had a Mexican



male to female ratio of 116/ 100, conpared to a 148/100 ratio in
rural conmunities. Loa Angeles in this period mintained a
fairly even sex ratio, attracting many Mexican imm grant famlies
and bal ancing single male imm gration from Mexico with mal e out-
mgration into California's rural areas.?®

Cities in the Anerican Sout hwest also served as focal points
for the reconstituting of Mexican familial constellations and the
construction of new fam lies north of the border. Los Angel es
was often the end point for a reunification of extended famlies
through a chain mgration which often saw a male head of
household venture out for work alone in the United States and,
once settl ed, send for his wife and chil dren, and often ot her
kin such as brothers, si sters, cousins and parents. These
extended family networks were crucial in both dealing with the
disorienting aspects of mgration - finding jobs, t enporary
homes, and possi ble sickness or death - and in reinforcing native
cust ons, values and institutions from Mexico.? Al t hough few

singl e wonen enmigrated to Los Angel es al one, single Mexican nal es

- otherwise known as 'solos' - often established thenselves in
the city, marri ed Anerican-born Chicanas, and began famlies of
their own. One study of 769 Mexican households in Los Angel es

during the 1920s revealed a high birthrate in Mexican famlies
conpared to Anglo Anerican fanmli es, and an average nunber of
children per famly of 4.3.' Clearly, the lives of nobst Mexican
i mm grant wonen and nmen centered around their famlies in the

early twentieth century.



"The Mexi can Probl ent

The response of Anglo Anericans to this influx of Mexican
m grants ranged wi dely. Restrictionists, consisting primarily of
organi zed |labor and nativists, sought to limt the mgration;

enpl oyers fought to keep Mexican immgration unrestricted; and a

third group, whom | shall «call "Ameri cani sts", viewed the
restrictionist debat e as a secondary concern to t he
Aneri cani zati on of the migrants to insure their cul tural

all egi ance to the United States after arrival.!?!

The nost vocal respondents were the restrictionists who

wanted to see Mexican immgration contained, st opped, even
rever sed. Organi zed | abor, under the auspices of the Anerican
Federation of Labor (AFL), vi ewed Mexican inmigrants as cheap
| abor who woul d conpete with "Anerican" workers. Sanuel Gonpers

urged Congress to include Mexico in the quota restrictions,
argui ng that Mexicans would not be content with farm [|abor and
woul d soon attenpt to enter the trades in the «cities. Only
nmont hs before his death in 1924, Gonpers expressed concern that
in Los Angeles, "it appeared to me that every other person net on
the streets was a Mexi can. "'?

In addition to econonmic interests, raci al attitudes
i nfluenced restrictionist sentinments. Nativists, including Anglo
American politicians, acadenmcs, reporters, and others who
beli eved in Angl o- Saxon racial superiority, waged the |ongest and
nmost virul ent canpai gn against unrestricted Mexi can inm gration.
After successfully pushing Congress to severely limt inmgration

from Asia and southern and eastern Europe in 1920 nativists were

di snrayed to discover that inmgration law still allowed for the



wi despread introduction of "foreigners" who they considered |ust
as, if not nobre, unassi m | abl e and undesirable. These nativists
called for restriction on racial grounds centered around the
"I ndi an" or "Negro" nmake-up of the Mexican, the social threat to
"American standards of living," and argunents based on a view of
the Mexican as an unstable citizen in a denpcracy.'® Kenneth L.
Robert s, witing in the Saturday Evening Post, expressed the
nativist sentinents clearly when he stated that in Los Angeles,
one can:

see the endless streets crowded with the shacks of

illiterate, di seased, pauperi zed Mexi cans, taki ng no

interest whatever in the conmunity, l'iving constantly

on the ragged edge of starvation, bringi ng countless

numbers of American citizens into the world with the

reckl ess prodigality of rabbits. . .

I n contr ast to t hese restrictionists. Sout hwest er n
enpl oyers, particularly railroad, agricul tural, and m ning
compani es, def ended unrestricted Mexi can inm gration on economc
grounds. They were no less racist in their attitudes but
stressed the econom c advantage of Mexican | abor, stressing that
"white" Ilaborers would not and should not perform this work.
According to these enployers, Mexi can | abor provided the nost
desirable option for filling their |abor shortages and was vital
for the survival of their industries. To counteract the racial
and political argunents that restrictionists were maki ng,
empl oyers stressed that the wundesirable traits outlined by
nativiata actually benefitted Anerican society; the Mexican
wor ker, they argued, provi ded the perfect, docile enployee, had

no interest in interm xing with Americans, and in fact, returned

to Mexico once their |abor was no | onger needed. W H  Knox of



the Arizona Cotton G owers' Association belittled nativist fears
by asking, "Have you ever heard, in the history of the United
St at es, or in the history of the human race, of the white race

being overrun by a class of people of the nentality of the

Mexi cans? I never have. We took this country from Mexico.
Mexico did not take it from us. To assune that there is any
danger of any likelihood of the Mexican conming in here and

colonizing this country and taking it away from us, to my m nd,
is absurd."?*®

VWhil e the battl e between restrictionists and enpl oyers raged
in |egislatures and newspaper editorial pages, a third group took
a different approach in dealing with the "Mexican problem"
Initially, the base of support for the ' Anericanist' position
came from Progressive social refornmers, many of whom were m ddl e
class Anglo Anmerican wonen dedicated to the social settlenment

movenent and the 'Social Cospel' tradition. These i ndividual s

felt that society had an obligation to assimlate the Mexican

i mm grant and hoped to inprove societal treatnment of inmm grants
in general. However , as World Wwar | hei ght ened anxieties
concerning inmm grants, nativist sentinent began to af f ect

Aneri cani zation efforts through the "100 Per Cent Anmerican”
nmovenment , whi ch wanted to insure the loyalty of the imm grant to
the United States. Addi tionally, bi g busi ness took an interest
in the Americanization nmovenent as it sought a nethod to conmbat
radi calism anpbng foreign-born workers. Enpl oyers supported
efforts to produce | oyal, obedi ent empl oyees, with at |east one

ultra-conservative business group in Los Angel es encouraging a



"superpatriotism which included upholding the "open shop."16
Anmeri cani zation activities spread throughout the country in the
late 1910s and 1920s with this uneasy alliance of support, and
those programs situated in the Southwest had as a primary target
the Mexican i mm grant.

In California, these 'Anericanists' first w el ded power with
the election of a Progressive governor, Hi ram Johnson, in 1910.
Johnson secured passage of legislation in 1913 establishing a
per manent Conmi ssi on of | nmi gration and Housi ng whi ch
investigated the working and living conditions of all immgrants
in the state and spearheaded efforts to teach English to
foreigners and involve them in Anericanization programs. '
Though gover nnment al bodi es and private organizations in other
states al so sought to Anmericani ze Mexicans, California' s program

was the nobst conplete attenpt to faring together governnment,

busi ness, and private citizens to deal with the "problem of the
imm grant” in a scientific and rational fashion. The Conm ssi on
successfully recruited university acadenics, religious social

wor kers, governnment bureaucrats, and m ddl e class vol unt eers.
Unli ke the debate involving restrictionists and enpl oyers,
these refornmers considered the Mexican imm grant as simlar to
European imm grants in California at the time. In the eyes of
these reformers, Mexi cans m ght have presented a gr eat er
chall enge than did Italians or Jews, but neverthel ess they found
not hi ng endemic in the Mexican character that would prevent their
event ual assimlation into the "American way of life." What
di sti ngui shed the Anericanization efforts from the soci al

settl ement response to European inm grants before World War |1,




however, was the cessation of a focus on "inmi grant gifts" to

Anmerican society.'® In the 1920s, little value was given to
Mexi can cul ture in Anmeri cani zati on pr ograns; r at her,
" Aneri cani st s’ saw i mm grant traditions and custons as

i mpedi nents to a rapid, thorough integration into American life.

Americani zing the Mexican Woman

As the Conmm ssion expanded its Americanization prograns,
commni ssioners began to center their attention on the MeXxican
i mm grant woman and her potenti al role in t he cul tural
transformation of her famly. In 1915, the state | egislature had
passed the Honme Teacher Act which all owed school districts to
enpl oy teachers "to work in the hones of the pupils, i nstructing
children and adults in matters relating to school attendance,.
in sanitation, in the English |anguage, in househol d duti es,.
and in the fundanental principles of the American system of
government and the rights and duties of citizenship."*® In the
war years, the home teacher becane the centerpiece around which
Ameri cani zati on efforts ained at the Mexican famly wer e
concent r at ed.

Why did the Mexican i nmm grant woman becone the target of
Ameri cani zati on prograns? First, Mexican wonen were seen as the

i ndividuals primarily responsible for the transnission of val ues

in the hone. According to the strategy advocated by the
Ameri cani sts, if the Mexican fenale adopted Anmerican val ues, the
rest of her famly would certainly follow suit. Pearl Ellis, who

worked with Mexican girls in southern California throughout the



1920s, stressed the inportant "influence of the hone" in creating
an enpl oyee who is "nore dependabl e and less revolutionary in his
t endenci es. . . The honekeeper creates the atnosphere, whether it

be one of harnpny and cooperation or of dissatisfaction and

n 20

revol t.

Mot her hood, in fact, became the juncture at which the
Mexi can inmm grant woman's potential role in Americanization was
nmost hi ghly val ued. By focusing on the strategic position of the
mother in the Mexican famly, Americanization prograns hoped to

have an inmpact on the second generation of Mexicans in the United

States, even if the imm grant generation itself turned out |Iess
mal | eabl e than expected. Since the father's role in parenting
was assunmed to be m ni mal, cooperation of the Mexican nother was
cruci al . Aneri cani zati on ideology was infused undeniably wth

the traditional Anerican belief in an exalted role of notherhood
in shaping the future political citizenry of the republic.? In
the nobst grandeous visions of Anericanists, the role of the

nmot her | ooned incredibly Iarge:

As the nother furnishes the streamof life to the babe
at her breast, so will she shower dewdrops of know edge
on the plastic m nd of her young child. Her ideals and
aspirations will be breathed into its spirit, mol di ng
its character for all tine. The child, in turn, wil

pass these rarer characteristics on to its descendants,
t hus devel oping the intellectual, physi cal , and
spiritual qualities of the individual, whi ch in mass,

are contributions to civilization.?!®

Besi des creating a hone environment that fit in an
i ndustrial order, the Americanization of Mexican women was val ued
for the direct benefits American society m ght gain from | abor

force oarticipation of female inmm grants. Mexi can wonmen were



seen as prinme targets for neeting the |abor need for donestic
servant s, seanst r esses, | aundr esses, and service workers in the

Sout hwest. Bl ack and European i mm grant wonen had not mgrated to

the American Sout hwest in large enough nunbers to fill t he
growi ng denmand in these areas. lronically in 198, a Bureau of
Labor inspector had regretfully noted that Mexican "inmm grant

wonmen have so little conception of donmestic arrangenents in the

United States that the task of training them would be too heavy

for American housew ves."?® A decade |later, Aneri cani zati on
prograns were busy training Mexican wonen to fufill these tasks
Il mportantly, t he conflict bet ween t he private

responsibilities of American wonen to their homes and famlies
and the public roles wonen began to play as workers and citizens
in the 1920s were not addressed in Anmericani zation programns.?
Anericanists were too interested in the «contribution Mexican
worren could meke in the transformation of their famlies from a

rural, pre-induatrial people to an urban, npdern American unit to

worry about "women's proper place.” Her bert Gut nan, in his
i nportant essay, "Whrk, Culture, and Society in Industrializing
America, " has exam ned the "recurrent tension" produced when

i mm grant nmen and wonen new to the American industrial order cane
in contact with the rigorous discipline of the factory system?®

Because the Southwest |agged behind the rest of the nation in

i ndustrialization, | ocal reforners were anxious to introduce
Mexi can wonen and nen as rapidly as possible into a grow ng
i ndustri al society and inculcate Mexican famlies wth a
"Protestant work ethic." To achieve these ends, the public and

private responsibilities of fenale were bl urred, and in fact




Americani sts discovered a peculiar way in which to econom ze
their energy by taking care of both issues at once. By
encour agi ng Mexi can i mm grant wonen to wash, sew, cook, budget,
and mot her happily and efficiently, Anmeri cans woul d be assured
t hat Mexi can women would be ready to enter the | abor mar ket ,
whil e sinmultaneously presiding over a home that nurtured Ameri can
val ues of econony.

Anmericanists viewed the ability to speak English as the nost
f undament al ski Il necessary for the assinmlation of t he
i mm gr ant, both female and nale. English instruction was
intended to provide the inmmigrant with nmuch nore than facility
with the commpn | anguage of the United States; it also sought to
i mbue the foreigner with the values of Anerican society. The
Commi ssion recomended in 1917 "that enployers of imm grants be

shown the relation between a unified working force, speaking a

comon | anguage, and industrial prosperity."?® In 1918, M s.
Amanda WMatthews Chase, a hone teacher in southern California
working for the Comm ssion, devel oped a primer for foreign-

speaking to teach English by <covering "the npst essential
elenents in the hone teaching curriculum’ and by associating

’ For exanpl e,

these "with the pupils' own lives and affairs."?
hone teachers were instructed to teach the following song to
i mm grant wonen (to the tune, "Tranp, Tranp, Tranp, the Boys are
Mar chi ng) . The song was intended to instruct them about wonen's
work while they |earned twenty-seven new English words:

We are working every day.

So our boys and girls can play.

We are working for our honmes and country, too;
W |like to wash, to sew, to cook,




W like to wite, or read a. book
We are working, working, working every day.
Wwor k, work, work,
We're al ways wor ki ng,
Wor ki ng for our boys and girls,
Wor ki ng for our boys and girls.
For our honmes and country, too -
We are working, working, working every day. ?®
Despite the concerns of reforners, Mexi can wonen conti nued
to lag behind nmen in learning the English |anguage. A study of
1,81 Mexican famlies in Los Angeles conducted in 1921 found
that while fifty-five percent of the nmen were unable to speak
Engli sh, an overwhel m ng seventy-four percent of the wonen coul d
not speak the | anguage. Sim |l ar gaps existed in English reading
and witing.?® Anmericanists blamed the patriarchal, out noded
nature of the Mexican famly for this discrepancy. "The married
Mexi can | aborer does not allow his wfe, as a rule, to attend
eveni ng classes," reported Enory Bogardus, a sociologist at the
Uni versity of Southern California.30
Getting the Mexi can woman out of her home becane a priority
for Anericani zation prograns because Anericanists saw this as the

only avenue available for her intellectual progress and, of

course, the only nmethod by which Americanists could succeed in

altering her val ues. Ameri cani sts consistently criticized the
alleged Ilimtations placed upon the Mexican wi fe by her husband
as traditional and unprogressi ve. Home teachers visited each

Mexi can home in their districts individually in order to gain the
trust of famly nmembers and gradually encourage the husband to
al | ow his wife to attend English |anguage classes. The
scheduling of alternative classes in the afternoons for w ves and

mot her s facilitated this process. Accor di ng to one

19



Aneri cani zation instructor, i f left in the hone, the Mexican
wonman's "intellectual ability is stinulated only by her husband

and if he be of the average peon type, the stinmulation is not

;ery great."” The Mexican hone, according to the sane teacher,
"being a sacred institution, is guarded by all +the stolid
tradition of centuries."3® |If the Mexican hone remai ned such a
fortress, Americanists would not be able to acconmplish their

m ssion anmong the Mexican imm grant popul ation.

Aneri cani zati on prograns, however, did not intend to
underm ne the traditional Mexican famly structure; rat her these
prograns depended on the cohesiveness of the Mexican famly to
achieve their goal of assinlation. Honme teachers, even when
they did get Mexican wonen out of the house to attend class,
encouraged the acquisition of traditionally fem nine skills which
could then be utilized within the confines of the househol d. The
conscious strategy of these reforners was to use the Mexican
woman as a conduit for creating a home environment well-suited
for the demands of an industrial econony. In the ditty "The
Day's Work," for exanple, hone teachers utilized the follow ng
sequence of English phrases to enphasize a woman's contri buti on
to this new order

In the norning the wonen get breakfast.

Their husbands go to work.

Their children go to school

Then the wonen get their houses in good order.

They give the baby its bath.

They wash, or iron, or cook.

They get the dinner.

After dinner they wash the dishes.

Then they sew, or rest, or visit their friends, or go

to school .
The children nust help to cook the supper and wash the

di shes. 33

i




Changing Family Habits

Two particular areas in which the Mxican female was
regarded as «crucial in transform ng outdated practices in the
home were diet and health. Aneri cani zati on programs encouraged
Mexi can wonen to give up their penchant for fried foods, their
too frequent consunption of rice and beans, and their custom of
serving all menbers of the famly - from infants to grandparents
- the sane neal. According to Anericanists, the nobdern Mexi can
wonman should replace tortillas with bread, serve |ettuce instead
of = beans, and broil instead of fry. Mal nouri shment in Mexican
fam |lies was not bl amed on |ack of food or resources, but rat her
"from not having the right varieties of foods cont ai ni ng
constituents favorable to growh and devel opnent."3*

Food and di et managenent adroitly becane tools in a system
of social control intended to construct a well-behaved citizenry.
A healthy diet was not only seen as essential for proper health;
it also was viewed as fundanental for creating productive nmenbers
of society. In the eyes of reformers, the typical noon |unch of
the Mexican child, t hought to consist of "a folded tortilla with
no filling," becane the first step in a life of crine. Wth "no
mlk or fruit to whet the appetite” the child would becone |azy
and subsequently "take food from the Ilunch boxes of nore
fortunate children" in order to appease his/her hunger. "Thus, "
reformers all eged, "the intial step in a life of thieving is
taken."* Teaching i mm grant wonen proper food val ues woul d keep
the head of the famly out of jail, the rest of the famly off

the charity lists, and save taxpayers a great amount of noney.

+ 7




Along wth diet, heal th and cl eanli ness becane catchwords
for Anericani zation prograns ai ned at Mexi can women. One of the
primary functions of home teachers was to inpress upon the ni nds
of Mexican nothers and nothers-to-be "that a clean body and cl ean

"36 Refornmers working

mnd are the attributes of a good citizen.
with Mexi can wonen were warned, however, that their task woul d be
a difficult one. "Sanitary, hygi eni c, and dietic neasures are
not easily |earned by the Mexican. H's (sic) philosophy of life
flows along the lines of least resistance and it requires far
less exertion to remain dirty than to clean up."3* The lack of
cl eanliness anong WMexicans was blamed for their poor state of
health, and this condition was the mai n reason why the stereotype
of the "dirty Mexican" brought concern to the Anglo urban
dwel | er. According to an ennent sociologist working with
Ameri cani zati on prograns, Angl o Anmericans "object to the presence
ot~ Mexican children in the schools that their children attend,
+'or fear that the latter will catch a contagi ous disease. A

rel ati vely permanent form of racial antipathy is the result."3®

The ability of Americanization teachers to i ncul cate
"Ameri can" st andards of di et heal t h, and cleanliness wupon
Mexi can wonmen was not viewed as the only essential conponent in
creating a healthy home environment, however. All of the gains

made by these programs woul d be considered lost if +the Mexican
fenale bore too many of these nascent citizens. Anmeri cani sts
worried that without [imting famly size, the Mexican nother
woul d be unable to train adequately each individual nenber of her

househol d.
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Control of imm grant popul ation growh was a |ong-standing
concern of both those who defined thensel ves as Progressives and
of nativists. Fears of "race suicide" had existed in the Anglo
Anmerican mnd since the late nineteenth century, when Aneri cans
first encountered inmm grant groups who exhibited a greater
propensity to repopul ate thenselves than native-born Americans.
Wien this fear was applied to the Mexican inm grant, bot h
nativists and Aneri cani sts shared a commbpn concern; the nati vi st
wanted to control Mexi can popul ation growh for fear of a
" greaser i nvasi on, " while Anericanists viewed unrestricted
popul ation growh as a vestige of old world ways that woul d have
to be abandoned in a nodern industrial world.

Mexi can women, according to Americani zati on strategy, should
bear the brunt of the responsibility for famly planning.
Anericani sts gave a variety of reasons for the presuned inability
of Mexican wonmen to control reproduction: <1l) lack of training
in sex matters and a primtive sexuality; (2) early marriage of
girls due to tradition and the "inherent sentinmentality” of the
Mexi can femal e; and (3) religiously-based opposition to birth
control.39 Despite these barriers, Ameri cani zati on teachers
reported t hat Mexi can nothers were beginning to exhi bit
disconfort with Jlarge famlies, occasionally inquiring about
birth control neasures, and warning other wonen to delay nmarri age

on the grounds of "nuch work, too much children."*°

The Mexi can Wonan as Wor ker

Ameri cani sts vi ewed such evidence of changing attitudes as a

hopef ul sign because I|imted reproduction opened up new



opportunities for Mexican wonen in and outside the hone. I nsi de

the hone, Mexi can wonen could devote nore tinme to the "proper"
raising of fewer children and creation of an "Anmerican"” hone
envi ronnment . Qutside the honme, it created new possibilities for

femal e enpl oyment by freeing Mexi can women from the heavy burden
of constant childrearing. Traditionally, Mexi can wonen had not
engaged in wage |abor outside the hone because of the duties to
reproduce and maintain the family unit. If a Mexican innm grant
woman worked it was usually before marriage in her | ate
adol escent or early adult years.*

The new demands of the industrial American Southwest,
however, created a need for | ow paid, | ow status | abor in tasks

that had traditionally been perforned by wonen inside the hone.

The Ilabelling of clothing nanufacture, | aundery, donesti c
servi ce, and food service as "wonen's work" presented a problem
to enployers in these industries in the Southwest. Enpl oyers

were forced to search for an alternative fenale |abor supply
because of restrictions placed wupon Asian and Eur opean
i mm gration, the paucity of Black m gration to the Southwest, and
the growing demands of Anglo m ddle class famlies for these
servi ces. Despite all the traditional objections to Mexican
women wor ki ng outside the home, Anericanization prograns actively
sought to prepare Mexican inmm grant wonen for entrance into these
sex- segregat ed occupati ons. 42

The fact that these enployment opportunities were in
occupations that utilized traditionally female forns of |abor

made it easier for Americanists to advocate instruction in these




tasks without upsetting the traditional social order within the
Mexican fam|ly. For exanpl e, skill at needl ework was viewed in
Aneri cani zation prograns as an inherited trait anong Mexican
wonmen, passed down through generations. Anericanization teachers

were directed to "strive to foster it in them [so that we may

not lose this valuable contribution to our civilization with the
passing of time." This form of encouragement, according to these
ref orners, should be started as early as possible - by the third
year in school at least - since Mexican girls were apt to drop

out of school at an early age and would "m ss out on this

opportunity to gain "greater respect for the school and for our
civilization."?3

What ever success Aneri cani zation programs had in pronoting
greater st andar ds of cleanliness and efficiency in hone
managenment were seen as having a double benefit for Anerican
soci ety. Anmeri cani sts, for exanpl e, stressed the abilities to
set a table and to serve food properly. Tabl e etiquette not only
encouraged Mexican wonen to aspire to arrange their neals at hone
by Ameri can standards, but it also discouraged "sloppy appearance
and wuncl eanliness of person [that] would not be tolerated in a
waitress and would be the cause of no position or |losing one
al ready obtained."** Anericanists also reasoned that the
burden on a private citizen enploying a Mexican woman as a
donestic servant would be lightened if that woman had al ready
been adequately trained through their prograns. As one socia
worker stated in the late 1920s: "Aneri cans want househol d help

for two or three days a week, and they can, if they will, t ake

Mexi can wonen and teach them It requires patience to be sure



but there are Jlarge nunbers of Mexicans who can fill t he
househol d gap if the proper conditions are made."*

Addi tional ly, encouragi ng Mexican wonen to engage in hard
work was viewed as an inportant facet in "curing" the habits of
t he st er eot ypi cal "l azy Mexi can. " Accor di ng to one
Aneri cani zati on teacher, "Quien sabe" (who knows) was the
phil osophy of all of Mexico, and the inability of Mexicans to
connect the things that are valued as worthwhile to the effort
necessary to obtain them made Mexican |aborers inefficient.?3°
Anot her felt that "the |aziness of Mexicans" was due to "climate
conditions and inherited tendencies" which only hard work could
root out.?* Consequently, putting Mexican wonen to work would
have the effect of pronmoting discipline in them which in turn

woul d encourage them to pass on a simlar level of self-control

to their children.

The Failure of Americanization

Did these programs, in fact, change Mexican fam |y practices
and produce ‘“citizens of the republic" who adopted American
val ues and custons? Certainly Anmericanization prograns did
produce Mexican converts to the Anmerican way of life. Many
i mm qrant wonen flocked to programa that prorﬁ sed greater soci al
freedom for them and healthier, nmore contented lives for famly
menbers. By and | arge, however, Anericanization progranms failed
to change the fundanental cultural practices of Mexican inm grant
famlies for two principal reasons: (1) Mexican inmmigrants in

the 1920s never fully conmmtted thenmselves to integration into

0



Anerican |iE£e. Even when changes in cul tural practices did
occur, Americanization prograns had little role in directing this
evolution; (2 The various forces behi nd Anericani zati on prograns
never assenbled an optim stic ideological approach that m ght
have attracted Mexican i nm grant women. I nstead, they presented
a limted, i nconsi stent schene which could not handl e the
denmographic realities of the Mexican inm grant community.

| ndeed, nost Mexican inmm grant famlies remined unaffected
by Americani zation efforts throughout the 1920s. A governnent
study in 1930 found that the Mexican inmm grant population in
California, who had the lowest rate of naturalization of any
imm grant group in the state in 192Q actually experienced a
decline in the ratio of naturalized Mexicans anpbng the total
alien Mexican population from 1920 to 193Q “* Mexican wonen
remai ned very wunlikely to pursue Anerican citizenship or
encourage famly menbers to do so. In fact, in a study conducted
in 1923, 55 percent of the Mexican imm grants surveyed considered

it their duty to remain politically loyal to Mexico, while alnost

all of the rest refused to answer the question.*
Wthin the hone, little cultural change anong the Mexican
popul ati on was evident. A Mexi can soci ol ogi st, Manuel Gam o,

found that although materi al possessions often did change anong
sone Mexican inmm grants, Mexicans retained their ethics, culture,
and loyalty to Mexico to a very large extent.>® In fact, as the
Mexi can barrios grew extensively during the 1920s, the need for
Mexi cans to interact with Angl os |essened. Mexi cans were nore
likely than ever to retain their own cultural values because they

experienced m ni mal contact with Anglo institutions.?>!



The one area in which change is apparent lies in the area of
femal e enpl oyment. Textile factories, | aundri es, hot el s,
whol esale and retail stores, and bakeries all seem to have been
successf ul in recruiting Mexi can wonmen as enpl oyees during the
1920s in Los Angel es.® Few of these wonen, however , ent er ed

these industries as a result of Anericani zation efforts; r at her,

nost had little choice in the matter. A study of Mexican wonen
working in Los Angeles industries conducted in 1928 concl uded
t hat 62 percent of the wonen interviewed ent er ed their
occupati ons because of poverty or econom c necessity. Mor eover,

ni ne-tenths of these wonen were unmarri ed, nost were under the

age of twenty-three, and two-thirds had been born in the United
St at es. >3 It appears as if unmarried ol der daughters would be
the first women to seek enpl oynent, rat her than ol der, marri ed
Mexi can wonen, because this pattern was nore famliar in Mexico

and nore acceptable in the fam |y and comunity. >
Ameri cani zati on prograns di d seemto encourage accul turation
anmong the second generation, al t hough not always in exactly the
manner i ntended. The change in cultural values anong children
born and/or raised in the United States often led to conflict
wi th Mexican i mm grant parents. Soci ol ogi st Ermry. Bogar dus noted
that during the late 1920s and early 1930s Mexican girls often

ran away from hone in order to seek pleasure or avoid parental

di sci pline and control .>® One Mexi can i mm gr ant not her
expl ai ned: "The freedom and i ndependence in this country bring
the children into conflict with their parents. They | earn nicer

ways, | earn about the outside world, learn how to speak Engli sh,



and then they beconme ashaned of their parents who brought them up
here that they m ght have better advantages." Anot her  Mexi can
mot her placed the bl ame squarely on Anerican val ues: "It is

because they <can run around so much and be so free, that our

Mexi can girls do not know how to act. So nmany girls run away and
get marri ed. This terrible freedomin this United Sates. The
Mexi can girls seeing Anerican girls with freedom they want it

too, so they go where they Iike. They do not m nd their parents;
this terrible freedom But what can the Mexican nothers do? It
is the custom and we cannot change it, but it is bad."®°

Rat her than providing Mexican inmmgrant wonen with an
attainable picture of assinmlation, Ameri cani zati on prograns
could only offer these inm grants idealized versions of American
val ues. In reality, what was achi eved turned out to be little
nmore than second class citizenship. The nobst progressive
assunptions behind Anericanization prograns were never fully
shared by the government or business interests involved, and thus
they could never be fully inplenented. One Anericani zation
teacher who spent the decade working with Mexican inmmgrants
noted with disappointnment in 1923 that the newy elected governor
of California had elimnated financial provisions for the

Aneri cani zation program in the public schools from his budget. >’

At least one historian has concluded that the "love affair
between the progressive and the businessnan” in California
inevitably | ed. in the 1920s, to a blunting of "the cutting edge

of progressive social reform"® By 1927, the anbival ence of the
reformers becane apparent when the Conm ssion of |Inmm gration and

Housing itself sided with restrictionists, called for an end to

e



unlimted immgration from Mexico, and blamed imm grants for
"causing an i nmense social problemin our charities, school s and
heal th departnents."®® Caught in the middle of a growing debate
surroundi ng Mexican imm gration, social reformers were never able
to argue forcefully for their own particular program for dealing
with the "Mexican problem"”

The hal f-hearted effort of adninistrators of Americani zation
prograns |imted avail able personnel and resources and i nsured
that the prograns would never be able to cope with the volume of
the Mexican m gration. The barrios expanded so quickly in the
1920s t hat any single Americani zati on teacher found it inpossible
to keep abreast of the nunmber of new Mexican famlies in her
district who needed a resunption of her program from scratch.
Newer areas of Mexican settlenent were usually beyond the reach
of established Anericani zation prograns entirely. Furt her nore,
Mexi cans experienced a high degree of geographic nobility in this
period that easily w ped out whatever progress had been namde by
these prograns in a given community. According to historian
Ri chard Rono, less than one-third of Mexicans present in Los
Angel es in 1917-1918 were present in the city one decade | ater.®°
Anmeri cani zati on teacher Amanda Chase acknowl edged the extent of
this problem when dealing with Mexican wonen: "I have had in ny
class record book this year the nanes of about half as many
Mexi can wonmen as there are Mexican famlies in the district. But

"6l Mexican wonen could

a third of them noved to other districts.
not hope to develop allegiances to the United States when the
economc condition of their famlies forced them to mgrate

consistently in search of an economic |ivelihood.



In the end, Aneri cani zati on prograns never had the tinme to
devel op sufficiently even to approach a solution to the problens
of Mexican immgrants in the United States. Wth the stock
mar ket crash of 1929 and the subsequent G eat Depression of the
1930s, all attenpts to Anericanize Mexican i mm grant wonen cane
to an abrupt end. Rat her than searching for ways to assimlate
Mexi can inmm grants, Anerican society |ooked for methods to be rid
of them altogether. About 500, 000 Mexicans |left the United

St at es duri ng the 1930s wunder strong pressure from the

governnment, and up to one-tenth of these individuals had resided
in Los Angeles.® Anericanists joined in these efforts to
repatriate Mexican residents; their comm tment to inproving the

conditions of the Mexican female had no place in an economcally
depressed Aneri ca.

However short-lived, Anericanization prograns offer us a
uni que opportunity to exam ne the assunptions made about both
Mexi can and American culture and scrutinize the values of the
Progressive era in its wani ng nonments. For a tinme, a certain

group of American citizens felt that the Mexican i mm grant wonan

could be fit into American society, but only in a particular
f ashi on. Her role in the creation of a new industrial order
woul d be to transform her own hone into an efficient, productive
fam |y unit, while producing | aw-abiding, |oyal American citizens

eager to do their duty for capitalist expansion in the Anerican
Sout hwest . Furt her nor e, once she had | earned proper American
hone care, she woul d hel p solve "the servant problenl in Anglo

American homes by providing a cheap but efficient form of



domestic | abor. Anericanists felt that they were offering
Mexi can wonen an opportunity that they could ill-afford to turn
down. Apparently npst Mexican wonen in the United States did

just that.
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