
LBJ and Mexican Americans: The Paradox of
Power

In the complex political landscape of the 1960s, President Lyndon B. Johnson
(LBJ) navigated a delicate and contradictory path regarding Mexican Americans.
While his administration made significant strides in advancing civil rights for this
community, it also perpetuated policies that undermined their progress. This
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article explores the paradox of power surrounding LBJ's stance on Mexican
Americans, shedding light on both the achievements and limitations of his
presidency.

Ambivalent Champion

LBJ's presidency marked a pivotal moment in the fight for equal rights for
Mexican Americans. He appointed several prominent Mexican Americans to key
positions within his administration and spearheaded policies aimed at addressing
social and economic inequalities that plagued this community. The establishment
of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) and
the appointment of the first Mexican American to the United States Supreme
Court, Justice Abe Fortas, were significant landmarks during his tenure.
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LBJ's Great Society programs also aimed to uplift marginalized communities,
including Mexican Americans, through initiatives such as the War on Poverty and
the Office of Economic Opportunity. These efforts sought to provide educational,
employment, and housing opportunities for disadvantaged individuals, with
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particular emphasis on those facing systemic discrimination, like Mexican
Americans.

The Bracero Program Controversy

However, LBJ's support for the continuation of the Bracero Program raised
eyebrows and exposed the limits of his commitment to Mexican American rights.
Despite pervasive exploitation and abuse of Mexican guest workers under this
program, LBJ resisted efforts to end it, prioritizing agricultural interests over
human rights concerns. This decision sparked criticism from civil rights activists
who viewed it as a betrayal of his professed commitment to equality.

Cesar Chavez and the Delano Grape Strike

LBJ's contradictory stance was further highlighted during the Delano Grape Strike
led by Mexican American labor leader Cesar Chavez. This strike, a pivotal
moment in the labor movement, sought to improve working conditions for
farmworkers, a significant portion of whom were Mexican Americans. Despite
LBJ's support of labor rights, he initially remained largely silent on the issue, only
expressing support for the strike months after its initiation. This delay in backing
Chavez's cause indicated a reticence to directly challenge the powerful
agricultural industry.

Legacy and Lessons

LBJ's presidency marks a complex period in the history of Mexican Americans'
fight for equality. While his administration enacted important reforms and
appointed Mexican Americans to influential positions, certain policies contradicted
his stated commitment to civil rights. The paradox of power surrounding LBJ and
Mexican Americans serves as a reminder of the challenges faced by marginalized
communities in their pursuit of equal rights and social justice.



This historical examination also underscores the importance of critical analysis
when assessing the legacy of political figures. LBJ's mixed record on Mexican
American rights reminds us that progress can be both advanced and hindered by
powerful leaders. By studying this paradox, we gain valuable insight into the
complexities of political power and the ongoing struggle for equality in America.

, the relationship between LBJ and Mexican Americans is best described as a
paradox of power. While his administration achieved significant milestones in
advancing civil rights for this community, certain policies and decisions
demonstrated a simultaneous neglect of their interests. This topic serves as a
poignant reminder of the multifaceted nature of political power, urging us to
remain vigilant and critically evaluate the actions and intentions of our leaders.
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“Masterfully researched. . . . There is no book like this either in the field of LBJ
literature or in the field of Chicano history.” —Mario T. García, author of Mexican
Americans: Leadership, Ideology, and Identity, 1930–1960
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As he worked to build his Great Society, Lyndon Johnson often harkened back to
his teaching days in the segregated “Mexican school” at Cotulla, Texas. Recalling
the poverty and prejudice that blighted his students’ lives, Johnson declared, “It
never occurred to me in my fondest dreams that I might have the chance to help
the sons and daughters of those students and to help people like them all over
this country. But now I do have that chance—and I’ll let you in on a secret—I
mean to use it.”
 
This book explores the complex and sometimes contradictory relations between
LBJ and Mexican Americans. Julie Pycior shows that Johnson’s genuine desire to
help Mexican Americans—and reap the political dividends—did not prevent him
from allying himself with individuals and groups intent on thwarting Mexican
Americans’ organizing efforts. Not surprisingly, these actions elicited a wide range
of response, from grateful loyalty to, in some cases, outright opposition. Mexican
Americans’ complicated relationship with LBJ influenced both their political
development and his career—with consequences that reverberated in society at
large.
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