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Introduction 
In this lesson, students will read three primary source documents from the naturalization case 
of Humberto Silex, a legal immigrant from Nicaragua and well-known labor leader in El Paso 
who applied for U.S. citizenship in 1945. During his petition for citizenship, the government 
portrayed Mr. Silex as a Communist and a dangerous revolutionary. The government based this 
assertion, in part, on a letter Mr. Silex wrote to the El Paso Chamber of Commerce asking for 
their support of workers during a local strike. 

The documents, held by the National Archives and Records Administration (Southwest Region) 
are: 

• Letter by Humberto Silex, CIO Strike Relief Committee Chairman, to the El Paso Chamber 
of Commerce 

• Excerpt from the Brief of the Government relating to the petition for naturalization by 
Mr. Silex 

• Excerpt from the Petitioner’s Reply Brief relating to the petition for naturalization by Mr. 
Silex 

In a critical analysis, students will write persuasive letters from the point of view of a 
philanthropist and social worker seeking economic relief for people out of work, or an activist 
seeking support for widespread worker reform in blue-collar industries. They will compare their 
letters to that written by Humberto Silex to the El Paso Chamber of Commerce and discuss how 
the purpose of his letter compares to theirs. They will then analyze the government’s response 
to Mr. Silex’s letter and Mr. Silex’s defense of it, and discuss whether they agree or disagree, 
using specific examples from the text and/or other references as needed. 

This lesson would work well in units about the rise of the labor movement, the growing fear of 
Communism after World War II, or of discrimination toward immigrants. 

Learning Objectives 
Students will: 

• Critically analyze primary sources and discuss the intent behind these documents using 
clues from the text. 

• Compare multiple perspectives from a historical time period. 

• Practice persuasive writing. 
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• Learn the historical context for these documents by researching the growing fear of 
Communism after World War II. 

Themes Important to this Lesson 
Question: At your school, is status important? Do rich kids hang out with other rich kids and 
poor kids with poor kids? Are there some groups that are more prestigious than others, for 
example, student council or choir? Is the ethnic balance in these groups equal, or are the 
groups made up of mostly one race? 

Think, too, about how the different groups in your school speak or communicate. Do certain 
groups have a certain style of speaking? Do they use slang specific only to that group? Do some 
groups speak in languages other than English? Is it hard for different groups to talk to each 
other or is it easy? How about communications between students and teachers? 

More complex issues: In the United States, 20% of the population controls 84% of the wealth, 
and most of that 20% is white. 1 Is that fair? If rich white people control most of the money, 
how can the poor or minorities get a piece of the pie?  

Do you think it’s important to have absolute freedom of speech or, during times of war or 
crises, should the government be able to monitor people’s conversations or writings so that it 
can better protect the country from attack?  

How long should a person’s past be held against him or her? Should you be punished today for 
something you wrote or said four years earlier? 

As you will see when you study the case of Humberto Silex, the issues that affect you today 
affected him 60 years ago. A letter he wrote on behalf of striking workers was used as evidence 
against him in a court case. Mr. Silex’s letter reflects the themes of racism, poverty, and 
government oversight during a turbulent time in our country’s history.  

Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) Standards 
• 113.32 (C) (5) (A): Analyze causes and effects of significant issues such as immigration, 

the Red Scare, Prohibition, and the changing role of women. 

• 113.32 (C) (21) (A): Explain actions taken by people form racial, ethnic, and religious 
groups to expand economic opportunities and political rights in American society. 

• 113.32 (C) (24) (A): Locate and use primary and secondary sources . . . to acquire 
information about the United States. 

                                                       
1 Domhoff, William G., “Wealth, Income, and Power.” Who Rules America? 
http://sociology.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/power/wealth.html.  Accessed Sept. 10, 2008. 
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• 113.32 (C) (24) (B): Analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying cause-
and-effect relationships, comparing, contrasting, finding the main idea, summarizing, 
making generalizations and predictions, and drawing inferences and conclusions. 

• 113.32 (C) (24) (C): Explain and apply different methods that historians use to interpret 
the past, including the use of primary and secondary sources, points of view, frames of 
reference, and historical context. 

Teacher Planning 

Content Area 
U.S. History, Civics 

Grade Level 
9-12 

Time Required for Lesson 
• Three 50-minute class periods or two 90-minute class periods. 

Materials Needed 
• Transcript of letter written by Mr. Silex (Silex_letter_Chamber_1946.pdf). 

o Humberto Silex, Chairman of the CIO Strike Relief Committee, to El Paso 
Chamber of Commerce, March 12, 1946; Transcript of Evidence, 1949, pp. 147-
150; El Paso E.48WO96 Records Relating to Denied Petition of Labor Leader 
Humberto Silex, Record Group 21; National Archives and Records 
Administration—Southwest Region (Fort Worth). 

• Transcript of court briefs responding to the letter by both the U.S. government and Mr. 
Silex’s lawyers (Government_brief.pdf and Petitioner_reply_brief.pdf). 

o Brief of the Government, Humberto Silex, Petitioner for Naturalization 3128-
6859; Brief of the Government, 1949, p. 7; El Paso E.48WO96 Records Relating to 
Denied Petition of Labor Leader Humberto Silex, Record Group 21; National 
Archives and Records Administration—Southwest Region (Fort Worth). 

o Petitioner’s Reply Brief; Petitioner’s Reply Brief, 1949, p. 9; El Paso E.48WO96 
Records Relating to Denied Petition of Labor Leader Humberto Silex, Record 
Group 21; National Archives and Records Administration—Southwest Region 
(Fort Worth). 

Pre-Activities 
• Students should have an understanding of the Great Depression and the rise of 

organized labor during the 1930s. 
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• Students should have an understanding of the Red Scare, McCarthyism, and the Cold 
War. 

Activity 
1. Divide students into two groups, or have several small groups. 

2. To each group, give one of the following assignments: 

Assignment 1 
The year is 1946. World War II has just ended, but the Cold War is coming. You are living 
in El Paso, Texas, a city with a population of about 97,000 people. Wages range from 
$0.50/hour for common laborers to $2.50/hour for skilled workers and foremen.1 
Movies cost $0.60 for adults, $0.25 for children; a bottle of Pepsi is $0.05; a loaf of 
bread costs $0.10; and a brand-new Mercury convertible car costs $2,209.2 

You work at a large national refinery that processes copper, and you have joined the 
union there. You and your co-workers are striking for better wages and working 
conditions. Because you are on strike, you are not getting paid, but you, and others, still 
need to eat and pay rent. You decide to write to different organizations in town to ask 
them for contributions to help the union strikers. One such organization is the Chamber 
of Commerce, a society of different businesses in the city. 

Your assignment 
Write a one-page letter to the Chamber of Commerce asking them to contribute funds 
to help the striking workers. Your viewpoint is that of a friend and community leader 
trying to help your fellow co-workers. Consider the following when writing your letter: 

• Why should the Chamber care if workers are striking at the plant? 

• How will the striking workers benefit from the Chamber’s support? 

• What are the consequences for the union if the Chamber does not support the 
strikers? 

• If workers receive better wages, how will the Chamber benefit? 

• What actions could you take if the workers do not receive better wages from the 
refinery? 

Assignment 2 
The year is 1946. World War II has just ended, but the Cold War is coming. You are living 
in El Paso, Texas, a city with a population of about 97,000 people. Wages range from 
$0.50/hour for common laborers to $2.50/hour for skilled workers and foremen. Movies 
cost $0.60 for adults, $0.25 for children; a bottle of Pepsi is $0.05; a loaf of bread costs 
$0.10; and a brand-new Mercury convertible car costs $2,209. 
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You work at a large national refinery that processes copper, and you have joined the 
union there. You are active in the union and have been elected to union offices.  

You and your co-workers are striking for better wages and working conditions, but the 
refinery does not like unions and you fear that this will be a long, difficult strike. 
However, you are determined that your working conditions must change and wages 
must increase. Because you are on strike, you are not getting paid, but you, and others, 
still need to eat and pay rent. You decide to write to different organizations in town to 
ask them for contributions to help the union strikers. One such organization is the 
Chamber of Commerce, a society of different businesses in the city. 

Your assignment 
Write a one-page letter to the Chamber of Commerce asking them to contribute funds 
to help the striking workers. Your viewpoint is that of a workers’ activist who fights to 
achieve greater union power against wealthy large business owners and eliminate the 
economic gap between rich and poor. Consider the following when writing your letter: 

• Why should the Chamber care if workers are striking at the plant? 

• How will the striking workers benefit from the Chamber’s support? 

• What are the consequences for the union if the Chamber does not support the 
strikers? 

• If workers receive better wages, how will the Chamber benefit? 

• What actions could you take if the workers do not receive better wages from the 
refinery? 

3. Have all students read the letter by Humberto Silex to the El Paso Chamber of 
Commerce. Have students answer the question: How does Mr. Silex’s letter compare to 
yours? Questions to consider: 

• What is your overall impression of Mr. Silex’s letter? 

• Is it more or less effective than yours at achieving its goal of persuading the 
Chamber to donate to the striking workers? 

• What specific phrases in Mr. Silex’s letter make it more or less effective? 

4. Explain that the government used this letter against Mr. Silex in his naturalization 
hearing. After World War II, people feared the spread of Communism in the United 
States. Mr. Silex’s letter, using words and phrases like “oppression,” “bloody 
revolution,” and “overthrown ruler,” triggered a negative response in the U.S. 
government examiner assigned to review Mr. Silex’s application. 
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5. To all students, distribute the excerpt from the Brief of the Government by Brooks 
Thomas, government lawyer, which explains why he felt the letter proved Mr. Silex 
would not make a good citizen. Have students write or discuss whether they agree or 
disagree with the government. Questions to consider: 

• Does Mr. Silex’s letter attack capitalism? 

• Is Mr. Silex threatening the public peace? 

• Is Mr. Silex trying to recruit people to support Communism? 

6. To all students, distribute the excerpt from the Petitioner’s Reply Brief by Herman 
Wright, lawyer for Mr. Silex, which explains why he thinks the letter is a simple appeal 
for help. Have students write or discuss whether they agree or disagree with Mr. 
Wright. Questions to consider: 

• Is the purpose of Mr. Silex’s letter to gain help for those in need, or is there 
another purpose? 

• Is Mr. Silex hoping to avoid another Great Depression, or is he hoping to incite 
workers to revolution? 

• Has Mr. Silex made any revolutionary claims, or is he repeating the fears and 
concerns common to working-class people? 

7. Have all students consider the letter they wrote to the Chamber asking for support of 
the strikers. Have students write or discuss how they think the government would 
respond to their letter in light of Cold War concerns. 

Assessment 
Students should be evaluated by the level of critical analysis they perform for each document; 
the depth of their arguments; their use of evidence; their accuracy; and their writing and 
grammar. Students may also be evaluated on their participation in classroom discussion. 

Additional Resources 
• Arnold, Frank. “Humberto Silex: CIO Organizer from Nicaragua.” Southwest Economy 

and Society 4 (Fall 1978): 3-18. 

• Chartener, W. H. (1949). Reds in trade unions. In Editorial research reports 1949 (Vol. II). 
Washington: CQ Press. Retrieved August 27, 2008, from CQ Electronic Library, CQ 
Researcher Online. 
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• Cherny, R. W., Issel, W., & Taylor, K. W. (Eds.). (2004). American labor and the Cold War: 
Grassroots Politics and Postwar Political Culture . New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University. 
HD6510 .A45 2004 

• Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library and Museum, “McCarthyism or ‘The Red 
Scare.’” http://www.eisenhower.archives.gov/dl/McCarthy/Mccarthydocuments.html 

• Investigations of un-Americanism. (1947). In Editorial Research Reports 1947 (Vol. I). 
Washington: CQ Press. Retrieved August 27, 2008, from CQ Electronic Library, CQ 
Researcher Online. 

• Larson, Jay and Jason Roberts. “Civil Liberties: Were American Civil Liberties More 
Threatened by the Red Scare Than by the Communist Party of the United States of 
America (CPUSA)?.” History in Dispute. Ed. Robbie Lieberman. Vol. 19: The Red Scare 
After 1945. Detroit: St. James Press, 2005. 52-59. Gale Virtual Reference Library. Gale. 
UNIV OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON. Accessed 27 Aug. 2008. 

• Patch, B. W. (1946). Communism in America. In Editorial Research Reports 1946 (Vol. II). 
Washington: CQ Press. Retrieved August 27, 2008, from CQ Electronic Library, CQ 
Researcher Online. 

• U.S. Congress. House. Committee on Un-American Activities. 100 Things you should 
know about Communism and Labor. Part of the 100 Things You Should Know About 
Communism Series (1949). Accessed 27 Aug. 2008. 
http://www.archive.org/details/100thingsyoushou1949unit 

• Walton, C. Dale and Ronald D. Cohen. “An Actual Communist Threat?: Did the 
Communist Party of the United States of America (CPUSA) Threaten National Security 
After World War II?.” History in Dispute. Ed. Robbie Lieberman. Vol. 19: The Red Scare 
After 1945. Detroit: St. James Press, 2005. 1-7. Gale Virtual Reference Library. Gale. 
UNIV OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON. Accessed 27 Aug. 2008. 

• Walton, C. Dale, Frank Koscielski, and Marc Torney. “Communism and Labor: Did the 
Campaign After World War II to Purge Unions of Communists Benefit the Labor 
Movement in the Long Run?” History in Dispute. Ed. Robbie Lieberman. Vol. 19: The Red 
Scare After 1945. Detroit: St. James Press, 2005. 67-73. Gale Virtual Reference Library. 
Gale. UNIV OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON. Accessed 27 Aug. 2008. 

Brief Biography of Humberto Silex 
Humberto Silex was born in Managua, Nicaragua, on January 15, 1903. He legally entered the 
United States on November 7, 1920. He served in the U.S. Army for six months during 1921 and 
was honorably discharged. He settled in El Paso and married Maria de Jesus Renteria. They had 
seven children, six of them born in the United States. 
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During the 1930s, Mr. Silex began working at the American Smelting and Refining Company 
(ASARCO) in El Paso and was vital to the formation of Local #509 of the International Union of 
Mine, Mill and Smelter Workers (CIO) in early 1940. Because of his union activities, ASARCO 
fired Mr. Silex in 1940, but he was reinstated to his job by order of the National Labor Relations 
Board and the United States Circuit Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit at New Orleans. 

On July 13, 1945, Mr. Silex filed his Petition for Naturalization in order to become a United 
States citizen. 

On October 2, 1945, ASARCO again fired Mr. Silex for his union activities. Three days later, Mr. 
Silex visited the plant on personal business and got into a fight with his former boss. Mr. Silex 
was charged with aggravated assault and, on the advice of his lawyer, pleaded guilty. He paid a 
$35 fine and executed a $200 peace bond. On August 22, 1946, Texas governor Coke Stevenson 
granted Mr. Silex a full pardon. 

In 1947, the government denied Mr. Silex’s petition for naturalization because “Petitioner has 
failed to establish good moral character during the period required by law.” Specifically, the 
government cited his conviction of the aggravated assault and said that the governor’s pardon 
did not obliterate the act itself. 

In December 1947, the U.S. District Court for the Western District of Texas reversed the 
decision and said Mr. Silex had met the requirements for citizenship. The government reopened 
the case and, in 1949, sought to prevent Mr. Silex from becoming a citizen because of alleged 
Communist connections. The government won its case and Mr. Silex was denied citizenship. 
Mr. Silex was barred from organizing unions and blacklisted from the copper refineries. He 
worked for a vending machine company for the rest of his career.  

In 1991, at the age of 88, Mr. Silex was granted citizenship. Humberto Silex died March 14, 
2002, in El Paso.3 

                                                       
1 Texas Manufacturers association Industrial Relations Report, March 1948, as reported in An Economic Survey of El 
Paso County by the Bureau of Business Research, College of Business Administration, The University of Texas, 
March 1949, p. 3.0204, 3.0206.  
2 Prices gathered from The Dallas Morning News (1946) and The Value of a Dollar (third edition) by Scott Derks. 
3 Sources: El Paso Times, March 18, 2002; court documents in El Paso E.48WO96 Records Relating to Denied 
Petition of Labor Leader Humberto Silex, Record Group 21; National Archives and Records Administration—
Southwest Region (Fort Worth). 


