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Preface

  This study centers on the historical experiences of Mexican women canning and packing workers in California during the 1930s and 1940s. It explores the connections of work, culture, and gender as well as the relationship between women’s networks and unionization. Beginning in 1939, thousands of Mexicana and Mexican American women1 food-processing workers banded together with their ethnic immigrant peers, as well as with smaller numbers of Anglo and Mexican men, to establish effective, democratic trade union locals affiliated with the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America (UCAPAWA). As rank-and-file activists, these women skillfully managed union affairs, negotiating benefits that included paid vacations, maternity leaves, and company-provided day care. By 1951, however, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters, employing many tactics of questionable legality, had assumed control of the bargaining mechanisms within the canneries and in the process had erased all vestiges of female hegemony. Yet the UCAPAWA moment demonstrates the leadership abilities among Mexican women industrial operatives when given both opportunity and encouragement.

  Scholarly publications on Mexican American history have usually relegated women to landscape roles. The reader has a vague awareness of the presence of women, but only as scenery, not as actors or wage earners, and even their celebrated maternal roles are sketched in muted shades. My study is not the first, nor will it be the last, to challenge stereotypical images of Mexican women. Rather, it forms a portion of a growing body of social science research on Mexicana and Chicana labor activism. Mexican Women in the United States: Struggles Past and Present, edited by Magdalena Mora and Adelaida Del Castillo, contains many of the first essays on Mexican women and unionization.2 Indeed, the impetus for this developing discipline must be credited to Magdalena Mora, whose pioneering research has served as a standard for many and whose untimely death is still felt throughout the Chicano academic community.

  The best-known example of Mexican women as labor activists is the film classic, Salt of the Earth.3 The miners’ wives who took their turns at the picket line provide inspirational role models for the viewing audience. The strike at Silver City, New Mexico, on which the film is based, forms only a small segment of a rich history of labor militancy. Similarly, women leaders of the United Farm Workers, such as Dolores Huerta and Jessie Lopez de la Cruz, are perceived as exceptional, but I would argue that their specialness lies in their success rather than their activism.4 The typical pattern has been to deny decision-making roles to the female rank and file once the union has developed a foothold. Traditional unions have often given Mexican women the initial financial and organizational support needed to build a strong local, but then labor professionals take charge of local affairs—usually to the detriment of the workers. As a consequence, these Spanish-speaking wage earners face two obstacles: the employer and the union.

  A sample of organization drives by the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) provides a case in point. In 1933, the ILGWU elicited the support of more than 2,000 garment workers in the Los Angeles area. After a dramatic strike in which Mexican women were jailed and beaten during fierce battles with scabs and police, a federal arbitration board offered substantial increases in wages—but without union recognition. Thus, the militant rank-and-file local failed to grow.5 The ILGWU gained formal bargaining rights in the Los Angeles apparel industry only when it entered into employer-minded contracts and ignored the demands of its members.6 The ILGWU in 1937 repeated this pattern in San Antonio, Texas, where Mexican women workers joined the union and won contracts at five of the city’s largest apparel firms. After the consolidation of the local, union professionals pushed aside the Spanish-speaking rank and file as they negotiated sweetheart contracts. As Texas historian Robert Landolt argues, “The success of the ILGWU . . . was due primarily to the local union’s policy of ‘live and let live’. . . .”7

  This failure to translate militancy into democratic locals can be found in other unions as well. In 1972, for instance, Mexican American women garment workers at the Farah plants in El Paso, Texas, walked out over pay, job security, health, and pension issues. The women faced formidable obstacles since Farah, the largest private employer in El Paso, wielded considerable political and economic clout within the local community. These workers affiliated with the Amalgamated Clothing Workers (ACW), and a national boycott of Farah slacks and suits was launched. The boycott provided the key to the workers’ successful settlement, which included wage increases and union recognition. A few months later, a number of Mexican women active in the strike were fired for failing to meet inflated production quotas, and the union leadership refused to initiate any grievance procedures to protect and retain these operatives.8

  In recent years southwestern manufacturers, both large and small, have preferred to relocate their operations—usually across the border into Mexico—rather than face a closed shop at home. In 1978, Mexican American garment workers at the Spring City Knitting Company in Deming, New Mexico, joined the ILGWU and won a representation election sanctioned by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB). Management, however, decided to abandon the Deming plant rather than pay union wages. As a result, the women workers, flushed with victory, suddenly found themselves unemployed.9 Union indifference, employer retaliation, and runaway shops are only a few of the obstacles confronted by Mexican labor activists.

  It is within this tradition of militancy and disappointment that the history of UCAPAWA and Mexican women food processing workers assumes telling importance. This monograph highlights one of the few “success stories,” in terms of sustained involvement beyond the initial strike, the realization of shared goals, and the exercise of leadership. Although the material benefits achieved in California canneries lasted only a few years, the skills and self-esteem that these women developed as the result of their UCAPAWA experience have had lasting value.

  Another dimension of this study concerns the women themselves. As a historian, I have chosen oral interviews as the primary means by which to examine a cross section of Mexican women wage earners in food processing, women who ranged from single daughters to single parents.10 I have attempted to give a sense of what it was like to work in a southern California cannery and what it was like to be a Mexican woman coming of age during the Great Depression. What was the relationship between work and family? What competing cultural expectations or standards were held out for these Spanish-speaking young adults? Although often viewed by management as a monolithic group, Mexican women in industry possessed differing work attitudes and goals, as well as diverse lifestyles. Borrowing the models developed by Joan Scott and Louise Tilly, I examine the motivations of Mexicana and Mexican American cannery operatives.11 As wage earners, were they members of a family wage economy, a consumer wage economy, or both? If part of a family economy, women labored to put food on the table, but if more financially secure and consumer-oriented, they worked in order to purchase the “extras”—stylish clothes, a radio, a phonograph. An analysis of distinct variables, such as age, marital, and generational status, profiles the complex backgrounds of these women.

  More important, what type of networks developed within the plants? Mexican women did not act in isolation—they were part of a multicultural labor force, and they shared a work culture and mutual interests with ethnic immigrant women (generally Russian Jews) of similar age and generation. Nurtured by gender-based job segregation, extended family ties, and common neighborhoods, intra-ethnic and interethnic support groups helped women cope and at times resist the prevailing conditions of work. When taken as a whole, these networks, bridging both ethnicity and gender, formed a distinct “cannery culture.”12 Under what conditions did this collective identity, rooted in kinship and shared experience, become translated into unionization? How did UCAPAWA professionals utilize these networks, and what circumstances facilitated the switch in women’s conversations from movieland gossip to union contracts?

  My focus on labor activism and cannery women is not limited to California, but encompasses the participation of women food-processing workers in UCAPAWA locals throughout the nation. In many respects, UCAPAWA can be considered a woman’s union. For instance, female cannery and packing operatives filled 44 percent of their locals’ principal offices as well as 65 percent of shop-steward posts. Although males dominated positions of national leadership, they envisioned UCAPAWA as a confederation of autonomous locals. Since approximately 75 percent of all food processing workers were women, the union’s executive board actively recruited female trade-union professionals as international representatives. Women organizing women proved the key to the union’s success. These UCAPAWA professionals, through their example and exhortation, encouraged rank-and-file women to assume responsibility in union affairs. Besides exploring the various benefits garnered by union members, this history of UCAPAWA attempts to understand the connection between labor organization and working-class feminism in twentieth-century America. In particular, it asks what impact World War II had on this particular segment of industrial employees and to what extent their lives squared with the prevailing image of “Rosie the Riveter.”

  While important to women’s history, UCAPAWA should also be scrutinized within the context of unionization during the 1930s. The Great Depression presented a crisis without precedent in the history of the United States. Never before had millions of Americans suffered such economic deprivation, mass unemployment, and hunger. It was the golden era of militant unionism, as millions of unskilled industrial workers joined the ranks of the newly formed Committee of Industrial Organizations (CIO). Nurtured in this milieu, UCAPAWA became the seventh-largest CIO affiliate, incorporating large numbers of Mexican, black, Asian, and Anglo food processing workers under its banner. The union, however, has long been an orphan of American labor studies. Scholars have either dismissed UCAPAWA as an ineffective Communist Party (CP) union or glorified it as an epitome of enlightened Marxism.13 I refuse to delve into the quagmire of debate concerning the degree of CP influence, on the ground that it really did not matter to the rank and file. The significance of the union stems not so much from theory as from action. The difference UCAPAWA made in women’s lives in California and the nation forms the focal point of my discussion.

  My research encompasses Mexican American, women’s, and labor studies and can be classified under the ubiquitous rubric of “the new social history.” I have endeavored to write an integrated monograph documenting the history of Mexican women workers within the environs of a particular industry and a specific union using the woman-centered approach. What is woman-centered history? In the words of Sara Evans, “it does not bypass the realities of oppression, but it also accords women the dignity of being historical actors, of having survived and created and shaped the way change occurred.” Like the women’s movement of later decades, UCAPAWA locals provided women cannery workers with the crucial “social space” necessary to assert their independence and display their talents. They were not rote operatives numbed by repetition, but women with dreams, goals, tenacity, and intellect. Unionization became an opportunity to demonstrate their shrewdness and dedication to a common cause.14

  Contrary to the stereotype of the Spanish-speaking woman tied to the kitchen with several small children, most Mexican women have been wage earners at some point in their lives. Since the late 1800s, Mexican women living in California have flocked to food processing plants, attracted to the industry because of seasonal schedules and extended family networks. The chapters that follow delineate the experiences of a generation of Mexican women cannery operatives who, from 1939 to 1950, took control of their work lives as members of the United Cannery, Agricultural, Packing, and Allied Workers of America.
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  Community and Family

  I wanted to be a housewife, but I

  wanted to work. I wanted to see the

  world. . . .

  Belen Martínez Mason

  By 1930 Los Angeles had the largest concentration of Mexicans in the United States, and by 1940 only Mexico City could claim a greater number of Mexican inhabitants. Spanish-speaking communities throughout southern California grew at a phenomenal pace during the early decades of the twentieth century. In 1900 only 3,000 to 5,000 Mexicans lived in Los Angeles, but by 1930 approximately 150,000 persons of Mexican birth or heritage had settled into the city’s expanding barrios.1 Los Angeles firms employed one-half of the state’s Mexican industrial labor force, and two-thirds of California’s Mexican population resided in five southern counties. On a national level, by 1930 Mexicans formed the “third largest ‘racial’ group,” outnumbered only by Anglos and blacks.2

  Recent arrivals from Mexico accounted for this upswing in demographics, yet the Mexican population cannot be viewed as simply another immigrant group. Since 1610 with the founding of Santa Fe, New Mexico, Spanish-speaking people have made their imprint on the region now known as the American Southwest. Along with the clergy and the military, mestizo pioneers who ventured north over the course of two centuries built agricultural and trading outposts in New Mexico, Texas, Arizona, and California. During the 1830s the secularization of mission lands in California precipitated a bustling rancho economy. Belying the myth of the Spanish dons, California society was a diverse amalgamation of races, classes, and occupations, a society in which hard work, extended family bonds, common cultural traditions, and pride as Californios reinforced a sense of community.3

  Life for Mexican settlers changed dramatically in 1848 with the conclusion of the U.S.–Mexican War and the discovery of gold in California. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) followed by the Gadsden Purchase (1853) carved out the political border separating American soil from Mexican. Mexicans on the U.S. side of the border became second-class citizens, divested of their property, political power, and social position. Subject to residential segregation, Mexican Americans in the barrios of the Southwest maintained their sense of identity and cultural traditions, traits reinforced by recent arrivals from Mexico. In separate studies, Albert Camarillo, Richard Griswold del Castillo, and Pedro Castillo have charted the proletarianization of Mexicans in southern California during the remainder of the nineteenth century. From San Diego to Santa Barbara, Californios became marginalized members of larger communities. Working for subsistence wages with little opportunity for advancement, Mexicanos constructed the sidewalks, buildings, electric railways, and most of the industrial accouterments associated with a rapidly expanding urban economy. Women contributed to the family income through their seasonal labor in agriculture and food processing, and many were employed in the growing service sector associated with California tourism. Mexicanas also performed a variety of home tasks for pay, taking in sewing, washing, ironing, and boarders. Some practiced the art of curanderismo (or folk healing) as a means of economic, as well as cultural, survival.4

  Families did not struggle in isolation. Barrio life nurtured traditional values and customs. The barrio, like the family, offered security and refuge. During the late nineteenth century, it served as a cushioning factor for newly arrived Mexicanos.5 With the migration of approximately one million Mexicans into the Southwest between 1910 and 1930, barrio life diffused into new communities. In Los Angeles, the old “Sonoratown,” pushed by the commercialization of the downtown area, gradually declined as a residential section. In its stead, suburban barrios grew up east of the Los Angeles River. By 1930 Mexican neighborhoods could be found in Belvedere, Boyle Heights, Lincoln Heights, and Maravilla, places that today are collectively referred to as East Los Angeles. This expansion continued throughout the first half of the twentieth century so that by 1949 eastside communities accounted for 43 percent of Los Angeles’s Mexican population.6

  Because the numbers of Mexicans in Los Angeles more than tripled between 1920 and 1930, it is not surprising that these new neighborhoods were populated primarily by immigrants and their children. Fleeing the political and economic chaos generated by the Mexican Revolution and lured by job opportunities in the Southwest, Mexicanos came to rebuild their lives. Although family migration was more common, young men and occasionally women arrived in the United States as solos. Many single immigrants married Mexican Americans, and in California these marriages helped blur the distinctions between Californios and the recent arrivals. Lines of class between elite Mexicans and their working-class counterparts also tended to diminish. Because of restrictive real estate covenants that were prevalent throughout southern California, middle-class Mexicans had little choice but to resign themselves to barrio life. Place of birth and class standing, furthermore, had only a negligible effect on social and occupational mobility.7 Anthropologist Ruth Tuck, writing about San Bernardino in the 1940s, captured this blending among barrio residents:

  There is a street . . . on which three families live side by side. The head of one family is a naturalized citizen, who arrived here eighteen years ago; the head of the second is an alien who came . . . in 1905; the head of the third is the descendant of people who came . . . in 1843. All of them, with their families, live in poor housing; earn approximately $150 a month as unskilled laborers; send their children to “Mexican” schools; and encounter the same sort of discriminatory practices.8

  A social welfare scholar has defined culture for minority peoples as “a dynamic entity which fosters a sense of self-respect and dignity.”9 Immigration from Mexico revitalized Mexican culture in the barrios throughout the Southwest. Patriotic societies, mutualistas (mutual aid organizations), and Spanish-language newspapers contributed to a feeling of community and of refuge from the prejudice in the larger society. At times, voluntary associations extended their roles by branching off into labor unions. La Confederación de las Uniones Obreras Mexicanas (CUOM), the major agricultural union in California during the 1920s, had evolved from mutualista activities. The Mexican consul, furthermore, frequently coordinated the efforts of local benevolent groups. In 1931 Rafael de la Colina, the Mexican consul assigned to Los Angeles, organized the Comité de Beneficencia Mexicana as a mechanism for providing some relief to those barrio residents hardest hit by the Great Depression.10

  Although beyond the scope of this study, the role of religion in reinforcing Mexican culture cannot be overstated. For many, Catholicism provided succor and comfort. As Belen Martínez Mason explained, “I don’t think I could have survived . . . without it.” Sacramental initiations, such as a child’s first communion, were times for celebration among family and friends. Even among nominal Catholics, weddings and baptisms were well-attended and signified the coming together of the community. Mexicans in Los Angeles, approximately 80 percent of whom identified themselves as Catholic, were served by twenty-six “Mexican Roman Catholic” parishes and four community centers. A myriad of church-related social organizations and events helped weld the faithful together. Belying the conservative image of the church, one barrio parish had ties with the Lázaro Cárdenas Society, a local mutualista connected to the International Workers Order, a national left-led benevolent society.11 Protestant missionaries soon realized that they would attract more converts if they included an affirmation of ethnicity in their appeals for Americanization.12

  Ethnic pride as exhibited in secular and religious groups served as a psychological bulwark against the grinding poverty experienced by the majority of barrio residents in southern California. In 1929, one government report indicated that the infant mortality rate for Los Angeles County Mexicans was almost three times the figure for the general population.13 While some Mexicanos lived in squalid house courts and box cars, others crowded into small three- or four-room bungalows with or without electricity and indoor plumbing. Rents for substandard housing were high, as much as thirty-five dollars per month in 1930. These housing costs appear even more astronomical when one considers that during this same period 68 percent of Mexicans employed in California industries earned less than fifty-five cents per hour. Railroad workers, moreover, had an average hourly wage of thirty-eight cents and those employed in the building trades received forty to fifty cents per hour. Modest earnings, however, did not guarantee job security, as one San Diego survey recorded that only fifty-three out of one hundred Mexican male heads of household worked year-round.14

  Poor housing and low wages reinforced the social and economic segmentation of Mexicans in southern California. Perceived as cheap temporary labor (even though some were fifth-generation Californios), Spanish-speaking workers were paid considerably less than the going rates. Historian Albert Camarillo has argued that pay “differentials often ranged from 20 to 50 percent less per day for Mexican workers performing the same jobs as other workers.” These disparities in wages did not lessen over time. Until World War II, Mexicans experienced restricted occupational mobility—few rose above the ranks of blue-collar labor.15 With all of these material conditions in mind, it should come as no surprise that in 1933 one University of California study concluded that southern California Mexicans were among the most impoverished groups in the United States.16

  In coping with their situation, individual families not only made do with shoddy quarters but often “doubled up” with other households in similar financial straits. At times people moved in with relatives or shared small cottages with one or more families unconnected by blood, marriage, or compadrazgo.17 It was not uncommon to find three households sharing a six-room house or one family occupying a single room.18 In Los Angeles, social scientists, Protestant missionaries, and social workers uniformly deplored the overcrowded, unsanitary conditions in which Mexicans were compelled to live. Some outside observers assailed unscrupulous landlords while others blamed the Mexican tenants. In the words of sociologist Max Handman, “If we have been able to boast proudly . . . that America has nearly abolished poverty . . . the presence of large numbers of Mexican immigrants . . . tends to nullify that proud contention.”19 Elaborating on this theme, Handman continued:

  The Mexican tends to bring back these slum conditions . . . Even the Negro has managed to climb higher in the general raising of the average standard of living. The Mexican now forms . . . the residual population, and in the near future . . . a lurid yellow press will regale us again with sentimental tidbits of how ‘the other half lives.’20

  From out of the shadows, barrio residents had collectively become “the Mexican problem.”

  During the 1920s, nativism was rampant in the United States, as exemplified by the Immigration Quota Act of 1924 and the rebirth of the Ku Klux Klan. Anti-Mexican feelings were common throughout the Southwest. In one unforgettable depiction of the impact of immigration on American life, Mexicans were compared to a bowl of “chili con carne,” bound to give “Uncle Sam” a bad case of “heartburn.”21 In a similar vein, C. S. Babbit, an El Paso physician, denounced Protestant missionaries working among the Mexican people because their energies were “wasted on beings . . . who are not in reality the objects of Christ’s sacrifice.” These ideas were not the rantings of a few extremists; even mainstream publications, such as The Saturday Evening Post, contained articles which fanned xenophobic racism.22

  Between 1931 and 1934, rhetoric exploded into action as an estimated one-third of the Mexican population in the United States was either deported or repatriated to Mexico even though many had been born in this country. Mexicans were the only immigrants to be targeted for removal. The proximity of the U.S.–Mexico border, as well as the physical distinctiveness of mestizo peoples, fostered the belief that Mexican immigrants could be easily identified and—perhaps more important—inexpensively transported back to their homeland. Mexicans were viewed alternatively as foreign usurpers of American jobs and as unworthy burdens on local relief rolls. In Los Angeles the unemployment rate for Mexicans was “the highest rate for any single group,” at times reaching as high as 50 percent.23 Charity officials quickly perceived Mexicanos as expendable, and plans were drawn to “rid” Los Angeles of these “deportable aliens.” The Federal Bureau of Immigration, with the support of the local relief director C. P. Visel, nurtured a climate of fear in the Los Angeles barrios. Immigration roundups in public places, like the 1931 placita incident in downtown Los Angeles, alarmed all sectors of the Mexican community. Furthermore, some immigration officers made raids on private residences in much the same manner as the local “dogcatcher.”24 Perhaps even more pernicious were the repatriation campaigns by which social workers encouraged their Spanish-surnamed clients to depart voluntarily. Some painted a glowing picture of life in Mexico while others threatened the termination of benefits. Los Angeles County arranged transportation for those who wished to travel south of the border. From 1931 to 1934 the county sent 13,332 people to Mexico aboard fifteen special trains. Historian and journalist Carey McWilliams described those boarding one such train as “men, women, and children—with dogs, cats, and goats . . . [with] half-open suitcases, rolls of bedding, and lunch baskets.”25 Thousands more chose to leave by automobile. They piled all of their possessions—mattresses, furniture, clothing—into a jalopy and headed south. This scene of auto caravans making their way into the interior of Mexico offers a curious parallel to the ensuing “Okie” migration into California.

  Even though the deportation and repatriation campaigns had diminished by 1935, their legacy left a bitter imprint on Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans alike. Yet, the threat of deportation did not touch all Mexican families equally. Historian Camille Guerin-Gonzáles argues that farm workers newly arrived in Los Angeles from rural California were more likely candidates for removal than long-term urban residents. The food processing workers I have interviewed certainly were aware of the fear permeating the barrios, but their own families were not directly affected. One reason was that they had lived in southern California cities for a number of years. In 1937 the California Unemployment Reserves Commission reported that the average length of state residency for cannery workers had reached fifteen years.26 Furthermore, the incomes generated by extended family members were sufficient for survival. Probably fewer food processing families had to resort to social service agencies, as everyone pooled their resources to make ends meet. In many instances, women’s wage labor provided the safety net or extra edge in their families’ day-to-day confrontation with poverty.

  Thousands of Spanish-speaking women in Los Angeles, most of them young single daughters, sought employment in local food processing plants. Wage work, however, was not always the top priority among these adolescents. While several studies have focused on second-generation Mexican American men, particularly as pachucos,27 none have examined the lifestyles and attitudes of women coming of age during the 1920s and 1930s. Indeed, they may have experienced deeper generational tensions. Although not “secluded,” Mexican women were closely supervised and perhaps, more than their brothers, they were expected to maintain and abide by traditional norms.28

  Generally, the first cause of disagreement between a teenager and her family would be her personal appearance. During the 1920s, a woman’s decision “to bob or not bob” her hair became an important issue within Mexican families. Swimwear, bloomers, and short skirts also became sources of contention. “My daughter wanted me to buy her a bathing suit,” one older Mexicano revealed. “I said no, you can bathe at home. I will educate you . . . but [I will] not buy a bathing suit. You can wait till I am dead and buy it then.”29 The impact of flapper styles on the Mexican community was clearly expressed in the following verse taken from a corrido appropriately entitled, “Las Pelonas” (“The Bobbed-Haired Girls”)

  Red bandannas [sic]

  I detest,

  And now the flappers

  Use them for their dress.

  The girls of San Antonio

  Are lazy at the metate.

  They want to walk out bobbed-haired,

  With straw hats on.

  The harvesting is finished,

  So is the cotton;

  The flappers stroll out now

  For a good time.30

  With similar sarcasm, another popular ballad chastized Mexican women for applying makeup so heavily as to resemble a piñata.31

  The use of cosmetics, however, cannot be blamed entirely on Madison Avenue advertising campaigns. The innumerable barrio beauty pageants, sponsored by mutualistas, patriotic societies, churches, the Mexican Chamber of Commerce, newspapers, and even progressive labor unions, encouraged young women to accentuate their physical attributes. Carefully chaperoned, many teenagers did participate in community contests from La Reina de Cinco de Mayo to Orange Queen. They modeled evening gowns, rode on parade floats, and sold raffle tickets.32

  Though times were lean, many women had dreams of fame and fortune, nurtured in part by their proximity to Hollywood. Movies, both Mexican and American, provided a popular form of entertainment for barrio residents. It was common on Saturday mornings to see children and young adults combing the streets for bottles so that they could afford the price of admission—ten cents for the afternoon matinee. Preteens would frequently come home and act out what they had seen on the screen. “I was going to be Clara Bow,” remembered Adele Hernández Milligan. As they grew older, friends would plan expeditions to Hollywood with the hope of being “discovered.” Needless to say, not all families looked favorably upon these star-struck fantasies. Whether or not it was appropriate for an eighteen-year-old woman to go with a group of female relatives or friends to West Los Angeles for an afternoon outing engendered considerable debate. “My parents wouldn’t let me go and I sulked for days,” María Rodríguez noted. But she added fondly, “I guess I didn’t miss much. My girlfriend told me that all they did was walk around and giggle.” Some families did relent, and young Mexican women could be found promenading on Hollywood and Vine.33

  The most serious point of contention between an adolescent daughter and her parents regarded her behavior toward young men. Close chaperonage by a family member was the prerequisite for attending a movie, dance, or even church-related events. Recalling the supervisory role played by her “old maid” aunt, María Fierro laughingly explained, “She’d check on us all the time. I used to get so mad at her.”34 Even talking to male peers in broad daylight could be grounds for discipline. In the words of Adele Hernández Milligan: “I remember the first time that I walked home with a boy from school. Anyway, my mother saw me and she was mad. I must have been sixteen or seventeen. She slapped my face because I was walking home with a boy.”35 Describing this familial protectiveness, one social scientist aptly remarked that the “supervision of the Mexican parent is so strict as to be obnoxious.”36

  Faced with this type of situation, young women had three options: they could accept the rules set down for them; they could rebel; or they could find ways to compromise or circumvent traditional standards.

  Chaperonage was reinforced by informal community sanctions. “I was never allowed to go out by myself in the evening; it just was not done,” one woman recalled. In a similar vein, a former cannery worker poignantly revealed, “I fought with my parents . . . but I didn’t try to sneak out because I didn’t want our neighbors to talk about me the way they talked about some other girls. That kind of chisme would hurt my family.”37

  Of course, some women did rebel. They moved out of their family homes and into apartments. Considering themselves freewheeling single women, they could go out with men unsupervised as was the practice among their Anglo peers. “This terrible freedom in the United States,” one Mexicana lamented. “I do not have to worry because I have no daughters, but the poor señoras with many girls, they worry.”38
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