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Title of Lesson Plan: U.S. Im/migration and Criminalization in the West from the 1930s to 
1950s 
 
Subject Area: Migration, Immigration, Constructions of Race, Carceral history 
 
Author: Carie Rael, PhD student in History at Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ 
 
Main Argument of lesson:  
This lesson traces the racialization of im/migration that resulted in the criminalization of 
immigrants along the U.S/ Mexican border that increased the expansion of deportable offenses, 
deportations, and incarceration of immigration related crimes. The focus of this lesson is on 
im/migration in the West, predominantly with Latinx people in the U.S./Mexico borderlands due 
to it becoming the central focus point for U.S. federal immigration policies in the 1930s.  
Focusing on the West allows students to understand im/migration beyond the East Coast and 
complicates the historical understanding of immigration by examining how race operated along 
the U.S./Mexico borderlands. Additionally, it adds dimension to the discussion of race and 
migration. The lesson puts the current state of affairs surrounding Latinx immigration into 
historical context by trying to answer how “immigration-related crimes today constitute the 
leading cause of imprisonment in the federal penal system” according to Torrie Hester.  While 
this lesson focuses primarily upon im/migration from the 1930s-1950s, it is important to push the 
timeline in order to provide essential context. In this lesson, students will juxtapose federal 
policies of immigration with oral histories from Latinx migrants during key points in 
immigration history in order to place im/migrants at the center of this history.  Ultimately, this 
lesson gets students to ask how did im/migration become racialized and criminalized along the 
U.S./ Mexico border and what impact has this had historically on the expansion of the carceral 
state?  
 
Procedure:  
Students will be assigned Torrie Hester’s article “Deportability and the Carceral State” to read 
before the start of class. Additionally, they will be broken up into four groups and each group 
will be assigned a different oral history to listen to in its entirety before coming to class. They 
can be chosen from the primary source section listed below. They will be expected to bring a ½ 
page to one-page analysis of the oral history. Students will also be advised to pick one fact from 
their reading or oral history to share with the class. Students will spend the first 30 minutes of 
class discussing the article. Students will also be asked to read their facts aloud as part of this 
discussion. After this brief discussion, there should be a brief lecture on the history of 
im/migration policy from the United States, focusing on the Mexico/U.S borderlands. After the 
lecture students will break up into four groups based on which oral history students were 
expected to listen to. Once broken up in groups, each group will create a short presentation in 
class briefly explaining the life story of the narrator and discussing what historical moments each 
narrator discusses. These can be historical moments that were covered in the lecture or others 
that the students felt were important. This will take 30 minutes. Each group will then present 
their analysis of the oral history to the rest of class.  This would take 10 minutes per group 
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totaling another 40 minutes. This ending exercise will seek to emphasize the bottom up historical 
approach to immigration policy that was discussed in this lesson.   
 
Lesson Description:  
This lecture should be theoretically grounded in the secondary literature provided below. George 
Sánchez’s analysis of the Mexico/U.S. border as fluid, will provide an analysis of migration as a 
two-way process that becomes increasingly policed over time.  Sánchez’s cultural analysis will 
also be emphasized at different parts of the lecture by incorporating primary sources like playing 
audio of a corrido into the lecture. The lecture should begin by talking about the Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. Beginning here is meant to emphasize the idea about shifting 
borders and concepts of who is a citizen in changing territory. Next is a discussion of the Chinese 
Exclusion Act of 1882 in order to look how the federal government explicitly prevented 
citizenship based on nationality. Moving forward to the Mexican Revolution in 1910 explains the 
shifting attitudes regarding Mexican migration into the United States. This would also provide 
some historical insight as to why people would migrate into the U.S. across the border.  
Then briefly discuss the role of immigrant labor in the West used to build railroads followed by a 
discussion of  the creation of the Border Patrol in 1920.  Both George Sánchez and Kelly Lytle 
Hernández’s work will ground the discussion of the creation of the Border Patrol to discuss 
immigrant’s association with criminality. Mai Ngai’s work emphasizes how the implementation 
of the quota systems in 1924 by the federal government further intertwined race and immigration 
in federal policy. Next, discuss the period of repatriation which lasted from 1929-1936. This will 
be placed in context with the Great Depression in the United States.  Play clip from Emilia 
Castañeda de Valenciana’s oral history where she remembers the harrowing experience of being 
“repatriated” to Mexico despite being born and growing up in California. Mention in this section 
how in 1930 the Border Patrol specifically focused on Mexican immigration, which began the 
national focus of policing Mexican immigration. Labor will be central for this section and will 
lead into the creation of the Bracero Program in 1942 which allowed migration for agricultural 
laborers in order to take advantage of their cheap labor. End the lesson with a discussion of  
Operation Wetback in 1954 which escalated the criminalization of border crossings and created 
mass deportations.  This will serve as a parallel to the current migrant situation and the federal 
government’s violent response 
 
Secondary Sources: 
1.George Sánchez’s, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in Chicano 
Los Angeles, 1900-1945 explores the creation of Mexican American identity in conjunction with 
the growth of Los Angeles. Sánchez embraces the idea of “multiple identities and contradictory 
positions” when looking at the formation of Los Angeles’ Mexican Americans.1 Throughout the 
work Sánchez acknowledges the role of two nations, Mexico and the United States, in shaping 
the experience of Mexican migrants in Los Angeles, but ultimately looks at the ways in which 
Mexican migrants forged their own unique identity through their experiences with family, 
religion, labor, and music.  By centering the story on the Mexican immigrants and their children, 
Sánchez reveals the complex processes of identity formation with immigrants as the active 
agents. 
2.Mai Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America traces the 
idea that race and illegal status “remain closely related” by looking at the “historical origins of 

                                                
1 George Sánchez, Becoming Mexican American: Ethnicity, Culture, and Identity in Chicano Los 
Angeles, 1900-1945 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 8.  
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the ‘illegal alien’ in American law and society and the emergence of illegal immigration as the 
central problem in U.S. immigration policy in the twentieth century.”2 She argues that that 
undocumented immigrants are simultaneously unwelcomed and welcomed. Their cheap labor 
and unprotected wage work is sought after while unauthorized entry is opposed by the state and 
public.  Ngai focuses on 1924-1965 in order to examine the implementation of quota system 
which intertwined race and immigration in federal policy. She is interested in immigration’s 
relationship to concepts of citizens and how “restrictive immigration laws produced new 
categories of racial difference.”3  
3. Kelly Lytle Hernández’s, Migra!: A History of the U.S. Border Patrol  details how Mexican 
immigrant workers emerged as the primary target of the US border patrol and how in the process 
the U.S. Border Patrol shaped the story of race in the U.S.4  Hernández looks at the dynamics of 
Anglo-American nativism, the power of national security, issues of sovereignty, and the labor-
control interests of the capitalist economic development in the US and the South West. She 
shows how Border Patrol officers struggled to translate immigration law into law enforcement 
practices. Ultimately, Hernández analyzes U.S. immigration law enforcement as a matter of state 
violence and explains the growth of the border patrol in U.S./Mexico borderlands as expansion 
of federal law enforcement in the 20th century.   
4. Torrie Hester’s, “Deportability and the Carceral State” attempts to explain immigration related 
crimes became the leading cause of imprisonment in federal facilities. She traces the history of 
deportations and their connections to incarceration over time.  Hester analyzes the connection 
between deportation and race. She traces the growing criminalization of immigrants in history 
from the Chinese Exclusion Act, to the limitation of movement across borders in 1903, to the 
1920 creation of Border Patrol, to racial quotas, to the targeting Mexican laborers for deportation 
during the 1930s, to the Bracero program, and Operation Wetback. She is interested in the 
history which resulted in the expansion of deportability and the practice of mass deportations. 
 
Primary Sources: 

1. Audio of a Corrido “El Lavoplatos” by Los Hermanos Bañuelos. Written around 1930, this 
corrido is about a man who migrates from Mexico to the U.S. to escape the Mexican 
Revolution. He dreams of being a movie star but ends up working in the agricultural fields 
and realizes he would have been better off washing dishes. Corridos were folk songs that 
were sung during the Mexican Revolution and were carried over from rural communities to 
Mexico’s urban centers and then over to Los Angeles.5     

2. Outspoken Podcast, Episode One: Latina Legacies .This podcast features clips from oral 
histories of the following Latina women:  
o Emilia Castañeda de Valenciana from the Mexican American Oral History Project at 

the Center for Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral history, Emilia 
talks about her parents migrating to the US from Mexico during the Great Depression, 

                                                
2 Mai Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 2. 
3 Mai Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 7. 
4 Kelly Lytle Hernández’s, Migra!: A History of the U.S. Border Patrol, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2010), 2.  
5 Los Hermanos Bañuelos, El Lavaplatos, (The Strachwitz Frontera Collection of Mexican and 
Mexican American Recordings, 1930) Accessed at http://frontera.library.ucla.edu/recordings/el-
lavaplatos-1a-parte-1     
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growing up in L.A., and her experience of being repatriated back to Mexico. To 
access the entire oral history email Natalie Navar and request OH #700.  

o Rachel Gonzales from the Orange County Mexican Colonias Oral History Project at 
the Center for Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral history Rachel 
recalls her memories during the Depression. To access the entire oral history email 
Natalie Navar.  

o Carmen Valencia from the Women, Politics, and Activism Since Suffrage Oral 
History Project at the Center for Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral 
history Carmen recalls the sad memories of being forced to leave their home during 
the Great Depression. To access the entire oral history email Natalie Navar and 
request OH#5347.  

o Carmen Landeros from the Mexican American Oral History Project at the Center for 
Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral history Carmen remembers when 
her sister was repatriated. To access the entire oral history email Natalie Navar and 
request OH #745.  

3. Oral History of Jose Landeros from the Mexican American Oral History Project at the 
Center for Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral history, Jose talks about 
working on the railroad, becoming a foreman during the Great Depression, and recalls 
repatriation and his decision to not return to Mexico. To access email: Natalie Navar and 
request OH #746.  

4. Oral History of Gonzalo B. Garcia from the Mexican American Oral History Project at the 
Center for Oral and Public History, CSU Fullerton. In this oral history, Gonzalo talks about 
his experiences with the Bracero program, his agricultural work, his personal relationship 
with Cesar Chavez, and discusses the awful working conditions for agricultural workers. . 
To access email: Natalie Navar and request OH #604.  

5. Table of U.S. Border Patrol activities from 1935-1944. This table shows the total number 
of people apprehended, deported, immigration violations, number of people questioned, 
and value of all seizures by the Border Patrol from 1935-1944.6  

6. Image from the Border Patrol Museum. This image shows Mexican migrants packed tightly 
in a caged truck where they are being driven to be deported. This image is from Operation 
Wetback that occurred in 1954.7  

7. “Aliens Expelled” Table, 1892-2000, US INS, 2000 Statistical Yearbook. This table shows 
the number of formal removals and voluntary departures from 1892-2000.8 

8. “Detention of Migrant Children”, New York Times, Caitlin Dickerson, September 12, 2018. 
This article reports a record high number of children being detained in detention camps 
along the U.S./Mexico border as a result of U.S. federal action. 9 

                                                
6 Kelly Lytle Hernández’s, Migra!: A History of the U.S. Border Patrol, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2010), 121. 
7 “Largest deportation campaign in US history is no match for Trump’s Plan” The Conversation, 
March 8, 2017. Accessed online http://theconversation.com/largest-deportation-campaign-in-us-
history-is-no-match-for-trumps-plan-73651 
8 Mai Ngai, Impossible Subjects: Illegal Aliens and the Making of Modern America (Princeton, 
Princeton University Press, 2004), 274. 
9 Caitlin Dickerson, “Detention of Migrant Children has Skyrocketed to Highest Levels Ever” 
New York Times , September 12, 2018. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/09/12/us/migrant-
children-detention.html 


