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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 2

known as the fence cutting wars destroyed millions of dollars’ worth of barbed wire fencing 
and led to violence in which three men were killed. Despite the conflicts, barbed wire fences 
became increasingly common, which made it more difficult to drive cattle to market and 
ended open-range cattle ranching. 

7.	 Drought. Cattle, like the ranchers 
themselves, needed water to survive. In 
drought years, whole herds risked death on 
cattle drives where the watering holes had 
dried up. The windmill helped make water 
available to more farmers by using the wind 
to raise water to the surface. However, as 
farming spread, the open range was reduced, 
leading to the end of the open-range cattle 
industry.

8.	 Dropping temperatures on the open range. 
Freezing was one of the causes of the 
open-range cattle industry's decline. In 
the late 1880s, a large percentage of cattle 
herds froze to death, driving their owners 
into bankruptcy. 

9.	 Oversupply of cattle. With too many cows to 
sell, the price per head of cattle dropped to 
a low point where some ranchers could not 
pay the costs of running a ranch, including 
the mortgages on their land and the wages 
for their cowboys. 

10.	 Railroad expansion. After 1870, railroads expanded tremendously through Texas. While 
the railroads provided easy transportation to nearby cattle markets, they also made 
farming more profitable, leading to the expansion of farmland and a shrinking amount of 
room for ranching. 

COTTON FARMING: Some cotton plantations made profits after the Civil War, but most 
suffered. The falling price of cotton meant that many farmers could not pay their mortgage  
(a loan to buy land or a home), so the banks foreclosed on their farms, taking possession of the 
land and, in many cases, kicking off the farmer. Even successful cotton farmers had problems 
they needed to overcome:

A windmill in Texas from the early 20th century

Freezing temperatures killed many cattle

Image sources: Lawrence T. Jones III Texas photography collection, Courtesy of DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University;  
Russell Freedman, Cowboys of the Wild West. ©GoShow/CC BY-SA 3.0
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 2

1.	 Shortage of cash. Farmers did not have the starting capital (money) to buy land outright. 
Banks took advantage of the situation by charging high interest rates when they lent money 
for land purchases.

2.	 Cotton transportation. The cost of transporting the cotton crop to market was very high, on 
top of all the other costs of running a plantation. 

3.	 Farming costs. Equipment, including work animals, were needed for planting, harvesting, 
and preparing the cotton well before it could be transported to market. 

4.	 Hiring workers. Since farmers did not have money to pay workers cash wages, they had to 
hire people as sharecroppers. This required farmers to share the profits from the sale of their 
crops, and so to maximize the money coming back to them, they were forced to focus on the 
most profitable crop: cotton. This emphasis led, in turn, to the oversupply of cotton.

5.	 Oversupply of cotton. Cotton flooded the market, raising the supply and lowering the 
demand. Lower cotton prices resulted, making it harder for farmers to pay their loans back 
to the banks. The very thing that cotton farmers wanted to do—produce more cotton—hurt 
them in the end.

6.	 Seasonal flooding. Floods could take out large sections of the cotton crop, lessening the 
amount that a farmer could harvest and affecting their profit at market.

7.	 Seasonal drought. Just the same as having too much water, droughts could wipe out acres of 
crops, leaving farmers with less cotton to sell and less money coming in as a profit.

Cattle ranching had major unintended consequences for Texas. Ranching did not require slavery, 
and ranchers claimed to represent the West, so it helped move Texas (and the rest of the country) 
away from the North-South divide of the Civil War. Even though Texas ranches provided only 28 
percent of the beef for the nation, the state was known as the cattle kingdom, an image that has 
remained to this day. Ranching appealed to the idea of westerners as tough, brave, practical, and 
manly; even today, long after the frontier lifestyle of the cattlemen has ended, some people still 
wear cowboy boots and 10-gallon hats. Most people today picture Texans as cowboys, not cotton 
farmers. Ranching changed the image of Texas and the way Texans saw and still see their state. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 What did you do well or poorly in this decision-making problem about ranching versus 

farming in Texas? 

2.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example, 
 identifying assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 3

WHAT JOB WILL YOU TAKE?

It is 1870 and you are a black freedman. The Thirteenth Amendment freed you from slavery in 
1865, but as a result of slavery, you do not own any land and you do not have any money. Right 
after the Civil War, the Freedman’s Bureau began to help former slaves get jobs and adjust to life as 
freedmen. Now the Freedman’s Bureau is gone. You are on your own. You are hoping to make some 
money in the next few years so that you can marry and start a family, but you do not have many 
options. You do not want to move to a town or city and you do not have any money or desire to 
move out of Texas. That leaves you with the five options on the next page.

You could become a cash tenant on a cotton farm. You would not own the land; instead, you 
would pay a fixed rent in cash once a month or once a year. You will have to borrow money to pay 
that rent, and you will have to grow cotton, since it is the only crop with enough value to pay your 
farming costs. But you would own the crops you grow! In order to become a cash tenant, you also 
need to supply your own mule, plow, seed, feed, and other equipment. You do not have money 
to buy these items, so you would have to borrow from a local merchant (store owner) and pay 
interest. In the time before the crops are harvested and sold, you will also have to buy items on 
credit at the local store. At the end of the year, after the crops are sold, you would settle up your 
loans with the local merchant. If you make a large amount of money from the sale of your crops, 
you get to keep the extra above the rent and loans. If you do not make enough to pay the rent and 
the local store owner, you are in debt to start the next year. You would not be able to leave until 
you pay all your debts. 

A second option is to become a share tenant. Instead of paying cash to rent the land, you would 
wait until the crops come in and then divide the sale of your harvest between you and the land-
owner. You would pay one-third of the cotton sale to the owner and keep the other two-thirds. You 
would have to supply your own mule, plow, seed, feed and other equipment before the crops are 
harvested and sold, all of which you would have to buy on credit or as a loan from a local merchant 
and pay interest. With the money from your share of the cotton sale, you would pay off your debts 
and hopefully have money left over to start again the next year. In this arrangement, you would 
always be able to pay the rent, since the rent is simply a share of the crop sales, but you would not be 
able to keep all the extra money if the crop sales are large; as the crop sales get larger, you owe more 
money to the landlord. 

A third option is to become a sharecropper. You would pay for the use of the land by turning over 
a share of the crops sold to the owner. The landowner will lend you tools, seed, and work animals, 
so you will be paying the landowner half the money from the sale of your crops and only keeping 

Civil War

1865 1870 1875 188518801860 190018951890

What Job?

Student Handout 3: What Job Will You Take?
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 3

half. In the time before the crops are harvested and sold, you will have to buy items on credit with 
the local merchant. If you make enough money, you can pay off your debt when the crops are sold. 
In many ways, being a sharecropper is similar to being a hired laborer, since the only thing you are 
supplying is your labor—but you are keeping much less money when all your payments are made 
and your debts are settled. 

A fourth option is to borrow money from a bank and buy a farm. Buying a farm means you will 
own something and you can do whatever you want with your land. However, money is scarce 
and there are few banks, so borrowing will be difficult. To make matters worse, banks are run by 
white men, who are less likely to loan to freedmen. In addition to the land, you would also have 
to buy work animals, seeds, and equipment on credit from a local merchant. That adds up to a lot 
of money! If you make more money than what you owe on the loan from the bank and the credit 
from a merchant, you will have money for yourself. But if you do not make enough money to pay 
the loan, the bank will foreclose on your farm and take back your land. You will have to grow a 
crop that will be sold on the market to make money, as opposed to focusing on growing food 
for yourself, because you have to get money to pay the loan back. Cotton is the crop that almost 
everyone chooses, since it makes the most money. 

A fifth option is to become a cowboy. You do not have any ranching skills, but you could learn from 
the Spanish vaqueros on one of the ranches in Texas. Many of the ranches are sending their cattle 
to markets on cattle drives, so they need cowboys to ride along to keep the herd safe. Ranchers 
pay about $30 to $40 per month. If cowboys go on cattle drives, they are paid when they get to the 
market and the cattle are sold. The pay is not great, but it is steady. You would be gone for at least 
six weeks on each cattle drive, but you would get to see places outside of Texas. One advantage 
of being a cowboy is that ranching was never associated with slavery, unlike cotton farming; as a 
cowboy, you could move away from the legacy of slavery.

Which of these jobs will you take? In reality, there were other options for some people, but most 
had to pick from these. You may choose only one.

A.	 Cash tenant on a cotton farm

B.	 Share tenant on a cotton farm

C.	 Sharecropper on a cotton farm

D.	 Borrow money to start your own cotton farm

E.	 Cowboy on a ranch or cattle drive

Would your choice be different if you were a poor white man instead of a poor freedman?
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 4

OUTCOMES FOR JOBS
The vast majority of freedmen became tenant farmers (cash tenants, share tenants, or 
sharecroppers) after the Civil War. For example, in one 1880 Texas county, about 80 percent of all 
black families lived as tenant farmers. The myth was that by hard work, a person could move from 
sharecropper to share tenant to cash tenant to farm owner; in reality, the percentage of freedmen 
and white tenant farmers actually rose after the Civil War.  Many Texan farmers were doomed to 
poverty, working someone else’s land.   

The majority of freedmen who stayed in Texas as tenants became sharecroppers (Option C). It 
did not work out well for most of them. In order to get through the year, sharecroppers had to buy 
food and other necessities at local stores on credit. Most people had great difficulty paying off their 
debts, so they were forced to stay in the area until they could work up the money to do so. It often 
took decades to pay the stores off, if they ever could. Since most stores had no competition in the 
area and since most people were in debt to the stores, they charged higher prices. They also charged 
very high interest for their credit, reaching as high as 150 percent per year. 

Freedmen were no longer enslaved, but sharecropping was a new form of forced labor for most of 
them. The problem for sharecroppers in the 1870s and 1880s was compounded by falling prices. 
The prices for goods were declining across the United States because the supply of money was 

not increasing while the supply 
of goods was exploding. With 
the same amount of money but 
more goods being sold, prices 
decreased. As the price of cotton 
fell, sharecroppers made less 
money with which to pay off 
their debts, leaving them more 
tightly bound than ever to their 
sharecropping existence. 

A few freedmen already had animals, feed, and equipment, so they became share tenants (Option B). 
Share tenancy allowed them to keep a larger share of the crops. However, falling cotton prices meant 
that most share tenants remained in debt and just barely eked out a living.  

From an economic perspective, sharecropping and share tenancy in Texas after the Civil War made 
sense: There was a great deal of land but very little money; farm owners needed workers, but could 
not pay them until the crops were sold. Workers did not have money for their own equipment, 
seeds, or work animals. One logical solution was for the owners to lend the tools and the land in 
exchange for getting a share of the crops sold. Without money, people had to use an exchange 
system like sharecropping. About 80 percent of tenant farmers were share tenants or sharecroppers. 

A cotton field

Image source: Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 516434

Student Handout 4: Outcomes for Jobs
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 4

Cash tenant farming (Option A) was the choice for some poor, landless people in Texas. Cash 
tenants took more chances than sharecroppers, hoping that they would make more money by 
paying a fixed rent. They were more respected than sharecroppers, since cash tenants were thought 
to own the crops they grew and sharecroppers were seen as laborers who received a share of the 
crops owned by the landlord. However, cash tenants faced the same problems as share tenants and 
sharecroppers: They had to borrow from local merchants or landowners at very high interest rates. 
As noted above about sharecropping, falling cotton prices made for a downward economic spiral 
for most tenant farmers in Texas. Most tenants remained in debt for decades or were evicted for 
non-payment of rent.  

Borrowing money to buy a farm (Option D) was exceedingly difficult because there was very little 
money to lend out. Those who did get the loans to buy a farm suffered from the same problems as 
sharecroppers and tenants: As cotton prices dropped, many small farmers could not pay their fixed 
loans. The banks took over many farms, forcing their owners to become tenants or sharecroppers. 
Even farmers who already owned land after the Civil War had great difficulty making a living. The 
percentage of farmers who were tenants or sharecroppers rose steadily after the Civil War and into 
the twentieth century. 

Becoming a cowboy (Option E) was an intriguing choice. Most freedmen chose to become 
sharecroppers or tenants, but about one-fourth of all cowboys were black freedmen. Unlike the 
exciting and romantic portrayals in films, being a cowboy was dirty, dangerous, and mostly boring 
on cattle drives. Cowboys spent up to 18 hours a day in the saddle, sometimes in dust clouds riding 
behind the herds. There were rainstorms and the terror of a night cattle-stampede in lightning 
storms. There was the threat of Indian attack, but most cowboys did not carry guns, because 
gunshots could cause a stampede. Black 
cowboys were mistreated by whites along 
the cattle drive routes, but they were 
treated as equals among the cowboys.

The pay was low, at $30 to $40 per 
month, but it was steady. At the end of 
cattle drives, cowboys were paid for all 
the months of work. Many cowboys lost 
their money drinking and gambling. One 
former cowboy said, “My advice to any 
young man or boy is to stay at home and 
not be a rambler [cowboy], as it won’t buy 
you anything.”  On the other hand, some 
cowboys made enough money to become 
independent. Other cowboys were paid in 
cattle, which they used to start ranches of 
their own. A cowboy in 1902

Image source: Photographer unknown, Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 4

In some ways, poor white men would have had it easier than freedmen. As a result of slavery, 
freedmen had no money. Since they could rarely read or write, store owners could take 
advantage of them and say they owed more for their credit than they actually did; one merchant 
admitted that, “secrecy was necessary to keep debt-ridden Negroes from running away.” Poor 
whites would not have been subjected to racism, and it would have been easier to get loans 
and credit. A lower percentage of whites were tenant farmers; in 1900, 47 percent of all white 
farmers and 69 percent of all black farmers were tenants. Poor whites suffered the same problem 
of increasing indebtedness as freedmen, but they did not have to deal with the additional 
problem of racism, including racial violence. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 What did you do well or poorly in these decisions regarding a choice of jobs in Texas? 

2.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example, identifying 
assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 5


WHAT JOB WILL YOU TAKE?

You are a black freedman in 1870. You were freed from slavery by the Thirteenth Amendment in 
1865. Because you had been enslaved, you do not own any land and you do not have any money. 
You are hoping to make some money in the next few years so you can marry and start a family. In 
this lesson, you are limited to one of three options. 

CASH TENANT: In order to rent land, you would pay a fixed rent in cash once a year. You would 
decide what crops you want to grow (even though you will have to grow cotton in order to pay your 
debts) and you would own those crops. But in order to become a cash tenant, you need to supply 
your own mule, plow, seed, feed, and other equipment and supplies. You do not have money to buy 
these items, so you would have to borrow from a local merchant (store owner) and pay interest. At 
the end of the year, after the crops are sold, you would pay the rent and settle up your store loans. 
If you make a large amount of money from the sale of your crops, you get to keep the extra after all 
that. If you do not make enough to pay the rent and the local store owner, you are in debt to start 
the next year. 

SHARECROPPER: You would pay to use land by turning over a share of the crops sold to the 
owner. Since the landowner will have to lend you tools, seed, and work animals, you will be taking 
only half the money from the sale of crops and paying the other half to the landowner. In the 
time before the crops are harvested and sold, you will have to buy items on credit with the local 
merchant. If you make enough money, you can pay off your debt when the crops are sold. If you 
cannot pay your debts, you will have to stay as a sharecropper until they are paid off. In many ways, 
being a sharecropper is similar to being a hired laborer, since the only thing you are supplying is 
your labor.

COWBOY: You do not have any ranching skills, but you could learn from the Spanish vaqueros 
on one of the ranches in Texas. Many of the ranches are sending their cattle to markets on cattle 
drives, so they need cowboys to ride along and keep the cattle safe. Ranchers pay about $30 to $40 
per month. If cowboys go on cattle drives, they are paid when they get to the market and the cattle 
are sold. The pay is not great, but it is steady. You would be gone for at least six weeks on each cattle 
drive, but you would get to see places outside of Texas. One advantage of being a cowboy is that 
ranching was never associated with slavery, unlike cotton farming. As a cowboy, you could move 
away from the legacy of slavery.

Civil War

1865 1870 1875 188518801860 190018951890

What Job?

Student Handout 5: What Job Will You Take?
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming in Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 5


Which of these jobs will you take? In reality, there were other options for some people, but most 
had to pick from these. You may choose only one.

A.	 Cash tenant on a cotton farm

B.	 Sharecropper on a cotton farm

C.	 Cowboy

Would your choice be different if you were a poor white man instead of a poor freedman?
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 6

OUTCOMES FOR JOBS
The vast majority of freedmen became tenant farmers (cash tenants, share tenants, or 
sharecroppers) after the Civil War. For example, in one 1880 Texas county, about 80 percent of all 
black families lived as tenant farmers. The myth was that by hard work, a person could move from 
sharecropper to share tenant to cash tenant to farm owner; in reality, the percentage of freedmen 
and white tenant farmers actually rose after the Civil War.  Many Texan farmers were doomed to 
poverty, working someone else’s land.  

The majority of freedmen who stayed in Texas as tenants became sharecroppers (Option C). It 
did not work out well for most of them. In order to get through the year, sharecroppers had to buy 
food and other necessities at local stores on credit. Most people had great difficulty paying off their 
debts, so they were forced to stay in the area until they could work up the money to do so. It often 
took decades to pay the stores off, if they ever could. Since most stores had no competition in the 
area and since most people were in debt to the stores, they charged higher prices. They also charged 
very high interest for their credit, reaching as high as 150 percent per year. 

Freedmen were no longer enslaved, but sharecropping was a new form of forced labor for most of 
them. The problem for sharecroppers in the 1870s and 1880s was compounded by falling prices. 
The prices for goods were declining across the United States because the supply of money was 

not increasing while the supply 
of goods was exploding. With 
the same amount of money but 
more goods being sold, prices 
decreased. As the price of cotton 
fell, sharecroppers made less 
money with which to pay off 
their debts, leaving them more 
tightly bound than ever to their 
sharecropping existence. 

Cash tenant farming (Option A) was the choice for some poor, landless people in Texas. Cash 
tenants took more chances than sharecroppers, hoping that they would make more money by 
paying a fixed rent. They were more respected than sharecroppers, since cash tenants were thought 
to own the crops they grew and sharecroppers were seen as laborers who received a share of the 
crops owned by the landlord. However, cash tenants faced the same problems as share tenants and 
sharecroppers: They had to borrow from local merchants or landowners at very high interest rates. 
As noted above about sharecropping, falling cotton prices made for a downward economic spiral 
for most tenant farmers in Texas. Most tenants remained in debt for decades or were evicted for 
non-payment of rent.  

A cotton field

Image source: Courtesy of the National Archives and Records Administration, NAID 516434

Student Handout 6: Outcomes for Jobs
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 6

Becoming a cowboy (Option E) was an 
intriguing choice. Most freedmen chose 
to become sharecroppers or tenants, but 
about one-fourth of all cowboys were 
black freedmen. Unlike the exciting and 
romantic portrayals in films, being a 
cowboy was dirty, dangerous, and mostly 
boring on cattle drives. Cowboys spent up 
to 18 hours a day in the saddle, sometimes 
in dust clouds riding behind the herds. 
There were rainstorms and the terror of a 
night cattle-stampede in lightning storms. 
Black cowboys were mistreated by whites 
along the cattle drive routes, but they were 
treated as equals among the cowboys. The 
pay was low, at $30 to $40 per month, but 
it was steady. At the end of cattle drives, 
cowboys were paid for all the months of 
work. Many cowboys lost their money 
drinking and gambling. 

In some ways, poor white men would have had it easier than freedmen. As a result of slavery, 
freedmen had no money. Since they could rarely read or write, store owners could take advantage 
of them and say they owed more for their credit than they actually did. Poor whites would not have 
been subjected to racism, and it would have been easier to get loans and credit. Poor whites suffered 
the same problem of increasing indebtedness as freedmen, but they did not have to deal with the 
additional problem of racism, including racial violence. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 What did you do well or poorly in these decisions regarding a choice of jobs in Texas? 

2.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example, identifying 
assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 

A cowboy in 1902

Image source: Photographer unknown, Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 7

WILL YOU HELP THE RAILROADS?

The year is 1880 and you are a representative in the Texas legislature. Railroad companies are 
thinking of building railroad tracks through Texas. It is extremely expensive to build every mile 
of track, and Texas is very large. The railroad companies want the Texas legislature to give them 
the land along the tracks so that the companies will be able to sell the land and recover the money 
they will have to spend building the track. Giving away the land does not really cost the Texas 
government anything, but any land you give away cannot be sold. So the government will lose 
that possible money. On the other hand, railroads will improve the economy of Texas by cutting 
transportation costs. 

Will you vote to give land to railroad companies?

A.	 No, do not give land to railroad companies. The Texas government and taxpayers will lose 
money if we help the railroad companies.

B.	 Yes, give the land to the railroad companies. The growth of the state’s economy will be 
worth the loss of money to the government. 

Civil War

1865 1870 1875 188518801860 190018951890

Help
Railroads?

Student Handout 7: Will You Help the Railroads?
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 8

OUTCOMES OF HELPING  
THE RAILROADS
The Texas legislature decided to give land 
to the railroad companies (Option B) in 
order to entice them to build tracks through 
Texas. They gave away over 32 million acres 
of public lands, an area the size of Alabama. 
As predicted by supporters of track building, 
the economy of Texas improved significantly 
after the tracks were built, since they cut 
shipping costs, making it easier for people 
and businesses to trade. With access to larger 
markets, businesses expanded, hired more 
workers, and made more profits. Land near 
the railroads increased in value—from $3.00 
to $2,000.00 per acre, in one case! 

Nevertheless, there were also problems with the railroads:

1.	 Most of the companies could not make enough money to be profitable, so they went 
bankrupt. This hurt the economy and the taxpayers who had helped fund the railroad 
construction. Historians estimate that the cost to build railroad tracks in the West came to 
$28 per person from 1865 to 1873.

2.	 Railroad companies blackmailed towns in Texas. They told town leaders that they needed 
money in order to build the railroad near or through the town. Many of the towns that 
refused to help the railroad ended up losing business; the railroad company simply built its 
track in other areas, leaving the town isolated. Some became ghost towns.

3.	 Many railroad companies were corrupt, paying off government officials for favorable laws or 
larger amounts of funding. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 Did the Texas legislature make a good decision regarding railroads in Texas?  Explain what 

they did well or where they went wrong.  

2.	 What did you do well or poorly in these decisions regarding railroads in Texas? 

3.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example,  
identifying assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 

A railroad in Texas

Image source: Courtesy of the University of North Texas Libraries, the Portal to Texas History

Student Handout 8: Outcomes of Helping the Railroads
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 9

PRIMARY SOURCE
Elario Cardova, a Mexican American cowboy, remembers working as a ranch hand in South Texas, 
1870s–1880s:

Our farm consisted of about 50 acres under cultivation and about 50 acres in pasture 
for our milk cows and work stock. In addition to our farming we owned longhorn cattle 
which ranged on the unsettled land. Farms were all fenced and were situated far apart, 
leaving great tracts of land for the cattle to graze on. To tell you how many cattle we 
owned is impossible. The number may have been 500 or 1,000. We didn't give the cattle 
any attention. The cattle bred and multiplied at their will, and found their own living on 
the range where it suited their taste. All we did to hold the herd was to provide salt licks 
in the section we desired the animals to make their bedding ground. When we needed a 
little beef or made a sale, we held a little roundup and cut out the critters desired. As part 
of our farm work we raised hogs, using the same method we employed raising the cattle. 
The hogs bred, ranged and obtained their living in the woods. 

My mother married the second time when I was 10 years old, and then I left home to 
make my own living. That I have done ever since.

The cattle range was about the only place a young farm boy could secure employment. 
Consequently, I went to the open range county where large ranches were established, 
and I choose Goliad co., as the place to find work. I was successful and was given work 
on a ranch owned by the Hughes brothers. That was in 1871. My career on the range 
was during the period when there was a great deal of conflict among the ranches of the 
Goliad range territory.

I happened to secure a job with an outfit which was not only called rustlers, but where 
classed as one of the leaders of the rustlers. However, they maintained that they were 
defending the rights of the small ranches against the impositions of the large ranchers. 

During the Civil War and for a period after the War ceased, branding was neglected by 
many cattlemen. Also, very few cattle were sent to market, because the market was cut 
off from Texas. The lack of sales resulted in a large increase of cattle. Therefore, the two 
conditions produced thousands of cattle which were unbranded.

A few years after the War ceased, railroads extended west into Kansas, and markets 
were established within driving [cattle drive] distance of Texas. Then the prices went up 
which resulted in a scramble to brand those cattle without a brand. Naturally, ranchers 
maintained they had a superior claim to the unbranded cattle within the section which 
they called their home range, and any unbranded cattle grazing with the cattle carrying 
their brand. This claim was generally accepted as proper, but there were some folks who 
did not confine their branding strictly within their territory.

Student Handout 9: Primary Source
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Lesson 7: Ranching and Farming In Texas, 1870–1890 | Student Handout 9

Branding cattle in territory claimed by some other rancher, led to trouble and many 
killings. The conflict developed two contending parties. The small fellows claimed 
that the “Pures” [the owners of a large ranch] were claiming too much territory, for 
the purpose of excluding the small ranchers, and to take undue advantage with the 
unbranded cattle. The small ranches, and some people who never had a herd, ignored the 
“Pures'" claims to territory and branded cattle where found. . . . These conditions started 
arguments, which progressed into quarrels and ended in many shootings and killings.

The “Pure” organized vigilante committees, which operated secretly and set out to clean 
out the rustlers. In the section were some thieves, but when the vigilantes began to 
operate they classed many cattle branders as rustlers and many men were run out of the 
country who were not real thieves.

Sources: “Elario Cardova, a Mexican American Cowboy, Remembers Working as a Ranch Hand in 
South Texas, 1870s–1880s.” Quoted from Sam Haynes and Cary Wintz, eds. Major Problems in 
Texas History. Boston: Wadsworth, 2002, pp. 277-279. “Images of Elario Cardova” Library of 
Congress Manuscript/Mixed Material. https://www.loc.gov/resource/wpalh3.34050515/ 
?sp=10&st=text.  

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 According to this cowboy, why were there so many unbranded cattle?

2.	 According to this cowboy, why was there conflict over branding?

3.	 How reliable is this cowboy as a source?

https://www.loc.gov/resource/wpalh3.34050515/?sp=10&st=text
https://www.loc.gov/resource/wpalh3.34050515/?sp=10&st=text
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INTRODUCTION

■■ Overview

The civil rights period in Texas, after World War II and up to the 1970s, presents intriguing 
questions about tactics that civil rights groups could have used. Texas presents a special set of 
circumstances because it includes two significant groups—Mexican Americans and African 
Americans—that were active at the same time. This multiethnic phenomenon provides an 
opportunity for students to compare and contrast the tactical choices of the two groups. 

■■ Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills

•	 History 2D: Describe and compare the civil rights and equal rights movements of various 
groups in Texas in the 20th century and identify key leaders in these movements, including 
James L. Farmer Jr., Hector P. Garcia, Oveta Culp Hobby, Lyndon B. Johnson, the League of 
United Latin American Citizens (LULAC), Jane McCallum, and Lulu Belle Madison White.

•	 SS Skills 21B: Analyze information by identifying cause-and-effect relationships, 
comparing, contrasting, making generalizations and predictions, and drawing inferences 
and conclusions.

•	 SS Skills 21D: Identify points of view from the historical context surrounding an event and 
the frame of reference that influenced the participants.

•	 SS Skills 23B: Use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a 
decision, gather information, identify options, predict consequences, and take action to 
implement a decision.

■■ Decision-Making Skills Emphasized

•	 Identify underlying problem(s)

•	 Consider other points of view

•	 Ask questions about historical context

•	 Consider realistic goals

•	 Generate ethical options

•	 Play out options

•	 Predict unintended consequences
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■■ Vocabulary

•	 boycott—refusing to buy from a business

•	 Bracero program—agreement that brought millions of Mexican men to the United States to 
work as short-term farm laborers 

•	 Brown v. Board of Education—a U.S Supreme Court case in which it was ruled that “separate 
but equal” was unconstitutional

•	 busing—assigning students to ride buses to schools outside their neighborhoods in order to 
achieve desegregated schools

•	 desegregation—ending the policy of racial segregation

•	 equal protection of the law—a part of the Fourteenth Amendment stating that every citizen 
gets equal rights 

•	 LULAC—League of United Latin American Citizens, a Mexican American civil 
rights organization

•	 lynching—intentional killing (any type, not just hanging) by a group

•	 sit-in—a protest during which protestors sit at a counter where they are prohibited by 
law to sit

•	 tokenism—making no significant change by allowing a small number of a minority group 
into a school, business, or government

•	 United Farm Workers—a union of farm workers formed to fight for better wages and 
working conditions

•	 White Citizens Council—an organization formed to resist desegregation

•	 white flight—when white people move to suburbs to send their children to suburban schools

LESSON PLAN

■■ Points to Keep in Mind

1.	 These lessons are designed to be used BEFORE students study a topic. They are introductory 
to a unit and are meant to provide students with an opportunity to actively learn. They are 
likely to stimulate student interest and questions for the rest of the unit.

2.	 Avoid giving students too much background before starting the lesson. Doing so can lead 
to the teacher lecturing while students simply listen, the opposite of the active learning 
envisioned for these activities. The handouts explaining the problem are designed to give 
students enough background to make decisions, but not enough to give away the best 
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decisions. If teachers rely only on the problem handouts to give students background, 
students will be encouraged to ask questions to get more information, including about 
location, context, and vocabulary. 

3.	 The object of these lessons is to give students the opportunity, tools, and knowledge to make 
informed decisions. Skills involved with decision making (organized by the acronym PAGE) 
are outlined in the section Decision-Making Analysis. As students make decisions they 
will learn, by trial and error, to be a little more thoughtful about context, possible negative 
consequences, and other points of view.

4.	 In this lesson, the term “Anglo Americans” is used for non-Hispanic whites in contrast to 
Mexican Americans (Handouts 1–3) but also as whites in contrast to African Americans 
(Handouts 4–6). 

■■ Planning the Lesson

1.	 Decide how much time you can devote to this introduction to your unit. Skim through the 
handouts to see which ones would fit into your available time. 

2.	 Decide if you want to use the open-ended approach (Handouts 1 and 4) or give students 
options (Handouts 2 and 5). Choosing the open-ended approach will focus on the skill 
of generating options. The open-ended approach is closer to real world decision-making 
challenges, but it takes longer to generate the options and is messier, since you do not know 
what students will generate for options. 

3.	 The lesson is designed around comparing Mexican American tactics to African American 
tactics in their civil rights struggles. That might take more time than you have available. In 
that case, you could pick one of the groups, say African Americans using Handout 5. After 
you distribute and review the outcomes in Handout 6, you could just give the outcomes from 
Mexican Americans (Handout 3) and tell students to note at least three similarities in tactics 
and three differences. 

■■ In Class

A.  Open-Ended Method:

1.	 Distribute Handout 1, and have students read it and write their list of tactics. After a few 
minutes you could help them think more broadly by telling them to think about different 
categories, such as social, political, and economic. What could they do in the economic 
sphere, for example?

2.	 After they have written their selections, tell students to pair up and compare their lists. They 
can add to their lists after seeing their partner’s list. Circulate around the room to answer 
questions or to clear up misunderstandings. 
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3.	 Bring the class back together and have the pairs report on their lists, while a student (or you) 
records the combined list on the board. Students will add to their list as more options are 
added on the board. Ask students to put check marks next to the options they would choose. 

4.	 Lead a discussion of the pros and cons of the options generated. Which options did students 
support or reject and why?

5.	 Distribute and discuss Handout 2, with options on it. Which options are on Handout 2 that 
students did not consider? Which options did students generate that are not on Handout 2? 
What did students learn about generating options from this activity? Emphasize to students 
that generating more options is often a key to good decision making. 

6.	 When Handouts 1 and 2 have been discussed, distribute Handout 3, with the outcomes of 
the civil rights tactics by Mexican Americans in Texas. Answer the Questions for Analysis at 
the end of the sheet or have a group discussion about what students learned from the activity. 
This handout only discusses the outcomes for options listed in Handout 2, so you will have 
to decide how to discuss the outcomes of options generated by students that are not on that 
handout. 

7.	 Repeat the same process for African Americans using Handouts 4 and 5. (Students already 
know most of the options from Handout 2.) Discuss the outcomes in Handout 6. 

B.  Options Method:

1.	 Distribute Handout 2, have students read it, and decide, individually, which of the options 
they will choose. Remind students that they can pick as many of the options as they 
would like.

2.	 After they have written their selections, tell students to pair up and discuss their choices. 
Circulate around the room to answer questions or to clear up misunderstandings. 

3.	 Bring the class back together and ask them to vote on which options they chose. After 
discussing the pros and cons of various choices, have students revote. Did many students 
change their votes because of the discussion? If so, why? 

4.	 When Handout 2 has been discussed and voted on, distribute Handout 3, with the outcomes 
of the civil rights tactics of Mexican Americans in Texas. Answer the Questions for Analysis 
at the end of the sheet or have a group discussion about what students learned from the 
activity. 

5.	 Repeat the same process for African Americans, using Handout 5 for the options and 
Handout 6 for the outcomes. 
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■■ Suggested Answers

Handout 3 “Questions for Analysis”:

1.	 Q: Did Mexican Americans make good decisions regarding their civil rights in Texas? 
Explain what they did well or where they went wrong.

A: Some students may argue that they should have been more militant in their protesting. 
Others may argue that it was a mistake to portray themselves as white people.

2.	 Q: What did you do well or poorly in these decision-making problems?

A: Answers will vary.

3.	 Q: What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem?

A: Specific decision-making skills (PAGE) are explained in the section Decision-Making 
Analysis. Answers will vary, but considering the underlying problem is an important skill.

Handout 6 “Questions for Analysis”:

1.	 Q: Did African Americans make good decisions regarding their civil rights in Texas?

A: Students may disagree about whether it was a good idea for African Americans to 
negotiate with white business owners and whether focusing on African American pride was a 
good idea.

2.	 Q: What did you do well or poorly in this decision-making problem? Explain what you did 
well or where you went wrong.

A: Answers will vary.

3.	 Q: What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem?

A: Answers will vary, but identifying the underlying problem and anticipating unintended 
consequences are very important.
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TEACHER NOTES TO EXPAND DISCUSSION
(For outcomes for students, see Handouts 3 and 6.)

Teachers might want to mention the poll tax, which was used in Texas to disenfranchise poor 
people of all races, but mostly blacks. The poll tax ended in 1966. 

The League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) worked to portray Mexican Americans 
as “the best, purest, and most perfect type of the most true and loyal citizen[s] of the United 
States of America.” In the 1930s, when LULAC was founded, Mexican American leaders were 
concerned about segregation in schools and public places, as well as discrimination in housing, 
jobs, and courts. These leaders wanted to end mass voting for political machines, replacing it with 
independent voting by Mexican Americans. 

Crystal City is a dramatic case where Mexican Americans took control of the town’s schools and 
government. Before Mexican Americans became more assertive in the 1960s, Anglo Americans 
controlled the schools as well as the land and the government, without violence or blatant racism. 
In an article in the New Yorker, a journalist stated, “Although Crystal City has always had a certain 
number of open, straight-forward bigots, it has not been the kind of place in which Anglo control 
is maintained by violence or even by denying Mexican Americans the right to vote. The Anglos 
own everything. They like to tell visitors about the decent, hard-working Mexicans they grew up 
with—Mexicans who would have been appalled at people who wanted something for nothing 
or at people who tried to create friction between the races. [They have] taken political as well as 
economic control more or less for granted.” There were no paved roads or sewage systems in the 
Mexican areas of the town. The Mexican Americans in town became more militant and elected a 
majority of the town government because they were the overwhelming majority of the population 
and because, unlike other cities and towns in Texas, there was no middle class in Crystal City. 
Middle class Mexican Americans were less inclined to be militant because they had more to 
lose in confrontations. According to historian John Shockley (see Sources), the main benefit of 
assertiveness in Crystal City was the feeling of pride, confidence, and community among Mexican 
Americans. “The stereotype of a fatalistic Juan Tortilla, a loyal servant happiest when he stooped 
in the fields picking spinach for the Anglo, has been shattered for both Anglos and Chicanos alike. 
As the Chicano community goes about trying to overcome the enormous problems they must face, 
this faith in themselves may be their most valuable possession. It will mean that the choice will be 
theirs to a greater extent than it ever has been before.” 

The NAACP sponsored citizenship classes for African Americans, along with fighting against Jim 
Crow laws, poll taxes, lynching, and segregation in schools and other areas of society. 

The resentment of African Americans towards the tactics used by Mexican Americans was shown 
when an African American leader stated, “All prior to 1964 . . . they [Mexican Americans] were 
proclaiming themselves and trying to get the benefit of being white. But after, only after, the civil 
rights [act], . . . they started talking about ‘me minority.’”
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Historian William Kellar (see Sources) has written about desegregation in Houston schools. 
He outlines some humiliating elements in Houston: “African Americans in the ‘Magnolia City’ 
[Houston] endured not only the heartache of segregation, but also the humiliation of being 
constantly identified as members of a ‘lower caste.’ Public abuse frequently was encountered. To 
cite but a few examples, newspapers referred to African Americans as ‘darkies’; correspondence 
and public records carried the designation ‘colored’ or ‘Nig’; and white strangers called blacks ‘boy,’ 
‘Sal,’ ‘Uncle,’ or ‘Auntie.’ Interminably blacks were reminded to stay in their ‘place,’ were forced to 
tip hats and seek back doors. After enduring daily discrimination, disrespect, and other elements 
of Houston’s own apartheid, it indeed must have been a ‘heavenly’ relief for black Houstonians to 
return to their own homes in their own separate neighborhoods each evening.”

Whites in Texas used a variety of methods to resist the desegregation of schools, including 
shutting down public schools to avoid integration, denying state funds to schools that integrated 
without local voters’ approval, and state interposition (a state can oppose federal laws it says are 
unconstitutional). On the other hand, only five of twenty-two Texas legislators signed the Southern 
Manifesto, which pledged never to allow integration. 

Historians attribute the lack of riots in Dallas and Houston (and also Atlanta) to several factors. 
There was the presence of an unusually large number of educated, middle-income blacks in these 
cities. Second, there was a close relationship between the city government and the business 
community. Third, each of the cities was experiencing economic growth, which would be 
threatened by civil strife. Fourth, African Americans worked with the business community, 
setting up biracial committees. This close cooperation reduced misunderstandings and made a 
united front against violence and disorder. Finally, these cities already witnessed the negative 
consequences of massive resistance to desegregation in Little Rock and New Orleans. 

Texas is unique in that it has large populations of both Mexican Americans (because of the border 
with Mexico) and African Americans. 

According to historian Matthew Whitaker, Hispanics are unique in that they see themselves at 
different times as whites, as a minority, and as people of color. 
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■■ Decision-Making Analysis

P = Problem

* Identify any underlying problem(s).

Consider other points of view.

What are my assumptions? Emotions?

A = Ask for information (about)

Historical context (history of this issue; context in the world)

Reliability of sources

Historical analogies

G = Goals

What are my main goals and are they realistic?

* Generate options to achieve these goals. Are they ethical?

E = Effects

Predict unintended consequences.

Play out the options: What could go wrong?

	     Bold denotes topics addressed in this lesson. An asterisk (*) denotes a topic that is especially emphasized. 

•	 Identify underlying problem(s): One underlying problem was the difference in power 
among Anglo Americans and Mexican Americans and African Americans. Recognizing that 
disparity in power might lead to understanding differences in tactics. For example, some 
African American leaders decided to discuss racial issues with business leaders, since those 
leaders held considerable power. 

Another underlying problem was racism, especially by the white population. Changing those 
racial stereotypes was quite the challenge. One African American leader lamented that they 
were not always successful: “We changed rules, but not hearts.” 

A third underlying problem was the differences in goals and perceptions between Mexican 
Americans and African Americans. As mentioned in Handouts 3 and 6, both groups were 
unsuccessful in overcoming their differences. 

As noted in Handout 6, African Americans recognized an underlying problem that whites 
in Dallas were more interested in law and order than in desegregation. So, they reframed 
the issue as one that preserved law and order. That clever reframing helped them gain more 
support in Dallas for desegregation. 
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•	 Consider other points of view: Both African Americans and Mexican Americans had 
difficulty in seeing their civil rights struggles from the point of view of the other group. For 
example, Mexican Americans should have considered more carefully how their move to 
characterize themselves as whites would have been seen by African Americans. 

•	 Ask about historical context: Students should ask about movements and protests of 
the past. What happened when people demonstrated, boycotted, and staged sit-ins in 
other places? (In Little Rock and New Orleans, protests led to massive resistance from 
white people, which led in turn to violence.) How did white women gain more equal 
rights in the early twentieth century? Was it more through active protests or behind-the-
scenes negotiations? 

•	 Establish realistic goals: One big question that civil rights advocates struggled with is, 
What is a realistic achievement in terms of civil rights? 

•	 Generate ethical options: Handouts 1 and 4 focus on this skill. Without options, students 
have to generate their own ideas. They can then compare what they generated to the lists of 
options in Handouts 2 and 5. When students generate options that are not on the list, the 
teacher can ask how realistic those goals are and if they are ethical. 

•	 Predict unintended consequences: A number of unintended consequences are outlined 
in Handouts 3 and 6. One of the significant unintended consequences was white flight. Did 
students anticipate this consequence of desegregating schools? Another was protestors being 
labeled as Communists. Did students anticipate this consequence of protesting? 

•	 Play out options: Did students who chose actions such as boycotts, marches, and sit-ins 
anticipate the challenges, such as organizing marches, providing for poor families who were 
boycotting, or providing for families who had fathers or mothers arrested in sit-ins? 
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LESSON 8: CIVIL RIGHTS IN TEX AS
VOCABULARY

•	 boycott—refusing to buy from a business

•	 Bracero program—agreement that brought millions of Mexican men to the United States to 
work as short-term farm laborers

•	 Brown v. Board of Education—a U.S. Supreme Court case in which it was ruled that “separate 
but equal” was unconstitutional

•	 busing—assigning students to ride buses to schools outside their neighborhoods in order to 
achieve desegregated schools

•	 desegregation—ending the policy of racial segregation

•	 equal protection of the law—a part of the Fourteenth Amendment stating that every citizen 
gets equal rights

•	 LULAC—League of United Latin American Citizens, a Mexican American civil 
rights organization

•	 lynching—intentional killing (any type, not just hanging) by a group

•	 sit-in—a protest during which protestors sit at a counter where they are prohibited by law 
to sit

•	 tokenism—making no significant change by allowing a small number of a minority group 
into a school, business, or government

•	 United Farm Workers—a union of farm workers formed to fight for better wages and 
working conditions

•	 White Citizens Council—an organization formed to resist desegregation

•	 white flight—when white people move to suburbs to send their children to suburban schools
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 1

MEXICAN AMERICAN

The year is 1965 and you are a member of a civil rights group pushing for equal rights for Mexican 
Americans in Texas. Mexican Americans make up about 17 percent of the population of Texas. 
You and your organization feel that Mexican Americans are discriminated against and do not have 
equal rights. When there is a need for cheap labor, Mexicans are welcomed to the United States 
as seasonal workers (they are allowed in only at harvest time). For example, the Bracero program, 
which lasted from 1942 to 1964, allowed the importation of Mexicans to fill the labor shortage 
in agriculture. However, Mexican immigrants are mistreated and deported when the economy is 
no longer growing, and they are not needed. Everyone is agreed on the goal of equal rights, but 
people in your group disagree about what tactics to use to achieve that goal. List at least six possible 
actions you could take to bring about equal rights, even ones that you do not think are a good idea. 
Then, put a check mark next to those actions you would favor.

POSSIBLE ACTIONS:  

World War II

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Bracero Program

Student Handout 1: Mexican American
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 2

MEXICAN AMERICAN
With Options

The year is 1965 and you are a member of a civil rights group pushing for equal rights for Mexican 
Americans in Texas. Mexican Americans make up about 17 percent of the population of Texas. 
You and your organization feel that Mexican Americans are discriminated against and do not have 
equal rights. When there is a need for cheap labor, Mexicans are welcomed to the United States 
as seasonal workers (they are allowed in only at harvest time). For example, the Bracero program, 
which lasted from 1942 to 1964, allowed the importation of Mexicans to fill the labor shortage in 
agriculture. However, Mexican immigrants are mistreated and deported when the economy is no 
longer growing, and they are not needed. Everyone is agreed on the goal of equal rights, but people 
in your group disagree about what tactics to use to achieve that goal. Which of the following tactics 
would you support? You can choose as many as you would like (or none). 

A.	 Sue school districts in court. At this point, several school districts in Texas make Mexican 
American children go to separate schools from Anglo Americans. The lawsuit would argue 
that separate schools violate the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment 
(“nor shall any State . . . deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of 
the laws”).

B.	 Boycott school districts that have separate schools for Mexican Americans and 
Anglo Americans. 

C.	 Boycott businesses that discriminate against Mexican Americans.

D.	 Organize sit-ins at businesses that discriminate against Mexican Americans. Protestors 
would sit at lunch counters reserved for Anglo Americans only. These would be peaceful 
demonstrations that would raise awareness about businesses that discriminate. 

E.	 Organize peaceful marches on the state capital in Austin to raise awareness of the 
discrimination against Mexican Americans.

F.	 Arm Mexican Americans with weapons to defend themselves against white brutality. 

G.	 Organize riots in Texas cities. People may be hurt, and property might be destroyed, but it 
will definitely make Texans aware of discrimination against Mexican Americans.

World War II

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Bracero Program

Student Handout 2: Mexican American (with options)
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 2

H.	 Organize political action groups to support Mexican American candidates as well as 
candidates who support equal rights for Mexican Americans.

I.	 Tell Mexican Americans not to protest or sue or organize. These types of actions always 
seem to get backlash from the dominant group, in this case Anglo Americans. It is better 
for Mexican Americans to work hard and improve their economic position in society. Once 
Mexican Americans become economically important, Anglo Americans will need them and 
will have to give them equal rights.

J.	 Stress pride among Mexican Americans for their Hispanic culture. Mexican Americans 
should build up their own neighborhoods, support one another, and not depend on outside 
help from other groups.  

K.	 Unite with African Americans. We will support their efforts for equal rights if they will 
support our efforts for equal rights. 

L.	 Unite with Mexican immigrants who are not U.S. citizens. 

M.	 Talk with business owners, most of whom are Anglo Americans, about your concerns. 
See if you can negotiate with them to desegregate their businesses without stirring up 
massive resistance by Anglo Americans. Mexican Americans could still stage sit-ins and 
demonstrate while they negotiate with business owners. 

N.	 Stress that Mexican Americans are white people (since they have light skin) and, therefore, 
are entitled to the same rights as Anglo Americans.

O.	 Help Mexican Americans learn English and stress to them that learning English is 
important to securing equal rights in America.
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 3

OUTCOMES OF MEXICAN AMERICAN 
DECISIONS	

Mexican Americans sued school districts in court (Option A) and achieved favorable verdicts 
in key cases, when courts ruled in 1948 that separate schools were unconstitutional. Districts 
were ordered to desegregate (end separate schools for Mexican Americans), but the districts 
delayed, sometimes for decades. Mexican Americans boycotted schools (Option B) a few times, 
but not many. 

In the 1950s, Mexican Americans generally avoided confrontational tactics, such as boycotts 
(Option C), sit-ins (Option D), or marches (Option E), in their struggle for civil rights. One 
Mexican American leader said that protests “cause more harm than good. The ladder [to equality] 
must be climbed one stair at a time.” Some leaders advised Mexican Americans to avoid any form 
of protest (Option I), while others suggested that Mexican Americans talk with business owners 
(Option M). Mexican Americans did become active in politics, supporting candidates at the local 
level (Option H), for positions on school boards and city councils. 

Mexican American leaders formed an organization, the League of United Latin American Citizens 
(LULAC), which focused on getting Mexican American citizens accepted as equals by  
Anglo Americans. The group excluded immigrants because 
Mexican American citizens had different interests from  
Mexican immigrants (Option L). The group stressed the need  
for Mexican Americans to become Americanized by learning 
English (Option O). They saw it as the best way to become 
assimilated and accepted as full citizens. Members of LULAC also 
argued that Mexicans should be legally recognized as members 
of the white race (Option N), and therefore entitled to the same 
rights as Anglo Americans. This argument had the effect of 
angering African Americans, a group that might have been an ally 
in the quest to secure equal rights. According to historians, no one 
ever discussed uniting with African Americans in the struggle for 
civil rights (Option K). 

World War II

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Bracero Program

    LULAC shield

Image source: Courtesy of LULAC

Student Handout 3: Outcomes of Mexican American Decisions
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 3

The Mexican American civil rights movement changed significantly after 1965. Mexican 
Americans were frustrated by the slow progress towards equal rights and were jolted by 
the effective use of confrontational tactics by African Americans. The successful sit-ins in 
Greensboro, North Carolina, and other cities in the early 1960s by African Americans provided 
a model of how to bring about more rapid change. Many Mexican Americans in Texas decided 
to switch to these more controversial tactics, such as sit-ins (Option D) and marches (Option 
E) and even disruptive action, such as blocking entrances to buildings. New organizations, such 
as the Political Association of Spanish-Speaking Organizations (PASO or PASSO), Raza Unida 
party (RUP), and Mexican American Youth Organization (MAYO), emphasized these more 
confrontational methods. The actions caused the general public to recognize discrimination 
against Mexican Americans. 

In 1969, Mexican Americans successfully boycotted the schools in Crystal City to gain reforms, 
such as bilingual education. They took control of the school board and city council a few years later, 
but their control only lasted a couple of years. 

This change in tactics after 1965 also reflected a change in attitude of Mexican Americans about 
themselves. They began to refer to themselves more often as Chicanos instead of Mexican 
Americans to connect to their history and to show pride in their culture (Option J). 

The assertive activities (such as strikes, public demonstrations, and boycotts) by the Mexican 
American movement were not always successful. Discrimination against Mexican Americans 
remained. Demonstrators were portrayed in the newspapers as being Communists and filthy 
foreigners. They were pictured as lazy, gullible, and stupid. Strikers often suffered and lost. 
Many moderate Mexican Americans remained uncomfortable with activism. Although Mexican 
Americans in Texas generally supported the boycott of grapes during a strike led by César Chávez 
and the United Farm Workers, they more often did not support strikers because they were afraid of 
upsetting company owners and being seen as radicals by Anglo Americans.

However, the activism broke the stereotype of Mexican Americans as passive, obedient people 
who were incapable of organizing and fighting for their rights. One Chicano Texas leader said the 
most significant contribution of activism was “a loss of fear. It means that we stopped being afraid 
of the gringo [Anglo American]. We taught our parents to have courage like we did. We taught all 
those who were watching that you could confront the gringo[s] and beat them at their own games. 
All that violence that had accumulated over centuries we washed away with our activism, with 
our confrontations, with our bold pronouncements, and with our public postures of militancy.” 
Supporters of activism felt that Mexican Americans needed to show their power and assertiveness 
to get respect from other Americans. 

It is significant that Texas did not have any major riots, unlike many other areas of the country. One 
reason was likely the overall moderation of Mexican Americans. They did become more assertive 
in the late 1960s, but they did not want to go too far in their actions. They did not support arming 
themselves (Option F) or organizing riots (Option G), and although some called for a separate 
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 3

nation for Mexican Americans, most Mexican Americans rejected this idea. They wanted a better 
life within American society and they were willing to fight for their rights within the American 
political system using nonviolent means. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 Did Mexican Americans make good decisions regarding their civil rights in Texas? Explain 

what they did well or where they went wrong. 

2.	 What did you do well or poorly in this decision-making problem about civil rights in Texas? 

3.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example,  
identifying assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 4

AFRICAN AMERICAN

The year is 1965 and you are a member of a civil rights group pushing for equal rights for African 
Americans in Texas. African Americans make up about 23 percent of the population of Texas. You 
and your organization feel that African Americans are discriminated against and do not have equal 
rights. African Americans are subject to Jim Crow laws, which force them to use separate parts of 
public areas, such as restaurants, water fountains, buses, trains, and schools. 

African Americans are hired as maids and kitchen helpers but are not served as guests at those 
same hotels and restaurants. Schools 
for African Americans are much worse 
than white schools, with poor buildings, 
larger class sizes, poor maintenance, 
and few supplies. African American 
neighborhoods have unpaved streets, 
poor police and fire protection, and other 
inferior government services. Until the 
1940s, African Americans could not 
even vote in primaries, which meant they 
could only vote for candidates selected by 
white people. Outright killing of African 
Americans, called lynchings, has been 
common in Texas and throughout the South. Everyone is agreed on the goal of equal rights, but 
people in your group disagree about what tactics to use to achieve that goal. List at least six possible 
actions you could take to bring about equal rights, even ones that you do not think are a good idea. 
Then, put a check mark next to those actions you would favor.

Possible Actions: 

World War II

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Image source: Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-fsa-8a26761

Jim Crow laws assigned “colored” drinking fountains to African Americans

Student Handout 4: African American
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 5

AFRICAN AMERICAN
With Options

The year is 1965 and you are a member of a civil rights group pushing for equal rights for African 
Americans in Texas. African Americans make up about 23 percent of the population of Texas. You 
and your organization feel that African Americans are discriminated against and do not have equal 
rights. African Americans are subject to Jim Crow laws, which force them to use separate parts of 
public areas, such as restaurants, water fountains, buses, trains, and schools.

African Americans are 
hired as maids and kitchen 
helpers but are not served as 
guests at those same hotels 
and restaurants. Schools for 
African Americans are much 
worse than white schools, with 
poor buildings, larger class 
sizes, poor maintenance, and 
few supplies. African American 
neighborhoods have unpaved 
streets, poor police and fire 
protection, and other inferior 
government services. Until 
the 1940s, African Americans 

could not even vote in primaries, which meant they could only vote for candidates selected by 
white people. Outright killing of African Americans, called lynchings, has been common in Texas 
and throughout the South. Everyone is agreed on the goal of equal rights, but people in your group 
disagree about what tactics to use to achieve that goal. Which of the following tactics would you 
support? You can choose as many as you would like (or none). 

A.	 Sue school districts in court. At this point, almost all school districts in Texas make African 
American children go to separate schools from Anglo Americans. The lawsuit would argue 
that separate schools violate the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment 
(“nor shall any State . . . deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of 
the laws”).

World War II

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Image source: Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-DIG-fsa-8a26761

Jim Crow laws assigned “colored” drinking fountains to African Americans

Student Handout 5: African American (with options)
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 5

B.	 Boycott school districts that have separate schools for African Americans and whites. 

C.	 Boycott businesses that discriminate against African Americans.

D.	 Organize sit-ins at businesses that discriminate against African Americans. Protestors 
would sit at lunch counters reserved for Anglo Americans only. These would be peaceful 
demonstrations that would raise awareness about businesses that discriminate. 

E.	 Organize peaceful marches on the state capital in Austin to raise awareness of the 
discrimination against African Americans.

F.	 Arm African Americans with weapons to defend themselves against white brutality. 

G.	 Organize riots in Texas cities. People may be hurt, and property may be destroyed, but it 
will definitely make Texans aware of discrimination against African Americans.

H.	 Organize political action groups to support African American candidates as well as 
candidates who support equal rights for African Americans.

I.	 Tell African Americans not to protest or sue or organize. These types of actions always 
seem to get backlash from the dominant group, in this case whites. It is better for African 
Americans to work hard and improve their economic position in society. Once African 
Americans become economically important, whites will need them and will have to give 
them equal rights. 

J.	 Stress pride among African Americans for their African culture. African Americans should 
build up their own neighborhoods, support one another, and not depend on outside help 
from other groups. 

K.	 Unite with Mexican Americans. We will support their efforts for equal rights if they will 
support our efforts for equal rights. 

L.	 Unite with Mexican immigrants who are not U.S. citizens. 

M.	 Talk with business owners, most of whom are white, about your concerns. See if you can 
negotiate with them to desegregate their businesses without stirring up massive resistance 
from whites. African Americans could still stage sit-ins and demonstrate while they 
negotiate with business owners. 

N.	 Accept the offer of school districts to build better, separate school buildings for African 
Americans and give African Americans equal school supplies. In exchange, African 
Americans would agree to stop attempting to desegregate schools. Also, accept the 
offer of the state of Texas to establish separate colleges and a law school for African 
American students. 
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 6

OUTCOMES OF AFRICAN AMERICAN 
DECISIONS

African Americans sued school districts in court (Option A) and achieved favorable verdicts in 
key cases. In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that separate schools 
were not equal. African Americans in Texas pressured school boards to desegregate schools 
(end separate schools for African Americans). They elected African Americans to school boards 
(Option H), such as Hattie Mae White in Houston, but they almost always made up a minority 
of board members. They sometimes boycotted schools (Option B). Despite the pressure, school 
boards did very little to desegregate. Many white parents did not want their children to go to school 
with African American children. Some districts agreed to build new (separate) schools for African 
Americans and spend more on supplies. African Americans rejected the offer (Option N), seeing 
it as a clever way to get them to agree to separate schools. Eventually, some districts offered to 
desegregate one grade at a time, first grade in year one, second grade in year two, and so on. African 
Americans saw these gradual changes as too slow. Almost all African Americans recognized the 
need for protests and actions to achieve equal rights (Option I). 

Through the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), African 
Americans focused mainly on court cases in the 1940s and 1950s. In Smith v. Allwright (1944) the 
court declared white primaries (only whites could vote in primaries) unconstitutional. In Sweatt 
v. Painter (1950) the court ruled that separate law schools in Texas violated the equal protection 
clause of the Constitution. African Americans also sued to be able to use public golf courses and 
public libraries. 

African Americans generally chose more confrontational tactics in the 1960s in their quest for 
equal rights in Texas. The successful sit-ins in Greensboro, North Carolina, and other cities in the 
South in the early 1960s provided a model of how to bring about more rapid change in Texas. 

African Americans sat at lunch counters reserved for whites only. The bad publicity for white store- 
owners, followed by boycotts of the stores by African American customers, hurt business. As a 
result of the pressure, some store owners agreed to desegregate their counters. African Americans 
in Texas engaged in sit-ins (Option D), marches (Option E), and boycotts of businesses (Option C). 

Brown v. 
Board of Education

Greensboro
Sit-In

1935 1940 1945 195519501930 197019651960

Student Handout 6: Outcomes of African American Decisions
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 6

While African American protests were effective in getting many businesses to desegregate, these 
actions caused a negative reaction among many whites. There were repeated accusations that civil 
rights leaders were Communists. Race mixing had replaced communism as the new threat to white 
society. White Citizens’ Councils organized strategies to oppose all efforts to desegregate. Some 
whites accused civil rights leaders of being anti-Christian, while many other whites saw African 
American protesting as a threat to law and order. 

Despite this opposition from many whites, African Americans worked closely with business 
leaders in Dallas and Houston (Option M). The groups reframed the issue of civil rights as one of 
peacefully implementing desegregation to preserve law and order in the cities. In addition, they 
got the news media to not run articles on the sit-ins and demonstrations. Without news coverage, 
the chances of violence were reduced. However, in return for cooperation, African Americans were 
forced to accept the slower pace of desegregation, especially in schools.

In the late 1960s, many African Americans were frustrated with the slow pace of change in 
schools. They wanted to go beyond tokenism (no significant change). When desegregation became 
widespread by 1970, especially with the forced busing of children out of their neighborhood 
schools, white people moved to suburbs or enrolled their children in all-white private schools, 
referred to as “white flight.” (African Americans and Mexican Americans also opposed busing.) 
The public schools were desegregated, but there were not many white students left in them 

This is the lunch counter from Greensboro, North Carolina. Four African Americans demonstrated by sitting at that counter.

Image source: © RadioFan/CC BY-SA 3.0
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Lesson 8: Civil Rights in Texas | Student Handout 6

(only about 13 percent of students were white). After 1965, African Americans called for “black 
power” and stressed African American pride in their distinctive culture (Option J). Some African 
American leaders in Texas called for African Americans to arm themselves with weapons in self-
defense (Option F) and to organize riots (Option G). 

African Americans were angry over Mexican American opposition to African American protests 
and about the argument by Mexican Americans that they were white and therefore should get 
the rights accorded to whites. Most African Americans did not live close to Mexican Americans. 
Without personal contacts, it was difficult to forge an alliance (Option K). Moreover, Mexican 
Americans, including Mexican immigrants (Option L), competed (and still compete) with African 
Americans for jobs. Whites in positions of power in Texas promoted this antagonism between 
African Americans and Mexican Americans. African Americans and Mexican Americans did come 
together more recently to support Barack Obama for president. 

Texas did not have any major riots during the civil rights years, unlike many other areas of the 
country. Part of the reason was African American leaders as well as white business and political 
leaders in Texas saw the negative results of violence and massive resistance in Little Rock and New 
Orleans. There were public demonstrations in Texas, but they were almost always nonviolent. 
As with Mexican Americans, African Americans largely rejected the idea of violence and other 
extreme actions. There are differences in opinion on how much African Americans achieved in 
their civil rights efforts, but there is agreement that they made significant gains. They showed that 
they were willing to be assertive in standing up for their rights. 

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS
1.	 Did African Americans make good decisions regarding their civil rights in Texas? Explain 

what they did well or where they went wrong. 

2.	 What did you do well or poorly in this decision-making problem about civil rights in Texas? 

3.	 What was the most important decision-making skill in this problem (for example,  
identifying assumptions or setting realistic goals)? Explain your answer. 




