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CHICANA/OS IN TUCSON DURING THE DEPRESSION YEARS

1

n childhood, a particular photograph of my mother,

Cruz Robles, always captured my attention.! In the
picture, she deliberately exudes a flirtatious and

somewhat reckless character. Cruz is surrounded by her younger sister, Maria
Luisa, and two other unidentified young women, dressed in their finest and
most fashionable attire. As a group, they served as the supporting cast that
highlighted and encouraged an emboldened Cruz to emulate the posture of a
sexy and carefree Hollywood starlet. I must confess that as a girl I felt uncom
fortable that my mother, as this photograph confirmed, once delighted in her
risque and unreserved youthfulness. Mostly, however, this image caused me
to wonder about the dramatic changes that had occurred in my mother's life.
Traces of that playful young girl had all but disappeared. I knew my mother
as a hardworking and rather self-effacing woman who went out of her way to
avoid cameras. My mother, too busy in life to answer the endless questions this
photograph evoked in her young daughter, hid this photograph when I was
thirteen years old. It would remain hidden for several decades. 2
The photograph reemerged in the fall of 2001 when I began to explore
how the Depression affected Chicana/os in Tucson, Arizona. 3 Locating oral
histories, documents, and especially photographs proved

to

be a challenging

THREE
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task. Initially, I had assumed the availability of ample photographs that

times 6 N

chronicled the participation of urban Chicana/os in various works programs

otherTuc.

in Arizona. I was wrong. For a host of reasons, the most well-known images

phorogra

created by federal government photographers are not those that documented

era and n

the lives or work of urban Chicana/os. Idealized images of rural Mexican

tive repn

people in pastoral settings abound, such as Russell Lee's photographs of

to constr

Concho, Arizona. These pharos, however, deployed ahistorical images of a

apprehen

provincial and piccuresque lifestyle that the vast majority of Chicana/os did

Chicana/

not enjoy.4 By 1930 in the United States, most of them lived in cities.;

identities

As I researched this period, I was struck by the increased racism and

"Farmscead,
Concho, Arizona."
Russell Lee,
October 1940.

ily photo;

suffering that Chicana/os experienced, exacerbated by the scapegoating

consider

that occurred during the nation's most severe economic crisis. I never knew

asserting

the aspirations and dreams that filled my mother's life as a young girl, but I

Alt

looked anew at the photograph, taken in the worst of the Depression years,

people ar

with sympathetic and enlightened eyes. Heightened exclusionary policies

Hisrorica

and attitudes that swept the country targeted Chicana/os regardless of citi

avoidexa

zenship status, and precluded their inclusion in the heroic national saga

problems

of "ordinary people" who valiantly rallied as they battled
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rographs that

times. 6 Nevertheless, personal photographs, like those of my mother and

~rks programs

other Tucsonenses, survive to tell their story on their own terms. Most of these

[nown images

photographs are ofworking-class people, who looked directly into the cam

documented

era and resisted being "undocumented." These photographs foster alterna

lural Mexican

tive representations that challenged manufactured stereotypes designed

~otographs of

to construct Chicana/os as a ryral and foreign people. Throughout an

lhicana/os did
cities. s

Chicana/os publicly celebrated and articulated their multifaceted ethnic

t

~l images of a
r

~d

racism and

scapegoating
;. I never knew
,ung girl, but I

apprehensive time, and living in a nation that insisted on absolute loyalty,
identities in their private photographs. Self-affirming personal and fam
ily photographs chronicle the story of indisputable Americans who did not
consider themselves "aliens," and challenge contrived representations by
asserting their citizenship, ethnic pride, and humanity'?
Although the Depression affected everyone across the nation, poor

I)ression years,

f

people and people of color experienced additional burdens and hardships.

I

.
I)nary po l'lCles

Historically, during times of economic crisis, citizens and public officials

lardless of citi

avoid examining the complex and inequitable economic forces at the root of

national saga

problems, and instead prefer to seek simple solutions. During the Depression

survive hard

it became easier to scapegoat women and immigrants, holding them respon

I

sible for the nation's soaring unemployment. Throughout the nation, from
Washington, D.C., to Los Angeles, many, even President Herbert Hoover,
considered Chicana/os to be disposable "aliens" who took jobs away from
more deserving "Americans." An estimated one million were both volun
tarily and forcibly repatriated back to Mexico during the 1930s. 8
Although most of the repatriation and deportation fervor is associ
ated with Southern California, the Pima County Welfare Board in Tucson
also used these tactics to rid itself of an unwanted population. Historian
Charles Leland Sonnichsen documents the large numbers of Chicana/os
who were rounded up in Tucson and banished across the border. 9 In Mexico,
news reports expressed concern for the repatriates and deportees due to their
deteriorated condition. The Mexico City paper, Excelsior, reported in 1931
that "thousands ofdeportees have arrived during the last week through the
border port of Nogales, presenting a pitiful and pathetic spectacle, for many
of them are hollow-cheeked from hunger."10 Locally, Organized Charities, a
designated relief agency of Pima County, paid to transport Chicana/o fami
lies, including minors born in the United States, to the border. Interestingly,
the president of this organization, C. Edgar Goyette, simultaneously served
as the chairman of the Pima County Welfare Board. This position made
him the most important administrator responsible for the direction and
implementation of New Deal policies and the distribution of private and
public relieffunds in TucsDn. ll
Similar to welfare boards in the South, officials in Tucson sanctioned
discriminatory policies in their work and relief programs, and designed
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them to enforce regional and local racial hierarchies. In her trip through
the Southwest, Lorena Hickok, a special investigator for Harry Hopkins
and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, singled out the discrim
inatory conditions she encountered in Arizona. "In Tucson-without any
publicity, but so quietly that people didn't even know they were being classi
fied," Hickok noted, "they divided their case load into four groups, Classes
A, B, C, and D." A brief description of this classification system indicated

I

that sixty "N' families received fifty dollars a month. Engineers, teachers,
lawyers, former businessmen, and contractors composed the bulk of this
elite group. The largest numbers of families, 1,490, were classified as "D."
Hickok describes this group as "the low class Mexican, Spanish American,
and Indian families." This group received ten dollars a month. 12
Instead of providing assistance when the faltering economy had
already inflicted hardship on Chicana/os, public officials placed additional
burdens that undermined their survival. These unjust actions give added
historical significance to the individual agency, and subjectivity, of Carmen
Gomez. In her 1930 photograph, she depicts a public selfthat counters every
prevailing stereotype assigned to Chicanas. Foremost, she does not wish to
come across as a deprived or even religious woman. Instead, she prefers to
convey sex and glamour. At a time when family and kinship played a central
role in survival, Gomez instead chooses to highlight her independence. The
lack of children in the photograph underscores her single status and sug
gests her sexual availability. Far from depicting a solemn frugality, Gomez's
aggressive pose, up-to-Clate dress, hair, attitude, and posture are strikingly
different from the suffering and passive Spanish madonnas depicted in
Russell Lee's Concho photographs. Instead Gomez's attire and attitude
follow a pattern typical of other young Chicanas. As historian Vicki Ruiz
notes, the manifestation of Chicana flappers a decade earlier make it plain
that "consumer culture ... [had] hit the barrio full force."13
With each decade in the twentieth century the power of advertising,
and advances in photography and motion pictures, confirmed the impor
tance of manipulating and controlling visual representations. As federal
policymakers attempted a national makeover, they drew on photographs to
support their visions, such as the powerful rural agenda of the Farm Security
Administration (FSA). The omission ofurban populations from the FSA doc
umentary record can be attributed in part to the specific needs ofthat agency.
However, the limited representations of Chicana/o urban life in the larger
corpus ofNew Deal photography need to be considered. This absence echoes,
in part, the complicated place Depression-era urban woes held at the national
level. The praise heaped on rural works programs that built roads, dams, and
rural electrification projects, and on established farm cooperatives and relief
camps, strengthened and idealized a national rural myth. This intentional
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propaganda may have also fueled the belief that cities "tainted" their resi
dents. The presence of Chicana/os complicated this conviction and contrib
uted to the convoluted reasoning that furthered the idea that "tainted" cities
created a hybrid of unmanageable Chicana/os.1 4 These notions buttressed a
social reluctance to confirm the presence and lives of Chicana/os who lived
in cities. Fueled by the negative stereotypes of the time, images of a hypo
thetically "uncontained" urban population remained suppressed while more
palatable and comforting images of "Mexican" people proliferated.
During the 1930s, New Deal promotional literature and photog
raphers advanced ahistorical propaganda that fueled representations of
Chicana/os as being indolent and premodern. In the Arizona state guide, a
member of the Federal Writers' Project of the Work Projects Administration
(WPA) projected what he thought the nation would find compelling about
Chicana/os in Tucson. Depicting them as "local color," he described scenes
where "Mexicans stand against the warm buildings with their sombreros
pulled down, their Spanish conversation punctuated with long silences."ls
Far from being accurate, this observation reveals preferred and engrained
ethnocentric representations, which, despite reality, advanced stereotypes
of Chicana/os as lazy, backward, and nonproductive citizens. New Deal
photographers also pursued similar disingenuous, preindustrial images
through their photojournalistic emphasis on areas like Concho.
Regional and local tourist agents included similar images in their
promotional material designed to lure moneyed newcomers to the area.
Idyllic and romanticized images of Mexican people and culture flourished.
Contented, imaginary senores and senoritas enjoying a leisurely lifestyle, and
devoted to songs that reflected their cultural investment in romance and
chivalry, appealed

to

tourists. These invented and unassimilated Mexican

people willingly accepted their "exotic" status and, like those in Concho,
were too well mannered to demand citizenship rights. These imaginary
and idealized premodern people willingly accepted their marginalized sta
tus in society. In these photographs, image-makers bestowed an admirable

I

"strong and good" character to those who expressed no desire to brandish
either their consumer goods or their ambitions to acculturate. 16
Undeniably, Mexicans were neither foreign nor newcomers to
Tucson. The histories of Chicana/os and Tucson are inextricably linked.
Demographically, Chicana/os dominated Tucson until the turn of the
century. Founded in the Spanish era as a presidio, Tucson was established
before the arrival ofAnglo Americans. It is doubtful that "Mexicans luxuri
ating in the shade" flourished during any period of the city's development;
its demanding desert environment made mete survival a constant under
taking. Tucson became part of the United States in 1853 with the signing
of the Gadsden Purchase. The arrival of the railroad in the 1880s brought
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larger numbers of Anglo Americans and solidified the implementation of
a new capitalist economic system that cast Chicana/os down an economic
and political spiral. By 1929 Chicana/os composed about 33 percent of the
city's population. Most of tbem Jived in Barrio Libre, located in the center
of the city. There were other barrios, but because of its size and its economic
and cultural vitality, Barrio Libre was often tefetred to simply as el barrio. l7
Throughout the Southwest, Chicana/os in urban barrios were forced
to cope with the consequences of unfair and inaccurate representarions that
flourished duting the Depression. Yet in their own photographs, in spite of
the repressive period with its threat of possible exile, they created alternative
images. A 1933 photograph of Adolfo Morales, for example, reflects a per
sonal porcrayal at odds with the cultural understandings that underpinned
the promotional literature. Instead of portraying himself as dependent,
Morales attempts to empower himself, sdecting to showcase not only his car
but also his contemporary attire. For a single man, a car enhanced his attrac
tiveness and manhood as he positioned himself to be the center ofattention.
The Tucson barrio

His vehicle provided more than transporcation or a remporary seat; it was

the 19305. Today a culturally meaningful accessory. These snapshots-portable yer durable
rhe Tucson Convenrior\
images-confirmed individual accomplishment in a society that reserved its
Center, which
In

obliterated most of el bottom rungs for Chicana/os. Adolfo Morales does not look like a poor man
barrio when it was built in
the late 19605, is located in this photograph; he looks confident, striking, and self-reliant 16
behind St. Augustine
Cathedral.
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Although holding a job and protecting and providing for one's family
made one a man in both Chicana/o and American cultures, county officials
attempted to take that role away from Chicanos. Minutes of a county meet
ing to distribute relief funds under the Emergency Relief and Construction
Act of 1932 confirm these intentions. The committee agreed that Pima
County deserved more funding, and Goyette informed the group that "in
Pima County men are getting work only every ten weeks, while in Cochise
County they get work about every four weeks." Apparently, work relief paid
more than direct relief, and Goyette recommended that "many Mexicans
and aliens could be taken care of by direct relief with very little work relief,
since they have few expenses except for food." In this telling statement,
Goyette separates "Mexicans" from "aliens," yet proposes to treat both in
the same way. By "Mexicans," as the rest of the report makes clear, he is refer
ring to U.S. citizens of Mexican origin-distinguishing them from "other
men." The diversion of funds would t~ke "Mexicans and aliens" off work
relief and allow those "other men" to enjoy the psychological boosts and
political entitlements that being a breadwinner and working for wages pro
vided. Goyette questions the manhood of Mexican men by implying that
"other men" were more qualified and deserving ofsocietal and institutional
support. In the end, the committee unanimously agreed that "direct relief
should be increased and that all aliens should be put on direct relief in
order that men who had a higher standard ofliving than the Yaquis and the
Mexicans could be given wotk more often."19
In addition to suffering economic hardship, it is also clear that
Chicana/os suffeted a crisis of representation in the 1930s. On one hand,
officials judged poor Chicana/os as morally deficient due to their meager
material living conditions and lack of material possessions; yet city and
county officials continued to reinforce this condition by depriving them
of equitable assistance that would improve theit living conditions. Perhaps
this accounts for Chicana/os insistence on portraying their independence,
not dependence, in their personal photographs. The photograph of my
uncle, Pedro Robles, for example, with his friends in 1935, highlights a mas
culine and aggressive character. Comradeship is accentuated in this photo,
as are the fine clothes and shoes. The young men's posturing highlights a
masculinity that county officials may have preferred to control and sup
press. A few years after this photograph was taken, my uncle and his friends
encountered no problem finding a new occupation. Along with more than a
quarter million Chicana/os across the nation, they served and defended this
nation in World War 11. 20
Cars, clothes, and accessories were, and continue to be, potent cultural
symbols. Chicana/os in these photographs integrated popular culture, to
varying degrees, and created their own individual styles in the process. Young
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Chicana/os appropriated these visual markers, which they could purchase, to

identity.

stake their claim as Americans. The people in these photographs dispute the

flauntin~

official record that claimed Chicana/os had "few expenses except for food"

the pove

and the misleading characterizations manufactured in tourist and promo

captured

tional materiaL Despite contradictory messages, Chicana/os continued to

working

believe in the power of the American Dream that promised equality, success,

their mo

and more material goods.

I

I

21

her Glon

Although expressing their individuality, the young people in these

to be me

photographs also understood that it was dangerous to be ofMexican descent

Americal

in this period ofmassive deportation, repatriation, and racist welfare policy;

In

u.s. citizenship did not guarantee equal rights or safety in this nation. On

their vuJ

the state level, in 1930, the Arizona legislature passed the Box Bill to curb

telief prc

Mexican immigration. Policymakers justified this legislation by holding

most rep

immigrants culpable for the Depression, asserting that "Mexican peons ...

deportee

are in direct competition with American men and women, thus making beg

Chicana,

gars and tramps of many of our native-born citizens."22 Chicana/os contin

automot

ued, however, to claim Tucson, and the United States, as their home. Their
personal photographs, like those of my mother, indicate that they refused to
see themselves as either state burdens, foreigners, or "peons."
The experience of my mother, Cruz Robles, born in el barrio, mirrots
the lives of working-class Chicanas living in Tucson during the Depression
years. She was sixteen in 1929, when the Depression began. Cruz was the
oldest girl in a family of ten children; three of her siblings were born in
the 1930s. Her family's economic setbacks had been in motion before the
Depression had taken hold of the nation. My grandfather, Luis Robles, an
aging hod carrier, increasingly found himself out of work. Thus, economic
necessity required that Cruz forfeit her education in the seventh grade and
work for wages. 23
The Depression further encouraged a family economy where all the
family members jointly contributed to the family's survivaL During the
1930s, my mother's younger sister, Maria Luisa, also left school in order to
contribute to the family economy. Job opportunities were limited. During
the first three decades of the twentieth century, as historian Alberto
Camarillo documents, Chicanas concentrated on two principal areas of
employment: domestic services and agriculture-related work. So, like many
other Chicanas throughout the Southwest, with limited career choices, Cruz
and Maria Luisa became domestics. Both sisters are listed in the early-1930s
Tucson directories as "maids" living on Meyer Street in the barrio. 24
My mother often told me that as a young woman people would com
ment on her resemblance to Gloria Swanson. As her 1930 photograph makes
clear, finding a likeness to the Hollywood screen star requires stretching the
imagination, but the photo and her story provide insight into my mother's
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through Tucson served as a daily reminder to Chicana/os of their unwanted
status. Amidst claims of "jobs for Americans" it is no coincidence that my
mother, a third-generation Tucsonan, felt the need to acquire a photo iden
tification card that confirmed and allowed her to claim

u.s.

citizenship

status. The public face on this card, howevet, contrasts sharply from her
private photographs. My mother could not control this image. Instead of
the glamorous image that she preferred to exhibit, this card accented her
flaws by pointing out her "pin moles on face." That the identification card
is tattered indicates that Cruz always needed to have it in her possession,
testimony to the precautions a young Chicana in 1936 needed to take in a
time of heightened xenophobia.
Chicana/os not only faced economic and political burdens-a major
health crisis had developed by the 1930s. Tucson touted itself in the first
two decades of the twentieth century as an ideal place to battle tuberculo
sis. Some cited the low rates of tuberculosis among its long-term residents
to substantiate the advantageousness of the local climate by asserting "it is
well known that tuberculosis is very rare among Indians and Mexicans." But
by the 1930s the disease had become racialized. 26 Limited access to health
care forced infected and otherwise ill Chicana/os to seek out traditional
community healers, or curanderas, but the death rate of Chicana/os esca
lated. As the photograph of Rosendo Perez indicates, poor Mexican families
continued to honor their dead in difficult times. Unable to afford a marble
or machine-made marker, Rosendo proudly holds a homemade marker that
will be placed on his grandmother's grave. The fact that the Perez family
chose to take a photo of their well-scrubbed child carefully holding and dis
playing the marker indicates that they felt this moment, like their deceased
family member, deserved to be remembered.
Private photographs fostered a family identity and provided a way
to remember individuals, but they also captured Chicana/os collectively
celebrating their ethnicity. A photograph taken at the Riverside Ballroom
indicates that despite the anti-Mexican backlash, Chicana/os continued to
identify with and support their former homeland. This photograph raises
an interesting paradox, and indicates that Chicana/os needed to execute
a tenuous balancing act by openly celebrating their links to Mexico and
Mexican culture while claiming to be Americans during the 1930s. Whereas
public officials attempted to promote Chicana/os as "aliens," this photo
graph depicts an unidentified organization's members staking their claims
to citizenship on a public stage. In order to highlight their patriotic stance,
two large United States flags dominate the stage. The flags, however, frame
and draw attention to past Mexican heroes known for advancing equality
and civil rights.
All of the Chicana/os included in this chapter carefully manipulated
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their images to claim their rightful place in American society. The desires
and attitudes these photographs capture, and the strategies this targeted
population employed to dignify themselves and their position in society,
provide important information for those who wish to understand the past.
The photograph of Alicia Morales Mendoza best exemplifies the struggLe
to

counter dehumanizing stereotypes by disguising poverty. Hoping to

ground her identity in good hygiene and generate a sense of modernity, the
Mendoza family carefully positioned Alicia in the photograph. This calcu
lated placement and the child's contemporary attire, especially the shoes,
required that a curtain obscure reality. This photograph was taken in front
of an outhouse U The Morales family, like most Chicana/os in Tucson, did
not live in a vacuum. They understood and endul'ed the consequences of
the intolerance that had taken hold of this nation. The Depression brought
much hardship, but instead of portraying themselves as suffering and
poor, Chicana/os highlighted their survival and their urban lifestyles. They
sought to define and represent themselves and insisted on being recognized
as equals in their empowering photographs. Alicia Morales, Cruz Robles,
and other Chicana/os refused to be "undocumenred" as they pursued their
visions of equality and success in a city and a nation that attempted, but
failed, to render them invisible.
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