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When we think of Lyndon B. Johnson's presidency, it's often overshadowed by
the Vietnam War and the civil rights movement. However, his relationship with
Mexican Americans is an often overlooked aspect of his presidency. LBJ
recognized the importance of Mexican Americans as a growing constituency and
implemented policies to address their needs. Yet, his approach towards the
community was complex, leaving behind a paradox of power. In this article, we
delve into LBJ's policies, impact, and the lasting legacy on Mexican Americans.

Understanding LBJ's Relationship with Mexican Americans

In the mid-20th century, the Mexican American community faced significant social
and economic challenges. They were marginalized, discriminated against, and
lacked political representation. LBJ understood that addressing their concerns
was crucial not only for their well-being but for his political future as well.
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His relationship with Mexican Americans can be traced back to his early political
career in Texas. Growing up in the border state, LBJ witnessed firsthand the
struggles faced by Mexican Americans. He believed that empowering this
community was not only a moral imperative but also a strategic move to secure
their support as a powerful voting bloc.

The Great Society and the War on Poverty

Upon assuming the presidency in 1963, LBJ introduced his ambitious domestic
agenda known as the Great Society. This program aimed to eradicate poverty,
improve education, and expand civil rights. The War on Poverty, a key component
of the Great Society, provided an opportunity to address the needs of Mexican
Americans.

LBJ understood that poverty was a significant issue within the Mexican American
community. Through programs like the Economic Opportunity Act and the
Community Action Program, his administration aimed to uplift the underprivileged.
These initiatives provided Mexican Americans with access to education, job
training, and economic opportunities.

Education and Civil Rights

Recognizing that education was crucial for upward mobility, LBJ prioritized
improving educational opportunities for Mexican American children. The
Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 aimed to bridge the
achievement gap by providing funding to schools serving low-income students,
including those in predominantly Mexican American communities.
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LBJ also signed the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which aimed to eliminate
discriminatory voting practices. This was instrumental in ensuring Mexican
Americans had equal access to the political process. By protecting their voting
rights, LBJ aimed to solidify their support and empower them politically.

The Paradox of Power

While LBJ's policies aimed to uplift Mexican Americans, the paradox of power lies
in the unintended consequences and complexities of his approach. On one hand,
his initiatives provided much-needed resources and opportunities for the
community. On the other, they inadvertently reinforced existing stereotypes and
perpetuated a sense of dependency.

Some critics argue that LBJ's approach emphasized short-term fixes rather than
addressing the underlying systemic issues. The focus on alleviating poverty
without challenging societal structures ultimately left many Mexican Americans
stuck in cyclical poverty.

Furthermore, LBJ's immigration policies, such as the "Operation Wetback," aimed
to control immigration from Mexico, leading to deportations and family
separations. This created tension within the Mexican American community and
highlighted the complexities of LBJ's power dynamic.

The Legacy of LBJ on Mexican Americans

LBJ's presidency had a lasting impact on the Mexican American community. His
initiatives contributed to the empowerment and mobilization of Mexican American
voters, leading to increased political representation and the rise of Mexican
American leaders in various fields.



However, the complexities of his policies continue to shape the Mexican
American experience today. Many argue that a more comprehensive and
progressive approach is needed to address the systemic challenges faced by the
community.

In

LBJ recognized the power of the Mexican American community and implemented
policies to address their needs. While his approach had both positive and
negative consequences, his presidency marked a significant milestone in terms of
addressing the concerns of Mexican Americans. The paradox of power lies in the
ongoing struggle to balance short-term fixes with long-term systemic change. As
we continue to navigate the complexities of race, power, and politics, it is
essential to understand the legacy of LBJ and its impact on Mexican Americans.
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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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