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“A Mexican living in the US, especially one who is an 
illegal immigrant, so named from the practice of 

swimmign the Rio Grande to reach the US.





“waded [across] the shallow river in sight of the 
Border Patrol, which received them with formality, 

herded them into temporary enclosures and 
immediately paroled them to . . . cotton growers, 

who trucked [them] . . . at once to the fields.” 

~ La Opinion, October 1948







“The problem created by the presence in the United 
States and the continued entry of hundreds of 
thousands of farm workers who have streamed 

illegally across the Mexican border.” 

~Washington Post, 1951



New York Times, 1948



Newsweek, 1953





“What, then, is race? It is a vast family of human 
beings, generally of common blood and 

language, always of common history, traditions, 
and impulses, who are both voluntarily and 

involuntarily striving together for the 
accomplishment of certain more or less vividly 

conceived ideals of life.”

~W. E. B. Du Bois, 1897





“Race is a practice - an ongoing discursive process of 
racing individuals that must be maintained in order to 

survive. The categories accepted as natual and 
inevitable . . . must consistenty be called upon, called 

forth if you will, for without possessing ontological 
grounding, the ‘truths’ of racial categorization and 

demarcation exist only in the retelling.” 

~Nadine Ehlers





“seemingly natural but finally unstable logic of race”

~Matthew Frye Jacobson



“America . . . desperately requires the body to 
speak the ‘truth’ [of race] . . . and is destabilized 

by the possibility that  the body will ‘fail’ to 
articulate this ‘truth.’”

~Nadine Ehlers





“The visible markers [presumed racial phenotypes] 
may then be interpreted as outer signs of an 

essential, immutable, inner moral-intellectual 
character, and that character, in its turn - attested to 

by physical ‘difference’  - is summoned up to 
explain the social value attached . . . in the first place. 

The circuit is ineluctable. Race is social value 
become perception.”  

~Matthew Frye Jacobson



“It is discursive power that ‘makes’ 
race perceptible, because it teaches or 

instructs people to read by it.”

~Nadine Ehlers



Racial Recognition

the compulsive seeing and finding of likeness that 
resists reducing likeness to mutuality

likeness to a circulating discourse

perceptual/conceptual collapse





Life, 1951



Newsweek, 1948



“the actual number of wetbacks”

~ Culver E. Giddens, 1951



“wetback problem”

~ James P. Mitchell, 1954



Edinburg Daily Review, 1954



“Mexican nationals . . . pour unlawfully across the 
border. The illegals, or ‘wetbacks’ - a name derived 
from their fording of the Rio Grande river - comprise 

400,000 of our one million migratory laborers.”

~Commonweal, 1951



“Aside from the fact that it is a monstrous example of 
publicly countenanced law-breaking, the traffic inflicts 

incalculable economic and social damage on the 
United States.”

~New York Times, 1953



“The Mexican wetback is the hardest-working 
farm laborer in the world. After all, the only thing 

he wants is to work.”

~Americas, 1953



“The Mexican national may be paid fifty cents an 
hour, with a shack to live in; the wetback will work for 
twenty to thirty cent an hour and live in the brush. An 

American family, regardless of living standards, 
cannot survive on fifty cents an hour. And, anyway, 

Americans won’t do stoop labor. They aspire to 
something higher.”

~Commonweal, 1954





“How about being in a drugstore and three Mexicans 
entered reaking [sic] with filth and odor so bad it was 
nauseating, and the three enjoying their appearance 

while clean people were at tables partaking food. How 
about being on a bus and having lice drop down in 
your lap from a dirty Mexican standing in the aisle 

beside you.”

~A. P. Pierce, 1951



“They [wetbacks] are herded together in insanitary 
[sic] hovels and shanties.”

~New York World Telegram Sun, 1951



“I have seen, with my own eyes, people living in these 
shacks and sheds, getting their own water to drink, 
and cook with, out of irrigation ditches, no type of 

sanitary facilities, bathing or toilet facilities of any kind 
in sight; living in shacks I wouldn’t put a horse in.”

~Commonweal, 1951



“Wherever they go, wetbacks depress standards of 
wages and working conditions.”

~New York Times, 1953





“To try and stop them is like trying to stop birds from 
migrating.”

~Newsweek, 1953



“Like ants, they’re swarming over the desert like ants.”

~Time, 1951



“[Wetbacks] swarmed to the border by the tens of 
faceless thousands. They milled briefly amid slinking 

dogs and the neon-lighted stench of Mexicali and 
then streamed, furtively and endlessly across the 

border into California.”

~Time, 1951



“Mexican workers are now being loaded like work 
animals onto trucks.”

~New Republic, 1951





New York Times, 1954



San Antonio Express, 1954



Laredo Times, 1954



Edinburg Daily Review, 1954









“Though the United States has since abandoned 
the racial epithets its operation names, its legacy lingers.”
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