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The following piece is excerpted from​ Braceroarchive.org​  (n.d). It has been shortened and 
adapted for this lesson.  

 
Bracero Program  

 
The Bracero Program grew out of a series of bi-lateral agreements between Mexico and the 
United States that allowed millions of Mexican men to come to the United States to work on, 
short-term, primarily agricultural labor contracts. From 1942 to 1964, 4.6 million contracts were 
signed, with many individuals returning several times on different contracts, making it the largest 
U.S. contract labor program. An examination of the 
images, stories, documents and artifacts of the 
Bracero Program contributes to our understanding 
of the lives of migrant workers in Mexico and the 
United States, as well as our knowledge of, 
immigration, citizenship, nationalism, agriculture, 
labor practices, race relations, gender, sexuality, 
the family, visual culture, and the Cold War era.  
 
The Bracero Program was created by executive 
order in 1942 because many growers argued that 
World War II would bring labor shortages to 
low-paying agricultural jobs. On August 4, 1942 the United States concluded a temporary 
intergovernmental agreement for the use of Mexican agricultural labor on United States farms 
(officially referred to as the Mexican Farm Labor Program), and the influx of legal temporary 
Mexican workers began. But the program lasted much longer than anticipated. In 1951, after 
nearly a decade in existence, concerns about production and the U.S. entry into the Korean 
conflict led Congress to formalize the Bracero Program with Public Law 78.  
 
The Bracero Program was controversial in its time. Mexican nationals, desperate for work, were 
willing to take arduous jobs at wages scorned by most Americans. Farm workers already living in 
the United States worried that braceros would compete for jobs and lower wages. In theory, the 
Bracero Program had safeguards to protect both Mexican and domestic workers for example, 
guaranteed payment of at least the prevailing area wage received by native workers; employment 
for three-fourths of the contract period; adequate, sanitary, and free housing; decent meals at 
reasonable prices; occupational insurance at employer's expense; and free transportation back to 
Mexico at the end of the contract. Employers were supposed to hire braceros only in areas of 
certified domestic labor shortage, and were not to use them as strikebreakers. In practice, they 
ignored many of these rules and Mexican and native workers suffered while growers benefited 
from plentiful, cheap, labor. Between the 1940s and mid 1950s, farm wages dropped sharply as a 
percentage of manufacturing wages, a result in part of the use of braceros and undocumented 
laborers who lacked full rights in American society 
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Under this program, Mexican workers, many of whom were rural peasants, were allowed to enter 
the United States on a temporary basis. Between 1942 and 1964, the year the program ended, it 
was estimated that approximately 4.6 million Mexican nationals came to work in the U.S. as 
braceros. 

Many laborers faced an array of injustices and abuses, including substandard housing, 
discrimination, and unfulfilled contracts or being cheated out of wages. Nevertheless, the impact 
of the bracero program on the history and patterns of migration and settlement in the United 
States remains an important area to explore and assess, particularly in the contexts of civil rights, 
social justice, and Latino history in the United States. 

Bracero Program and Strawberry Fields  
The program did not give workers any control in labor incentives, but provided farm owners with 
unprecedentedly cheap labor. And of course, unions and labor protections were not allowed at 
this time. The strawberry industry specifically benefited from the Bracero program because 
migrant workers were forced to work positions deemed “unattractive” to domestic workers. 
Because these laborers were working for so little pay, the precedent that farm laborers should be 
paid low agricultural wages was set. This mindset continues today, as farms in California continue 
to reach their labor demands by using workers willing to accept pay rates lower than their 
domestic counterparts. 
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