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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

The Bracero Policy Experiment:
U.S.-Maxican Responses to Mexican Labor Migration,

1942-1955
by

Larry Manuel Garcia y Griego
Doctor of Philosophy in History
University of california, Los Angeles, 1988

Professor James W. Wilkie, Cnair

During the bracero program, 1942-1964, the Mexican
and U.S. governments sought to regulate Mexican labor mi-
gration across their common border through a series of
migrant labor agreements. From the standpoint of inter-
national relations, broadly speaking there were three
phases: wartime cooperation (1942-1947), conflict punctu-
ated by cooperation (1947-1954), and stability (1954-
1964). The period of study 1942-1955 is crucial because
of changes in basic and implicit rules of governmental
behavior (bllateral regimes). During this periocd--the
years of the bracero policy experiment--hothh governments

made powerful initiatives to pursue their interests in

xviii



migrant labor matters and to respond effectively to the
rislng tide of undocumented migration.

The years of bilateral conflict culminated in a
dramatic episode in January 1954 in which the U.S. con-
tracted Mexican workers unilaterally and the Mexican gowv-
ernment used force unsuccessfully to prevent it. After
reaching a new agreement, the two governments cooperated
in the mass deportation campaign known as "Operation Wet-
back" and adopted measures making bracero contracting
more attractive to agricultural employers. By 1955 the
U.5. and Mexico had effected a mass substitution of
undocumented workers with contract laborers and entered a
new bllateral regime, which lasted until the demise of
the bracero program in 1964.

This study describes the policy responses of both
the U.S. and Mexican governments to Mexican labor migra-
tion during the period of experimentation leading up to
the stable regime of 1955-1964. It examines how each
government established and pursued policy objectives, the
nature of the differences within and between them, the
constraints of domestic public opinion, negotiation pro-
cess, the planning and execution of unilateral action,
and the policy outcomes.

The dissertation seeks to explain these policy re-

sponses. It also attempts to suggest why sharp disagree-

xix

ments occurred notwithstanding common objectives: each
government desired the recruitment of Mexican laborers
under controlled clrcumstances, the reduction of illegal
entries, the avoidance of adverse effects, and cordial
bilateral relations.

The principal sources used were the records of the
Department of State and the Immigration and Naturaliza-
tion Service at the Mational Archives and the Mexico City

press.

XX



JREFACE

on August 4, 1942, the governments of Mexico and the
United States undertook an implicit experiment. In what
would become known as the "bracero program," this unique
experiment constituted a joint effort to manage Mexican
labor migration between the two countries. During the 22
years that the program was in operation, approximately
4.6 million contracts were issued to Mexican agricultural
laborers, or braceros. Moreover, during much of that
pericd--especially the first thirteen years cf the pro-
granm, 1942-1955--a greater number of Mexican workers
entered illegally and wrre expelled by the U.S. than were
contracted under the bilateral agreement. These workers
--called "wetbacks" because many crossed the border by
swimming or wading the Rio Grande--did not have the labor
arotrcticns afforded contract workers, though occasional=
ly the two governments entered into agreements in order
tuo legalize their status and put therm under 'contract to
employers.

The two governments assumed joint responsibility for
the administration of the contract labor program and for
reducing illegal entries from Mexico to the United
States. The program constituted an effort to control

pass lapor migration jeintly--in the words of Ernesto

Galarza, a hilateral attempt to "manage migration.™ This
made it an unusual experiment. Through the vehicle of a
migrant labor agreement, extended many times over two
decades, until December 31, 1964, the two governmants
adopted the premise that the existence of common inter-
ests made joint efforts to "manage migration® preferable
to independent efforts adopted by either country. That
premise was severely tested, especially during the decade
aftar World War II. When the last agreement was allowed
to lapse by the United States in 1964, it was not tne bi-
lateral nature of the program but the controversy over
the labor market impact of foreign workers, that led
Congress to refuse to extend the statutory authority for
the recruitment of migratory farm laborers from Mexico.

The purpose of this study is to describe and explain
U.S. and Maxican policy responses te Mexican labst migra-
tion during the crucial years, 1942-1555. During the pe-
riod 1942-1954, notwithstanding the large differences in
relative power potential between Mexico and the United
States, the participation of the Mexican government was
quite active and it was a genuinely bilateral undertak-
ing. During the post war years, especially, there was
considerable bilateral conflict over the administration
of tha program, notwithstanding shared aims and comzon

interests., In 1954 the policy experiment came to an end.



whereas before that year, the outcome of the experiment
remained in doubt, after 1954 no such doubt existed. The
final phase of the bracero program, 1955-1964, was not
lacking in discord and change, but virtually all of the
substantive conflict occurred within the U.S. domestic
arena--not between the U.S. and Mexican governments.

Mexican labor migration refers exclusively to Mex-
ican agricultural workers that entered or were legalized
under bilateral agreement and to undocumented workers,
"wetbacks," or Mexican laborers subject to deportation
from the United States.

The present analysis of Mexican and U.S. policy re-
sponses addresses the topic at Lwo different levels. One
is policy making within each government and its execu-
tion. My concern with "policy" regards the content of
pclitical objectives, including those considered but not
adopted; by "execution" I refer to the interpretation of
these broad objectives, the means employed to pursue
them, the rationales employed to justify them, and the
outcome of the execution of policy. To this end, the
present study examines the domestic politics of the
bracero program--how it was debated, why it was supported
and opposed, and how the domestic political context pre-
sented constraints for the United States and Mexican gov-

ernments. Since the basic concern is with policies, pol-

icy making and execution, the focus is on U.5. and Mexi-
can governmental political actors; to the extent that non
governmental actors enter this history, it is because
they had a noticeable impact on the pollicy process.

The other level which this analysis addresses is the
interaction between national policy objectives, in each
country, and the negotiations (including conversations,
ad hoc agreements on specific matters, and jdlnt inter-
pretations) between the two governments. To thie end,
the study examines each of the bracero negotiations dur-
ing the period of study: what the positions of the U.S.
and Mexican governments were, why they were adopted, how
they were defended, how they changed, what was the cut-
come of the negotiation, and what explains those out-
comes.

The history of the negotiations and U.S.-Mexican mi-
grant laber relations, in turn, has two different phases.
One is day-to-day affairs: the content of diplomatic ex-
changes regarding Mexican labor migration, including ad
hoc attempts resoclve specific disputes and arrive at op-
erating rules for certain types of cases as they arose.
This was the most explicit form of communication between
the two governments on migrant labor matters and it can

be characterized mostly as an endless cohflict within a



set of implicit rules of bilateral behavior regarding mi-
grant labor matters. '

The other phase has to do with those implicit rules
themselves, i.e., a bilateral "regime." This refers to
the uncpoken premises regarding what constituted the Mex-
ican and U.S. governmental roles in the bilateral experi-
ment and how each government was expected to pursue, in
this context, what it viewed as its national interest re-
garding Mexlcan labor migration. I have adapted the term
"pilateral regires,™ which borrows loosely from the de-
bate on "international regimes"™ in the field of interna-
tioral relations. I have found this concept useful to
organize and interpret U.S. and Mexican governmental be-
havior as desecribed here, but have made no attempt to en-
ter the theoretical debate regarding the reole of interna-
tional regimes in determining state behavior, and inter-
naticnal regime chanqe.1

The most interesting moments in the history of the
Eracero program have to do with changes or attempted
changes in bilateral regimes. The stability of the
bilateral regime at a given point in time was the result

of the degree to which a need for the bilateral program

1 1n this connecticn, see the articles included in
¥rasner, ed., Interpatiopal Regipes. (I will usa this
abbreviated form of citation for all books and articles.
For the complete raference see bibliography.)

was perceived and the relative bargaining power of Mexico
and the U.S.; it was also affected by the overall atti-
tude of each government to the functioning of the migrant
labor agreement and to the willingness of either or both
governments to take unilateral action.

The most abrupt change in a bilateral regime oc-
curred in early 1954 when, after the U.S. initiated uni-
lateral contracting, the Mexican government backed down
and re-entered negotiations under conditions of sig-
nificant disadvantage. Joint cooperation on "Operation
Wetback"--the mass deportation campaign of the summer of
1954--was undertaken under this new bilateral regime.

Though the bracero program underwent several trans-
formations during 1942-1955, many of its basic features
and operating procedures changed very little if at all.
Under the supervision of officials from both governments,
Mexican laborers, most of them from Central Mexico, were
recruited and screened by Mexican and U.5. government
personnel at migration stations in Mexico. Subsequently
they were transported, initially at U.S. government ex-
pense, to a reception center at one of several U.S. bor-
der communities. There they were hired by American farm-
ers or their agents, under contract, generally for six
weaks. After employment in the U.S., some of these work-

ers were re-contracted for another short period, others



"skipped" their contracts to work illegally in the United
States, but most were returned at employer expense to
Mexico. Between March 1947 and January 1954, some Mexi-
can workers who had entered the United States without a
contract--"wetbacks"--were given contracts in the U.S.
without being obliged to return to Mexico.

On the U.S5. side, the agency that had direct respon-
sibility for setting policy and administering the program
for most of the 22-year period wae the Farm Placement
Service of the United States Employment Service (USES) of
the Department of Labor (DOL), in Washington. Crucial
supporting roles were played by the Department of State
{p0s), especially the U.5. Embassy in Mexico, and the Im-
migration and Naturalization Service (INS) of the Depart-
ment of Justice (DOJ). Though not directly involved in
adninistration, the Committees of Agriculture of the
House of Representatives and the Senate played very sig-
nificant roles during the life of the program.

on the Mexican side, the agency that played the most
direct supervisory role throughout the entire preogram,
responsible for setting pelicy and administration, was
the Secretaria de Relaciones Exterlores (SRE); I refer to
this agency as the Foreign Office and to the Secretary of
Foreign Relations as the Foraign Minister. Within this

department, much of the direct administration was handled

by the Direccién de Asuntos Trabajadores Migraterics, the
office of bracero affairs. The Mexican Ambassador in the
United States occasionally played a significant role. Of
crucial importance in day-to-day administration were Mex-
ican consuls--representatives of the Mexicanm government
under the direction of SRE--and personnel of the Secre-
taria de Gobernacién. Occasionally, the Mexican military
commander of the area near Reynosa was also involved in-
directly in bracero affairs. During World War II, a role
was played by the Secretaria de Trabajo y Previsidén Soc-
cial--the Ministry of Labor and Social Welfare.

During brief moments in the program’s history the
presidents of the two countries were actively involved in
making significant declsions that influenced the course
of the bilateral experiment. Otherwise, for the most
part it was a bureaucratic sideshow conducted mostly by
SRE and DOL with the active participation of DOS and Go-
bernacién. Starting at mid 1954 and into 1955, the role
of the latter ministry became much more important and SRAE
frequently played the junior partner.

The terms of the contract between worker and employ-
er either could be accepted or rejected by these parties,
but were not subject to negotiation between them. Those
terms, included in a long Individual Work Contract, were

determined principally by the migrant labor agreement



then in force, the joint operating instructions :cr :d oy
both governments, and whate'ar . deratandAngs—-t.rmh]
informal, explicit and tacit--that had been reached be-
tween the two governments. Within the U.S., the negotia-
tion of formal arrangements was frequently entrusted to
the Department of State, although the positions taken by
the U.S. were for the most part determined by Department
of Labor, and within that Department, by a few key agency
heads. Indeed, though occasionally the Assistant Secre-
tary and Under Secretary of Labor intervened in policy
matters, for the most part, when the “Department of La-
bor® is referred to, it actually means USES with support
from the Bureau of Employment Security and the Solici-
tor’s Office of the Department. These formal arrange-
ments consisted of the agreements and understandings
reached at several conferences organized between the two
governments.

Between these formal conferxences, many ad hoc agree-
ments on specific matters were arranged. These largely
fell to the U.S. Embassy and SRE. There were also cases
of individual bargains worked out between Mexican consuls
and U.5. agricultural employers, usually in ways which
provoked the employer and infuriated the field personnel

of the Department of Labor.

Mexican labor migration to the United States was not
new in 1942, nor did it disappear when the bilateral pro-
gram ended in 1964. What distinguishes the 22-year pe-
riod in between is the abiding faith, not always borne
out by the facts, that the two governments could achieve
their independent national objectives more readily by
acting in concert than by acting separately. The faith
that working together was preferable to acting separately
was sorely tested inm the years after World War II, espe-
cially from 1948 to 1954. During these years, the tide
of undocumented migration reached unprecedented heights,
as exemplified by the more than one million apprehensions
of Mexicans subject to deportation by the Border Patrol
in fiscal year 1954. Also during this period, the Mexi-
can government used a small contingent of troops to pa-
trol the border to dissuade illegal entries into the
Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas, and pressed the United
States to take action against illegal entries. wWhat the
Mexican government wanted, as expressed repeatedly in of-
ficial communications between 1947 and 1951, was a new
U.S. law that penalized employers that hired undocurented
workers.

Thus began a nesﬁ difficult periocd in the bilateral
experiment, for instead of adopting such penalties, the

U.S. Congress explicitly exempted employers of undocu-
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mented workers from any san-:ion:. (This legal regime
was not altered until che a.>ptisn of employer sanctlons
and the repeal of the "Texas proviso" by the Immigration
Reform and Control Act of 1986.) For its part, instead
of withdrawing from the bilateral program, the Mexican
government, adopted a hard line iﬁ.its administration,
and attempted to reform it unilaterally by pressuring em-
ployers and U.S5. representatives to move in the desired
directions. In 1953 the new Eisenhower Administration
took the view that something drastic had to be done to
stop illegal entries, and after dropping the idea of us-
ing trcops at the border, embarked upon a course that
forced Mexico, in a dramatic setback in January 1954, to
accept a different approach.

The period leading up teo and including the January
1554 crisis, and its aftermath, constitutes the heart of
this study. This was the climactic moment when Mexico
and the U.S. independently and together reassessed their
role in the program, their policies toward undocumented
Mexican labor migration, and their national priorities.
The decisions made at this time, the conflict between and
within governments, and the deception and rationalization
that these entailed on each side of the border is not a

pretty sight to behold. But all of this is very reveal-
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ing both of the limits and the possibilities of bilateral
control over Mexican labor migration.

In June, 1954, under a new bilateral regime, the
United States and Mexlco actively cooperated in a mass
deportation campaign known as "Operation Wetback™ which
mostly resulted in the legalization of the undocumented
flow into the United States. Thus ended a most conflict-
ual period of bilateral relations regarding labor flows,
and the beginning of a new era of the bracero program--
what I term a "stable" bilateral regime.

What characterized the "mature"™ bracero program was
not that it constituted an improvement over the previous
one, but that it was stable--it lasted in this form for
nearly a decade. However, the "solution" of one problem
(illegal entries into the United States from Mexice) cre-
ated two others. One was the undermining of working con-
ditions of braceros--formally, by reducing labor guaran-
tees and informally, by not enforcing those existing.
This made it attractive for growers to shift away from
employing undocumented agricultural workers and substi-
tuting them with braceros, but it led to a problem of
exploitation of the former under conditions indistin-
guishable from those of the latter. The other problem
was the undermining of the working conditions of domestic

workers. It was the widespread abuses of the contract
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labor program, and the perception that it producec a
massive displacement of dome tic farm workars, th:i f}a
to its demise in 1964.

Part of this story has already been told; four
works, particularly, come to mind. The classic on the
subject, of course, is Ernesto Galarza’s Merchants of
Labor; the Mexican Bracero Story (1964). The author, a
scholar with a wide range of interests and organizer for
the National Farm Workers Union in california, largely
based his study on his own observations and presents a
sharply critical view of the operation of the program,
with special emphasis on the period 1951-1960. Richard
craig, in The Bracerc Program; Interest Groups and For=
eign Policy (1971), provides a succinct analysis of the
U.5S. domestic politics of the bracerc program and of how
effectively the Mexican government was able to compete

with other interest groups in the United States during

1942-~1964. Juan Ramén Garcia’s QOperation Wetback; the
5 i e W e

(1580) is more than a study of that deportation campaign;
it offers rich detail on the politics of Mexican labor
migration. Peter N. Kirsteln's Anglgo Over Bracero; A

W in t l!"t

Roosevelt to Nixon (1977) provides a somewhat sketchy and

U.S.-focussed discussion of the politics of Mexican labor
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migration based on invaluable sources, especially from
the Truman Library.

Many other works have been published on the bracero
program and undocumented Mexican migration during this
pericd, but from the standpoint of the issues considered
here the most significant are these four.? Each of these
works discusses both Mexican bracero and undocumented mi-
gration during the 1940s and 1950s; each considers the
Mexican government’s role in the program; each examines
some aspect of the politics and policies of both govern-
ments regarding bracercs and undocumented migration.
However, significant gaps remain. None of these studies
puts labor migration and international relations at the
center of their analysis; they do not describe the inter-
action between the two governments during the program.
The sources consulted by these studies limit the possi-
bilities of a detailed examination of the joint as well

as independent policy responses of the two governments.

2 The other study that most closely parallels the
present effort is a Ph.D. dissertation written at the
University of Texas at Austin in 1970, by Johnny Mac
McCain, titled "Contract Labor as a Factor in United
States-Mexican Relations, 1942-1947."™ Its focus on the
early, wartime period of the bracero program, however,
limits its usefulness as a point of comparison for the
present discussion. As my study makes clear, in part
based on McCain, the wartime years were exceptional, not
only from the standpeint of the administration of tha
migrant labor agreement and the relative absence of mass
undocumented Mexican labor migration, but also froz the
standpoint of bilateral cooperation generally.
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For these reasons perhaps, though these four studies--znd
others cited herein--frequently refer to both cont -
labor and "wetback" migration during this periad,

left with the impression that a satisfactory connectioﬁ
between the policy responses toward braceros and those
regarding undocumented Mexican workers has yet to be es-
tablished.

U.S5. and Mexican policy responses to Mexican labor
migration during this period have been inadequately de-
scribed and their motivations frequently misunderstood.
U.5. actions in the program generally have been equated
with the promotion of grower interests. This disserta-
tion provides documentation to show that this equation is
correct during most of the pericd considered but, signif-
icantly, it does not hold at certain points in time. oOf
special concern to this study is identifying to what ex-
tent an autonomous interest of the U.5. government ex-
isted to reduce illegal entries, how that state interest
was manifested, and what impact it had on negotiations
with Mexico and on the operation of the migrant labor
program.

Past studies of the bracero program have tended to
gloss over the crisis of 1953-1954, and have not taken
into account the nature and extent of the conflict be-

tween Moxico and the U.S. reflected in the crisis, nor
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have they fully assessed the debate within the U.S5. gov-
ernment that preceded unilateral action and the debate
that erupted in Mexico that followed the attempt by that
ccvaerrrent to restrain emigration by force. The absence
of such discussion in the literature is explicable be-
cause the internal records of U.S. agencies, especially
the State Department, that provide significant details on
these events were not open to the public until recently,
and the Mexico City press--the other major source--is so
voluminous as to be virtually unmanageabla.

Finally, the most significant gap relates to our
limited understanding of Mexican government attitudes,
objectives, policy choices, actual policies adopted, and
their connection to national priorities. The available
studies are largely focused on the United States and,
generally because of limits on sources, do not have simi-
lar detailed consideration to the Mexican politics of em-
igration.

Significant questions regarding the politics of Hex-
ican labor migration during this perlod remain. why did
the Mexican government steadfastly oppose undocumented
migration? Why did it promote employer penalty legisla-
tion and cooperate with the U.S. during "Cperation Wet~
back?* Why did it act unilaterally to bid up wages, sub-

slstence allowances, and similar worker benefits, instead
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of holding out for similar provisions until agre.an-.r was
reached? Once having taken the conflict to th: TR
January 1954, and enployed troops and police f.uw:s
briefly to prevent unauthorized departures, why did the
Mexican government re-open negotiations in February 19547
How did the transition from one bilateral regime to an-
other, after February 1954, take affect? And finally,
what do these events suggest for the limits to and possi-
bilities of bilateral cooperation on migration control?

In attempting to answer these questions, I have
found it helpful to organize events sequentially and to
emphasize the trajectory of U.S. and Mexican policy re-
sponses to Mexican labor migration and to each other’'s
policies. The course of events, especially in the pull
and haul of negotiations, is more explicable when it can
be related to other events and situations that occurred
at the same time. The sequence of events is important
also in that many actions taken by either government were
not independent of the context in which they occurred.
Some were reactions to situations or actions taken by the
other government; some reflected an effort to sustain a
position previcusly adopted.

I have relied principally on the archives of U.S.
government agencies for tha research of this study; of

these, the most useful ware the records of the State
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Department. I also have relied on the rather extensive
coverage that Mexico city newspapers and opinion writers
giv> to this subject during those years, and to hearings
hal& before the United States Congress.

Even though my purpose has been to describe and ex-
plain the motivations of both governments, it is obvious
that I have a more complete description of what occurred
on the U.S5. side of the negoti;ticns, and that these
records do not always present an unbiased view of the ex-
changes, some of them conflictual, between the two
governments. Dean Acheson, himself Assistant Secretary
of State, Under Secretary and later Secretary of State
during the 1940s and early 1950s, made an cbservation re-
garding the use of records produced in his Department for
later reconstruction of events. "I have never yet read a
memorandum of conversation,™ he wrote, ®"in which the
writer came off second best."? I have tried to keep
Acheson’s perceptive observation in mind while assigning

weights to records of statements made in this study.

3 acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 60.
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PART I:

BEGINNINGS

19

1 AN AMERICAN-MEXICAN DILEMMA:

EARLY MEXICAN LABOR MIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES
Mexico and the United States have shared a long history
of .n:eraction and exchange across their common border.
Mexican labor migration is one of the oldest forms of
such exchange. Prior to 1942, Mexican migration, whether
controlled or not by governmental authorities, had flowed
and ebbed into the United States and had ignited contro-
versy both in Mexico and the United States. When the
Mexican and U.S. governments reached aﬁ agreement that
year to administer jointly Mexican labor migration to the
U.S., U.S. and Mexican government attitudes and policies
toward this movement already had a history. Indeed, the
specific form that the bilateral program toock in 1942 can
be demonstrated to have been as much a response to this
history than it was to the specific circumstances of that
year which gave rise to the U.S. patition for Mexican
agricultural laborers.

It is often assumed that the farm labor shortages
wrought by U.S. entry into World War II, and U.S5. policy
responses to them explain the beginning of the bracero
program. These elements do explain the U.S5. initiative
to facilitate the entry of Mexican workers in 1942, but
this explanation omits several other important considera-

tions. These other slements can be found in the history
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of Mexican migration to the U.S. and of U.S.-Mexican re-
lations prior to 1942. The beginning of the bila.are.
experiment that year was facilitated by the widespread
perception, based on experience, that the peculiarities
of Mexican labor migration to the United States did not
make it amenable to control through independent, unilat-
eral efforts by either government. Moreover, an ironic
coincidence of dominant views in Mexico and the United
States--though based on different values--held that the
permanent settlement of Mexicans in the U.S. was not de-
sirable, though temporary migration and employment of
workers was considered beneficial to both countries. The
bracero program, then, came to be a response to an Ameri-
can and Mexican dilemma: Mexican labor migration to the
United States, depending upon the circumstances, was seen
as elther beneficial or harmful to national interasts in

both countries.

MIGRATION PATTERNS BEFORE 1942

Mexican settler migration of entire families and unaccom-
panied individuals into the U.S. Southwest has roots in

the colonial period when Texas, New Mexico, Pimeria Alta

and Alta California were northern outposts of New Spain.

Mexican labor migration--the movement of laborers, mostly
young adult males for temporary work in the United

Statss--always accompanied settler migration, though mass

al

labor migration arcse as a distinct phenomenon in the
late nineteenth century.

After U.S. acquisition by force of Mexico's northern
territories, the movement of Mexican settlers north inte
this region continued, notwithstanding the new interna-
tional boundary. Until 1894 there was no attempt by U.S.
authorities to control this movement across land borders.
Most of the migration found its way to South Texas, much
of it into what teday is called the Lower Rio Grande Val-
1ey.1 During the 1870s and 1880s the trickle of settlers
north was accompanied by a growing stream of unaccompa=-
nied laborers, principally young adult males, from the
central-northern parts of the country--Guanajuato, Jal-
isco, Michoacén, and the states adjacent to the north.?
In part it was stimulated by employers, who sent agents
into Mexico, or went there on their own, to recruit la-
borers in the densely populated rural areas of the Cen-
tral Plateau--mostly Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Michoacén.
Labor migration was facilltated also by recruitment of

workers from these regions employed in the construction

1 Taylor, American-Mexican Frontier, 1571; De Leén,
Teiano Community, pp. 50-136; Corwin, “Early Mexican
Labor Migration,"™ pp. 28-29. (For complete referesnces
see bibliocgraphy.)

2 Clark, "Mexican Labor in the United States, ™

pp. 466=477; Corwin, “Causes of Mexican Emigration to the
United SBtates," p. 603.
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of the Mexican north-south lines during the 1880
An early description (1508) by Labor Depaitin:rt
official Victor Clark underscored the importance of
recrultment in Mexico and even more so within the United
States.
The progress of the laborer from his home in in-
terior Mexico to his place of work in the United
States is therefore in two main stages; first,
as a recruit he is taken, or as a free immigrant
he works his way to the border. At this point
he falls into the hands of the labor agent, who
passes him along to his final destination. The
first stage of the journey may or may not be
paid for by the laborer himself; the second is
in practically all cases at the expense of the
employer.
Most of these workers were initially employed by the
railroad companies of the Southwest, as plick-and-shovel
pen responsible for the maintenance of the railroad track
in the scuthwestern and western lines. "With the possi-
ble excepticn of agriculture at certain seasons," wrote
Clark, "more Mexicans are employed in the United States
as railway laborers than at any other occupation. It is

froa this occupation that they drift into other lines of

wurk."

3 clark, "Mexican Labor in the United States,"
p. 476. In 1909 it was observed that the recruitment of
Mexican laborers was organized. The example cited
referred to a company which "undertcck to bring a party
of 45 Mexicans into the United States" for railroad
construction work. U.S. Bureau of Immigration, Annual

Report, 1910, p. 123.
4 Clark, "Mexican Labor in the United States,™
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Other types of employers--especially cotton farmers
in Texas--found a use for Mexican laborers; cotton grow-
ing and harvesting is a labor-intensive actiwvity. Paul
Taylor described the well-established pattern of seasonal
migration during the 1890s, when Mexicans crossed into
South Texas, principally to work in the cotton fields,
and even the sugar cane fields in Louisiana.> Athar
parts of the U.S. Southwest also began to demand seascnal
labor from Mexico at the turn of the century--the mining
areas of southern New Mexico and Arizona, and the rich
agricultural valleys of Imperial and San Joaguin, whose
potential was just being realized as irrigation projects
permitted these areas to be reclaimed from the desert.
When rebellion broke out in Mexico in 1910, the flight of
Mexicans refugees merged with on-going labor migration,
and quickly emerged in the public mind, in Mexico and the
United States, as the principal movement of Mexicans to
the United States. Ultimately this led to the misconcep-
tion--prevalent for many years afterward--that mass Mexi-
can migration to the United States was ignited by revolu-
tion.

Part of the story regarding the volume of Mexican

migration to the United States can be told with the aid

p. 4717.

5 Taylor, American-Mexican Frontier, p. 102.
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of official statistice of entries and departures re:

Le
by both Mexican and U.S. border stations. Table 1. L=
wmarizes these north-bound and south-bound counte. ra

1.1 and Figure 1.2 present the north-bound and southf
bound data, respectively, in graph form. It may be ob-
servad that, both for north-bound and south-bound data,
the information from the U.S. and from Mexico do not co-
incide exactly, and in some instances diverge consider-
ably. The U.S. and Mexican data are roughly in agreement
regarding the volumes and trends of north-bound migration
between 1917 and 1942 (Figure 1.1). There is consider-
able disagreecent regarding the magnitude and trend of
south-bound flows throughout the peried for which we have
U.S. data on Mexican immigrants emigrating from the
U.5.--1910-1930 (Figure 1.2).

The reasons for these discrepancies are two, princi-
pally. First, the two data sets are not identical in
concept and reference period: the U.5. data refer to
ipmigrants admitted of "Mexican race" (and excludes non
izpmigrants) during fiscal years; the Mexican data refers
to temporary emigrants (see notes, Table 1.1) and re-
turnees or repatriates during calendar years. In both
cases Mexican migrants who leave Mexico for the U.S. for
casual visits are excluded, but evidently for several

years baetween 1910 and 1942, Hexicans recorded their
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departure with Mexican authorities and entered the U.S.
without being admitted as immigrants (e.g., 1912, 191:
1930~-1942). Given the differences in reference perizc--
fiscal and ;alondar years--the Mexican data points should
ba shifted to the right a half year in both Figure 1.1
and 1.2. Such a shift would result in a closer corre-
spondence in the two sets of estimates of north-bound mi-
gration during 1922-1930.

The second reason for the difference, of course, is
that not all Mexican migrants recorded their departure
and entries into either country. Unrecorded north-bound
migration we call undocumented migraticn or illegal en-
tries today: though such migration was recognized as in-
formal or illegal in the teens and twenties (it subjected
the illegal entrant to the administrative penalty of de-
portation), it was not until 1929 that illegal entry ba-
came a crininal offense (a misdemeanor) in the United
States. Unregulated migration did constitute a signifi-
cant proportion of the total flow, however. This can be
illustrated with the example of the decade of the teens.
Between 1910 and 1919, according to U.S. data on Mexican
immigrants admitted and departed (north-bound, and scuth-
bound, U.S., Table 1.1) there was a net flow of 125,502
Mexican immigrants. The intercensal increase between

1910 and 1920, however, was 254,5ﬁ3 Mexican-born persons.
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The difference between these two numbers indicates that
the 1320 census counted at least 139,000 undocumented
Mexicans that entered after 1910--a point made by a fact-
finding committee in california in 1930.5 Howaver, the
actual magnitude of net undocumented migration betweaen
1910 and 1920 was larger, mainly because net Mexican im-
migration is equal to the intercensal increass, plus the
deaths of Mexican-born in the U.S. during that pericd,
plug the net error in the 1910 and 1920 census enumera-
tions. (The latter two components are unknown.) The
same procedure does not yield similar results for the
19208, however, because the net intercensal in-
crease--155,044--is smaller than the net legal immigra-
tion recorded by the U.S. Bureau of Immigration between

1920 and 1929--447,264 Mexican immigrants.’

6 california, Mexicans in California, p. 19. The
procedure employed by the authors is the following: the
intercensal increase of Mexican-born was 264,503 and the
net flow of Mexican legal immigrants was 125,502. Tho
difference is 139,001. This difference is equal to net
illegal entries less deaths of Mexican-born in the U.S.
during the interval (including deaths of illegal
entrants) less the difference in census coverage. By
using 139,000 as an estimate of net illegal entrants the
authors made an underestimate and preferred to not
astimate deaths or net census error.

7 The 1930 census recorded 641,462 Mexican-born; the
1920 census 486,418. U.S5. Bureau of the Census,
+ P. 6917
¢« P 225. Tha
net legal immigration between 1920 and 1929 is calculated
from Table 1.1., supra.
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The explicable gap of U.S. statistics due to un-
recorded north-bound undocumented migration is compounc:d
by a serious daficlency in recording exits.® As Prour
1.2 shows, according to U.S. data, there were practicailiy
no departures recorded from the United States. The peak
flow of emigrants occurred in 1918, when, in order to
avoid being drafted into the U.S. Army during World War
I, large numbers of Mexican legal immigrants returned to
Maxico. However, there was a large flow of returnees--
not just return visits to Mexico, which these data do not
show, but of Mexicans in the United States who stated an
intention to reside in Mexico as they re-entered. This
can be observed in the Mexican data on south-bound migra-
tion (Figure 1.2). The peak return flows of 1920-21 and
1931-32 are historically well documented and correspond
to the large repatriations that occurred during the two
major ecocnomic depressions of the United States during
this perioed.

U.S. and Mexican data largely substantiate the point
that, although migration volume fluctuated considerably
from year to year, from 1923 to 1929, Mexican north-bound
migration was relatively large, with volumes for any

given year ranging from about 32,000 to 88,000. The to-

8 see Taylor, Mexican Labor in the United States:
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tal number of entries of Mexicans into the United States
during the 1920s--documented and undocumented--was indeed
much larger than they had beesn for any comparable period
befora 1320. Moreover, these numbers are large when we
consider that the total number of immigrants allowed into
the United States from all of Europe after the 1924
immigration legislation was less than 160,000 annually.
Though Mexican immigration was increasingly per-
ceived to be large during the 19208, much of it was team-
porary or seasonal. Estimates of qrosz'tlous are impre-
cise, though an attempt can be made to approximate one.
It should be noted that Mexican statistics of south-bound
migrants, are the best indicator avallable of return
flows; accordingly, somewhat more than 1,157,000 Mexican
nationals returned from the United States during the in-
terval 1910-1929. During that same period a number
greater than 419,000 Mexicans entered the United States
and were still residing in the country in 1930. The
gross flow of entrants--immigrants and illegal en-
tries--during those two decades was thus thsrsfore some-
what more than 1,576,000--an average annual gross flow

exceeding 78,000.%

9 This results in an underestimate of the gross flow
of entrants, for three reasons: it does not account for
Mexicans who returned from the United States and did not
record their entry into Mexico with the Mexican migration
stations; it does not account for deaths of Mexicans in
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The temporary nature of much of Mexican migration to

the U.S. can be noted in the rough estimates of return
and net flows that can be derived from the above. The
same Mexican data cited previously suggests that the
yearly average returns of Haiicans in the U.S. was
58,000--about 74 percent of the gross flow of entrants.
The average net flow, it may be noted, was somewhat over
20,000 yearly--about 27 percent of the gross flow.
Though these estimates are approximate--and that the pro-
portion of net flow to gross flow was actually somewhat
larger because deaths and census enumeration are not
taken into account, it is clear that the permanent immi-
gration of Mexicans was a small proportion of the tctal
flow--the bulk of "immigrants™ returned to Mexico before
1930.10

The previocus estimates are based on the assumption

that the 1930 Mexican~-born population was 641,000~--as re=-

the United States during 1910-1929; it does not account
for a census undercount of Mexican-born persons in the
1930 U.S$. census. Given the degree of uncertainty,
particularly regarding the 1930 census undercount, the
average annual gross flow during 1910-1529 could have
exceeded 100,000, "

10 the proportion would even larger, of course, if
wa included the mass repatriatien of the 1930s in the
calculation. As it is, the numbers include the effects
of the repatriation during 1921-1922. However, if the
return flows of the 19308 were included in the reference
pericd in which we estimate returns, it would combine two
effacts: temporary migration as a recurring pattern and
mass repatriation during the Great Depression.
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ported by the U.S5. census. However, there appears to
have been significant error in the count of ths Mexican=-
born in the fifteenth census. Utilizing immigration
statistics and previous census data, which recorded the
presence of Mexicans who were not necessarily admitted
legally into the United States prior to 1920, Louis Bloch
estimated that the total number of Mexican immigrants in
the United States in 1929 was "undoubtedly in excess of
one million."!l Because the census generally excludes
temporary residents, whatever estimate one employed for
migrants habitually residing in the United States one
would have to add those persons who, because they would
have declared their usual residence to be in Mexico,
would be excluded from the census by definition.
(Bloch's estimate attempted to account for other persons
subjectively who might have been excluded for other rea-
sons.)

Where did these migrants leave from in Mexico? A
sample of 10,202 immigrants born in Mexico and admitted
through U.S.-Mexican land border ports of entry during
April, 1924, showed that 79.2 percent came from sight
states: Coahuila (with 9.2 percent of thae total), Du-

rango (5.8), Guanajuato (10.8), Jalisco (20.0), Michoacdn

11 ploch, "Facts About Mexican Immigration Before
and Since the Quota Restriction Laws,” p. 55.
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{1‘.5]1 Huevo Ledn (5.8), Sonora (4.1), and Zacatecas
(9.0].12 As may be observed, three of these efght
states--Jalisco, .uana,uato and Michoacadn--compr.sed al-
most half of the total. The remaining states with rela-
tively high proportions of emigrants were from border
states or between the border and the central plateau--
Zacatecas and Durango. fnmigrants from the remaining
states and territories provided tha remaining 20.8 per-
cent. Manuel Gamio's study of the geographical distribu-
ticn of 23,846 money orders sent from the United States
to Mexico during July and August, 1926, showed a similar
pattern: 54.3 percent of the money orders were received
in the combined total of Michoacén, Guanajuato and
Jalisco, and 26.9 percent in HNuevo Ledn, Durango, Zacate-

cas, Chihuahua and Coahuila.l3

12 poerster, The Pacial Problems Involwved in
Irmigratjon from Latin Amerjca, p. 51. The sample was of
immigrant aliens "of the Mexican race"™ admitted through
the border ports along the border, San Antonio, El Paso
and Los Angeles Immigration Districts. The sample total,
10,212, included 10 persons identified as immigrant
aliens and born in the State of Tex2s; the remainder were
listed according to Mexican state of birth. The
percentages cited above were calculated from the state
totals provided in Foerster's table. This table lists 29
Mexican states of origin; it excludes the modern states
of Baja California Sur, Morelos, Quintana Roo and Tabasco
and lists both Nayarit and Tepic as states.

13 Gamio, Mexican Immigration to the United States,
p- 13. The states are listed in descending order, from
Michoacan (20.0 percent) to Coahuila (3.8 percent). In
this list I have ignored the Federal District, which
received 5.0 percent of the money orders--below Durango
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The destinations of Mexican migrants alsc show geo-
graphical concentration. In 1930 about three guarters of
the M-:iian-born population could be found in two states:
Texas (266,240) and California (199,359).3% Within these
states,; the presence of Mexicans, as settlers and as tem-
porary migrants, was concentrated in a few regions: the
Lower Rio Grande Valley in Texas; the San Joaquin Valley
in california, and the counties along the border from
Cameron County in Texas to San Diego County in Califor-
nia, passing through the states of New Mexico and Ari-
zona. During the decades before the Great Depression,
the Mexican immigrant population in California grew much
faster than that of Texas, even thcugh growth rates in
the latter state were also high. This regional concen-
tration of migration should not make us overlook the ex-
traordinary growth, during the 1920s, of migration from
Mexico outside of the border states, principally to Illi-
neis (21,570 Mexican-born censused in 1%30), Kansas
(11,183), and Indiana (7,612). During that decade, sig-
nificant numbers of Mexicans could also be found working

as far east as Lorain Ohic and Bethlehem Pennsylvania and

and above Zacatecas in the list. The Federal District's
money orders cannot likely be attributed to immigrants
sending savings home through this route, but to financial
transactions having nothing to do with Mexican workers in
the United States.

14 y.s. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of
. P- 225.
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as far north as Alaska,l?

Mexicans were employed in menial, dirty jobs, fre-
quertly in industries with strong seasonal variations in
labor demand. In 1920 they could be found working mostly
as maintenance-of-way workers for the steam railrcad and
as field or ranch hands. Other occupations included min-
ers, gquarrymen, copper workers, waiters, waitresses,
laundresses.1® In some areas of employment Mexicans were
characterized as "living on a scale below that of their
black competitors and rendered amenable to discipline by
a tradition of peonage,”™ which accelerated their replace~
zent of black workers in the same occupations, especially
in Texas.l?

The strong variations in labor demand for these in-
dustries contributed to making of the Mexicans a highly
mobile rural labor force, which migrated withim and be-
tween the states, particularly in response to different
crop timetables: the harvest of navel oranges, walnuts,

apricots and other fruits; beans, cantaloupes and winter

vegetables; the thinning of sugar beets; the picking of

15 Mcwilliams, Morth From Mexico, pp. 184, 178;
Taylor, Mexican Labor in the United States: Pethlehenm
+ Pe 2.

16 Fuller, "Occupations of the Mexican-Born" pp. 66-
67. :

17 Ibid., p. 66.
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cotton. Each of these had a season--often lasting a few
weeks--during which labor demand peaked; each season not
only varied from crop to crop but from region to
region.18

By the mid 1920s, Mexican labor was a vital compo-
nent to the economy of certain industries--particularly
agriculture--in the border states. Although their pres-
ence was not as crucial elsewhere, Mexican laborers could
be found in significant numbers virtually everywhere in
the country except in the South and Atlantic coast. This
presence, which during that decade achieved national
visibility, led to concerted efforts in the United States
Congress to restrict that immigration motivated by the
attitude that the Mexican ethnic group--seen by some as a
distinct racial group--was an undesirable addition to the

population of the United States.

U.S. IMMIGRATION POLICIES AND PRACTICES

The United States government was not well prepared to
cope with Mexican migration. As a government and a soci-
ety, the U.S. was accustomad to thinking in terms of the
transoceanic immigration of settlers; the arrival of for-
eigners was equated with the admission of these persons

as permanent members of U.S. society, not as seasonal

18 Bagardus! The Mexican in the United States, P-

37+ Tayler, American-Mexican Frontier, pp. 98-99.
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laborers who crossed and recrossed an unpatrolled land
border. During the latter part of the nineteenth cen-
tury, when the flow of Mexican migration was a trick:
Washington Ignored it as a uinor aberration. Di.u ..
tirst decade of the twentieth century Mexican immigration
was still a small proportion of the total number of immi-
grants admitted--the excaess of total immigrant arrivals
over departures during that decade was about six million;
the comparable figure for Mexicans was slightly over
100, 000.19

The last decades of the nineteenth century were a
time when Congress asserted federal control over the ad-
mission of aliens, and began to establish the first
barriers against immigration, though not from Mexico.
Between 1875 and 1510, the U.S. adopted a series of laws
excluding certain classes of aliens: contract laborers,
convicts, "idiots," "lunatics,” "imbeciles," "feeble-
minded persons," "paupers,™ "persons likely to become a

public charge,™ and prostitutes. Also, in 1882 the first

19 The estimate of net flow of total immigration
appears in Easterlin, "Economic and Social
Characteristics of the Immigrants,"™ p. 2. The U.S.
Census reported 103,410 Mexican-born persons in 1900 and
221,915 in 1910, representing a net increase (reduced by
intercensal deaths) of almost 119,000, U.S. Office of

the Census, v P
clxxiv; U.S. Bureau of the Census,
s » P- T8Ll.
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Chinese Exclusion Act was pnssad.zo

The concerns behind such restrictions reflected both
recognizing as valid those fears expressed by organized
labor, which viewed foreign workers as a threat to wvages
and working conditions, and the nativist fears of broader
society. In the first decade of the twentieth century,
as immigration to the United States reached a historic
high of about one million per year, concerns about the
lack of assimilability of foreigners began to dominate
the U.S. debata. An immigration conmluﬁion was formed to
propose legislation--at that time the concern was mostly
over the large number of Japanese, Jews, and eastern and
southern Eurcpeans that were entering the country. 1In
1907, a "Gentlemen's Agreement" was reached with Japan in
which the Japanese government restricted the issuance of
passports to workers seeking to go to the United States,
in exchange for a U.S. commitment to not restrict
Japaanese immigration explicitly.=1

In 1917, over President Woodrow Wilson's veto, the
Congress passed the first major immigration luw. The Im-
migration Act codified previous legislation excluding

certain kinds of undesirable aliens, established a

20 pivine, American Immigration Policy, pp. 1-25;
Bennett, American Immigration Policies, pp. 16-25.

21 pivine, American Immigration Policy, p. 21.
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»barred zone™ in Asia and the Pacific from which immigra-
tion was virtually shut olf, and nbﬁlied literacv tests
to incoming immigrants. (The establishment of the birrel
zone violated the U.S. commitment to Japan made in 1%u'.,

At the same time that efforts were being made to re-
strict immigration from Asia and Europe, an accldent of
history put the U.S. government in the business of actu-
ally recruiting Mexican laborers. The occasion was the
agricultural labor shortage of 1917 after U.S. entry into
World War I. Almost immediately after the U.S. declared
war on Germany (and only three months after Congress had
enacted a new head tax and literacy requirement for all
nationals entering the United States) the Department of
Labor--then the parent agency responsible for administer-
ing immigration laws--suspended these requirements for
Mexican agricultural laborers. Later these "departmental
sxceptions® were extended to include maintenance-of-way
workers for the railroads and to Canadian farm laborers
as well. I

Entry into war thus produced a quick about face in
the administration of immigration law. Prior to May
1917, agents of the Bureau of Innigration excluded all
foreigners who sought entry into the U.S. with a previ-
ously-arranged labor contract--the contract labor exclu-

sion was in effect. After May 1917, for Maxican workers
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seeking a waiver of the head tax and literacy test only,
immigration agents now required a previously-arranged job
for temporary admission.

Gisrje and Martha Kiser have referred to these
"departmental exceptions,” which lasted until 1921, wall
after the end of World War I, as the "first bracero pro-
gran."22 Well they might, for these exceptions essen-
tially transformed the Bureau of Immigration into a labor
recruiting agency for Southwestern farmers and railroads,
because these activities were considered essential for
the war effort. During the first bracero program 72,862
Mexican workers were admitted.?3

This arrangement to recruit Mexican laborers for
agriculture and the railroads foreshadowed the contract
labor program begun in 1942. As would occur in the World
War II program, Mexicans were admitted in an exceptiocnal
manner, under conditions of natiocnal emergency, for tem-

porary employment. Indeed, the legislative authority for

22 peisler, By the Sweat of their Brow, pp. 24-42j
Kiser and Kiser, Mexican Workers in the U.S., pPp. %-13.
The quote is from Kiser and Kiser, p. 9.

23 peisler, By the Sweat of their Brow, p. 38, cites
an annual report of the Bureau of Immigration to the
effect that, of these 72,862 workers, by June, 1521,
34,922 had returned to Mexico, 21,400 had "deserted their
employment and disappeared,”™ 414 had died, and 494 had
been permitted to remain as immigranta. The sum of these
nucbers is 57,230; there is no explanation what happensd
to the remainder--15,632 Mexican workers.
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their admission--the ninth proviso of the 1917 Act--1 ai
the same in both cases (this changed in 1951 when thu
U.S. adopted a new law, called Public Law 78, to institu-
tionalize the temporary farm labor program). However,
the "first™ bracero program also differed from the second
in several respects. One of thosae differences was that
workers were admitted together with their families.

Another crucial difference was that the World War I
program was administered unilaterally. I have found no
record that in 1917 the U.S. government attempted to ob-
tain Mexican governmental cooperation to regulate the ad-
mission of Mexican workers. Such cooperation was not to-
tally unprecedented; in 1909 Presidents Taft and Diaz had
reached an executive agreement which authorized the con-
tracting of cne thousand Mexican workers for the sugar
beet fields in Colorado and Nebraska.Z?4

Notwithstanding the recruitment of Hexican workers
by thae U.S5. government during the war, the postwar years
ware not a propitious moment politically for Mexican mi-
gration to grow. Xenophobic sentiment in the United
States was on the rise and found expression in attempts
to continue restricting immigration; at first, however,

such attempts were directed mostly at southern and east-

24 Moore, "El problema de la emigracién de los
braceros mexicanos," p. 5.
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ern Eurcpean naticnalities. The literacy requirement,
whose intent it had been to reduce immigration from these
"undesirable™ national groups, was judged not having ac-
complished its purpose. In 1921, Congress passed the
first gquota act, later amended in 1924; each limited the
number of immigrants admitted by restricting those na-
tionalities considered undesirable and encouraging others
--mainly from northern and western Europe. Immigrants
coming from the Americas were exempted from the gquota.
Though the possibility of increased Mexican immigra-
tion was debated in the Congressional adoption of the
quota act of 1921, no one had reason to expect that num-
ber to increase as sharply as it did after the restric-
tion of many Eurcpeans. Thus the "problem" of Mexican
immigration was not prominent in the debates leading to
the 1921 and 1924 Acts. This soon changed, however. Ths
quota acts did not achieve the desired purpose of promot-
ing northern European immigration at the expense of
southern and eastern Europeans; what happened instead wvas
that the migration of Mexicans and Filipinos grew
sharply. (See Figure 1.1, above.) As a result, Mexican
immigration was thrust under the glares of the national
political spotlight and its significance began to be de-
bated by political actors largely removed from the U.S8.
Southwest. The debates in Congress and the agitation by
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restrictionist groups make clear that Mexicans were con-
sidered even less desirable than the eastern arc sovthern
Europeans whose immigration had been restricted and con-
siderable pressure was exerted to extend the gquota acts
to the countries of the Mew World.?23

This debate, and the unregulated flow of Mexican mi-
gration, encouraged the view that greater control over
the entry of foreigners across the land borders of the
United States was desirable. In this context, the sixty
or s0 mounted guards on the Mexican border were not
encugh. In 1924, the Border Patrol was established. Its
responsibilities were defined as preventing the illegal
entry of aliens and enforcing the departure of aliens
subject to deportation; it also had authority to seiza
contraband brought into the U.S. in viclation of Federal
laws. In 1925 the immigration service officer force was
increased to 450 men assigned to both the Mexican and
canadian borders; this force grew to 767 officers in
1929. In 1925, 22,199 deportable aliens (including non
Mexicans) were located; by 1929, this number had grown to

32,?11-26 That the Border Patrol was becoming increas-

25 pivine, American Immigration Policy, pp. 52-61;
Reisler, By the Sweat of Their Brow, pp. 217-218.

26 3. 5. Bureau of Immigration,

aAnnual Report, 1229,
p. 23; Jarnagin, "The Effect of Increased Illegal Mexican
Migration,® p. 203 Coppock, "History; Border Patrol.™
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ingly effective at detecting and expelling migrants can
be discerned by the howls of protest that immigration
raides evinced from farm employers of undocumented Mexi-
cans, especially after 1925.27

As deportation raids became can:nnpllc; in partas of
California and Texas, a battle raged in Washington be-
tween those who wanted to shut off the legal avenues for
the entry of Mexicans and those who, for various reasons,
opposed it. Employers tock the lead in the effort to
prevent the extension of the quota system to Mexican
immigrants; in their opposition to restrictionist bills
they were supported by the U.S. Department of State. The
former conceded that HMexicans were undesirable members of
U.5. society, but questioned the idea that Mexicans even
wanted to acquire such a status; they pointed out, as de-
sirable attributes, that Mexicans would perform tasks
others refused to do, and that they were prone to return
to Mexico when the work was finished. Mexican workers
were possessed of a "homing instinct," their defenders in
Congress declared. "Like the pigeon,™ explained a
spokesman for the California Farm Bureau Fedsration, “he
goas back to roost.‘za

The State Department pointed out that discriminatory

27 Reisler, By the Sweat of their Brow, pp. 60-61.
28 1p4d., pp. 177-179; quote on p. 178.
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legislation against Mexicans would offend the Mexican
government and damage relations with that neighbor. It
proposed, instead, to limit Mexican immigration
administratively, through a more strict application of
the exclusions existing in the law against persons
*likely to become a public charge.® This it did, and in
1929 Mexican immigration dropped sharply.??

Although the efforts to restrict Mexican immigration
almost succeeded in Congress in 1930, the initiatives
ware dropped when it became clear that administrative
measures were accomplishing their desired purpose and
that the Great Depression was driving hundreds of thou-
sands of Mexicans back to Heiico.

But the hostility to the presence of Mexicans did
not go away:; it found new channels of expression. An in-
ternal State Department report prepared in 1950, though
based on contemxporaneous records of the department,
noted:

The depression and widespread unemployment of

the 1930's placed alien Mexican labor inm a de-

plorable situation. Competition of native Amer-
icans with Mexicans for jobs at times resulted
in physical wvioclence. Instead of being sought
after by American employers, Mexican laborers
became personae pnon gratae, and a heavy burden
on relief and charity organizations. The county

of Los Angeles, California, found it worth while
to institute a program of repatriation at its

29 1pig., p. 215.
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own expense. . .30

What this statement failed to note was that the per-
Soni€ non gratae status of Mexicans was by no means a new
development during the Great Depression; the diffarence
was that whereas employers had defended their presence--
out of self interest, of course--when th; aconomy was
booming, they refused to lift a finger in their defense
when so many people were out of work.

The mass repatriation of Mexicans--the only sus-
tained period in the twentieth century during which there
was a large net flow of Mexicans back to Maxico--was
caused principally by the economic conditions of the
United States, but it was encouraged by U.S. relief agen-
cies and by the Mexican government. Between 1931 and
1934 the County of Los Angeles repatriated 13,000 Mexi-
cans at ite own expense; other communities, such as St.
Paul, Minnesota, East Chicago, Indiana, Chicago, Denver,
Detroit, and Douglas, Arizona, and the states of Ohio and
Michigan organized similar, though less ambitious ef-

forts.3l By 1940, the numbar of Mexican-born persons in

30 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,™ p. 3.

31 carreras de Velasco, Los mexicanos gue devolvid
la crisls; Balderrama, In Defense of La Raza, pp. 15-27;
Hoffman,
; Kiser and Silverman, "Mexican Repatriation
During the Great Depression," pp. 55-63. The praviously
mentioned DOS study by Hayes states (pp. 4=5): "Walfare
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the U.S. had dropped to even less than the number regis-
tered in 1920.32

During the years before 1942, then, the United
States did mot adopt a policy regarding Mexican immigra-
tion in the same way that it did with respect to immigra-
tion as a whole and toward certain countries of Europe
and Asia. What occurred, instead, was the evolution of a
practice of ad hoc decisions and exceptions which as-
signed to Mexicans a mostly unarticulated but implicit

role in U.S. immigration policy implementation.?? That

organizations of other United States cities, including
Denver, Chicago, and Detroit, also set destitute Mexican
laborers by the train-load to the border, whence the
Mexlican Government provided transportation to the
interior."

32 1 1920, 486,000 Mexican-born persons were
counted by the census. U.S. Bureau of the Census,

Fourteenth Census of the Unjted States, 1920, p. 693.
The 1940 census figure was 377,000. Cited by Reisler, By
the Sweat of their Brow, p. 269.

33 Arthur Corwin has arrived at the questionable
conclusion, based on this pattern of exceptions in U.S.
immigration policy regarding Mexicans, that "Mexico .
in de facto fashion, had become entrenched as a most-
favored nation in American immigration policy and
practice."® This line of argument suggests, I think
mistakenly, that the exceptional treatment implicitly
accorded Mexican immigration reflected a hidden desire or
purpose somewhere in the government to promote the
presence of Mexican immigrants as permanent residents in
the United States. He is correct, in my view, in
characterizing U.S. immigration policy regarding Mexicans
as one of "ad hoc exemptions,™ in the sense that that
policy tacitly encouraged the admission of Mexicans as
laborers--in ways that it did not encourage the presence
of most other nationalities--at the same time that it
discouraged their presence as settlers, or as full
mexbers of society. Corwin, "A Story of ad hoc

49

practice indicated that Mexicans were desirable as labor-
ers, but not as members of U.S. soclety; they were wel-
comed so long as they went about doing the dirty jobs
that were so hard to find somecne to do so cheaply, but,
should they fall upon the misfortune of unemployaent or
make claims upon the host society they were decidedly un-
welcome. Manuel Gamio captured this sentiment accurately -
when he wrote on the eve of the Great Depresaion:
The American government and people, as a whola,
are not in favor of Mexican immigration. There
is a general belief that if this continues in-
definitely it will create difficult problems--
economic, racial, and cultural. However, since
the agricultural and industrial development of
important regicns in the United States has been
dependent upon Mexican immigration, and since
the enterprises of these regions now raly upon
Mexican labor, there is a struggle between thesa

intergits and the elements hostile to immigra-
tion.

For the United States, then, Mexican migration con-
stituted a dilemma. How to encourage the presence of
Mexican laborers without admitting them as immigrants and
have to cope with them as potential members of sociaty?
The Great Depression removed the question without answer-
ing it. It was not until 1942, that, from the point of
view of many in the United States, the start of the

bracero program would resolve this dilemma.

Exemptions,™ p. 167.

p. 175.
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MEXICAN ATTITUDES AND PRACTICES REGARDING EMIGRATION
Lika U.S. society and government, which expressed mixed
reactions to Mexican immigration, Mexican society and
government did not find the emigration of their country-
men to the U.S. an easy matter to contemplate. On both
sides of the border this movement provoked uncomfortable
qguestions in the realm of domestic politics and econcmy,
and posed unresolved questions of internatlional rela-
tions.

Concomitant with the qrdﬁth of the Mexican emigrant
population in the United States in the late nineteenth
century, the consular network of the Mexican government
was expanded in the United States. Both the presence of
the consulates and their political role underwent change
in the first decade of this century when the Mexican
colonias in the U.S. became an important source of resis-
tance to the Mexican regime. Many who opposed the Diaz
dictatorship, such as the Flores Magén brothers, took
their movements north inte El Paso and Los Anqelas.35
These activities, felt as a threat by the Diaz regime,
bacame the focus of attention by Diaz-appointed consuls
and thelr agents, who extended the persecution of the op-
position at home to the exiled opposition in the United

States.

35 Gémez-Quifiones, Sembradores.
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The Mexican press in the United States--and to a
lesser extent, the press in Mexico--was critical of these
activities by Mexican consular officials, and of their
failure to act in defense of the abuses suffered by the
Mexican community in what was correctly percelived as a
land mostly hostile to Mexican residents. When a Mexican
boy in Texas was lynched in 1911, a Laredo Texas newspa-
per posed the question: ";Qué han hecho los cénsules en
este caso?" The answer the paper provided was: *nada."36
In an earlier editorial, the same papcf had contrasted
this inaction with the willingness of the consulates to
Play the roles of "esbirros de la pasada administracién
[Diaz] ¥ que con pocas excepciones no eran mis que espias
del gobierno mexicano y lacayos del gobiernoc ameri-
cano."37

Juan Gémez-Quifiones has examined the record of the
participation of Mexican consulates in expatriate
communities in the U.S. after the fall of Diaz and found
little change in this regard. Like that of Diaz, the
Madero governmant was chiafly concerned with persscuting
"igubversive' elements:™ during the brief tenure of Viec-

torianc Huerta the consuls "were seemingly no more active

36 quoted in Gémez-Quifiones, "Piedras contra la
luna,” p. 505.

n Ibid.
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than others before them in protecting Chicanos against
discrimination.™ The Carranza government "was no more
enthusiastic in resolving labor conflict than was the
Diaz regime. . .38 7he political significance of this
indifference was that Mexicans were left to their own de-
vices in a region where the subordination of Mexicans to
the "Anglo™ society had become an established fact, and
the treatment accorded Mexican arrivals from across the
border was an extension of the treatment that the annexed
population had received during the second half of the
nineteenth century.39 Mexicans were the targét of
racially-motivated violence. They were also the victims
of a criminal justice system that ignored the wrongs com=-
mitted upon them, and of a society indifferent to the re-
strictions placed upon their access to public services
and facilities, to segregation in public scheools for
their children, and to their receiving lower wages for
comparable work paid to workers of other nationalities.4?
Mexican workers were abused by employers who withheld

wages, pald in chits redeemable only at a company storas,

38 1pid., pp. 509, 511, 514.
39 camarillo, Chicanos in a Chanaing Society.

40 paul Taylor, interviewing a "professional" man in
the late 1920s cbtained the comment regarding the
partiality of juries in South Texas that "They would
never stick a [white] man for killing a Mexican."

- ier, p. 171.
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refused assistance when workers suffered accidents on the
job, or were physically ill-treated. By 1911 "there was
knowledge and concern by the consulates on the problems
arising from migration, job abuses, education, and wio-
lence," Gémez-Quifiones has written, "but ineffective
[Mexican] government response in their address and solu-
tion.n4l

To the extent that the Mexican consulates became
sensitive to these problems and gave them high priority
in their attention during the latter teens, it seenms to
have been partially explained by the awareness of the
Mexican government that the Mexican community north of
the border could be an ally as well as a scurce of oppo-
sition in what was increasingly looking like a situation
of war with the United States. "As relations soured be=-
tween Wilson and Carranza the Mexican government redis-
covered its obligations to Chicano and Mexican resi-

dents.™

In 1916, consuls were reportedly advising Mexi-
can citizens to prepare for a breakout in hos-
tilities between the two countries. Once again
consulates were asking people to register at the
Consulates since the government wished figures
on the Mexican population. . . .

Atrocities against Chicanos in Texas were
also rediﬁfnverad: and they became an ace for
Carranza.i

41 Ggmez-Quifiones, "Pledras contra la luna,™ p. 505.
42 1p44., p. 519.
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This temporary interest by the Mexican government in
the welfare of its citizens subsided as the crisis with L
the United States passed. "By 1919, the Carranza govern-
ment was no longer as concerned over the brutality of the
Rangers as it had been; to the compunity it was still a
vital issue.n%3

That presidential attention to the problem of Mexi-
can emigration during the teens should have focused on
what today we would call "security issues"--and that such
concern should appear opportunistic and cynical to mem-
bers of Mexican communities--is not surprising. This
interpretation, however, is incomplete. It fails to rec-
ognize that the decade of the teens marked an evolution
of an awareness of the problems of Mexican emigrants in
the United States, not just by Mexican consulates but by
Mexican public opinion. Mexican political leaders of
different walks of life viewed emigration as undesirable,
in large part, perhaps, because it was perceived to be a
manifestation of the social and political ills of pre-
revolutionary Mexico. Emigration thus constituted, from
the beginning, a symbol of injustice and backwardness; if
the Revolution corrected these Porfirian ills, it was

thought, Mexicans would return and others would not be

43 Ipid., p. 522.

55

forced by circumstances to go to the United States.%%

Tre evolution of this new interpretation of the
relationship between emigration and Mexico found expres-
sion, at the official level, in the gradual articulation
of a coherent set of Mexican policy responses regarding
emigration. Reflecting the general societal attitude,
the Mexican government consistently expressed the view
that emigration was undesirable--that it drained Mexico
of needed resources and that it reflected badly on the
country. Similarly, it consistently favored the repatri-
ation of Mexicans in the U.S., though at times more ac-
tively than others.

Mexico's position on the matter emerged from the
1917 Constitutional Convention, where the drafting of
Article 123--generally referred to as Mexico's principai
constitutional provision regarding labor--included safe-

guards for emigrant workers. 43

Popular views in Mexico

correctly held that emigrant workers in the United States
surffered serious abuses. In the late teens, Mexican bor-
der officials were instructed to discourage the departura

of workers who did not have labor contracts meeting the

44 Cardoso, ic r i+
pPp. 55-65, 104; Carreras de Velasco, Llgs mexicanos que
devolvié la crisis, pp. 47-52, 76-84: Gamio, Mexican
Immigration, p. 176; Cardoso, "Labor Emigration to the
Southwest," pp. 16-28.

45 vlloa, la Constitucién de 1917, pp. 271-339.

*
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standards of Article 123. The consulates in the United
States were directed to become more active in protecting
the rights of Mexican citizens, which they did to a lip-
ited extent. Throughout the 1920s, the Mexican govern-
ment exhorted migrants to stay at home, and provided re-
turn transportation to others with the hcpe that after
returning, they would stay permanentlr.45

The statements written by two Mexicans knowledgeable
of the conditions of Mexican workers at two different
points in time expressed what would be, for two decades
or more, mere common sense regarding the problem of emi-
gration. One of these statements was written by Los
Angeles Consul Eduardo Ruiz in 1921; the other by Manuel
Gamio in 1928 or 1929.

Ruiz was commissioned by President Alvaro Obregdn in
January 1921 to travel throughout the Southwest, addrgss
the problems of indigent Mexicans left unemployed as a
result of the severe U.S. recession, especially in Ari-
zona, and to recommend and execute solutions to the prob-
lems he found. His report concluded with a mot of re-

flections on the overall problem of Mexican emigraticn to

46 cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United States,
pp. 64, 107, 113-115; Corwin, “Mexican Policy and
Ambivalence toward Labor Emigration to the United
States,™ pp. 179-184, 187-188; Gonzalez Navarro,

, vol. 2, pp. 38-41, 46, 49, 153,
207-210, 224-239.
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the United States and specific recommendations for Mexi-
can government policies. These reflections have a time-
less guality to them--they were the product of the Rulz's
experiences but they are quite similar in tone and ccn-
tent to Mexican official statements made during the four
decades that followed.

One of his most forceful suggestions was that the
Mexican government should curb the activities of labor
recruiters and other intermediaries of employers seeking
workers in Mexico, because of the abuses which so fre-
quently resulted. He recommended "[n]o . . . autorizar
en nombre del Gobierno Federal o de alguno de los Estados
a Cias. extranjeras qgue existan o se establezcan para
manejar con cardcter de intermediarios a los trabajadores
Mexicanos . . . pues estd probado que . . . estas Cias.
tratan a los Mexicanos no sclamente con indiferencia cri-

minal sino con injusticia [.Jetlpable.“"”I

47 This and other cites from Eduardo Ruiz's report
are drawn from "Informe rendido al Cludadano Presidente
de la Republica sobre la situacidén de los mexicanos
enganchados por la 'Arizona Cotton Growers Association,'
de Phoenix, Ariz.," in Archivo General de la Kacién,
Mexico City, Fondo Obregdn-Calles, expediente 407-A-2.
My thanks to Sail Alanis for making a copy of this
document available to me. Alanis's references to parts
of this report which I cite appear in Alanis Enciso, "La
primera gran repatriacidén,"™ pp. 143-144. A more detailed
discussion of Ruiz's report, and the context in which it
was produced, can also be found in Hall, "™Alvaro Obregén
and Mexican Migrant Labor to the United States, 1920~
1924."



He recognized, however, that inevitably workers
would be contracted by employers and taken to the U.S.;
to avoid foreseeable abuses he suggested that the Mexiran
government adopt a strong supervisory role. To th.s ..
he proposed wvarious levels of government intervention,
including local and federal levels, and Mexican con-
sulates.

+ » «.se hace . . . lindispensable que los grupos

de trabajadores Mexicanos gque wvayan al extran-

jero a prestar [servicios] sean contratados di-

rectamente por las compafias respectivas con los

Gobernadores de los diferentes Estados y los

contratos sean revisados y firmados per los Cén-

sules de los lugares a donde vayan a trabajar,
asi comoc por los Cénsules de la frontera y pre-
via una revisidén minuciosa de dichos cnq%ratcs
por los abogados consultores del Gobierno.
As would be the case of many Mexican observers after him,
Ruiz found the idea of a legal contract spelling out the
working conditions of Mexican laborers in the United
States an indispensable instrument for the protection of
the laborer's rights.

He also foresaw the need for a strong supervisory
role by the Mexican consulates which would go beyond act-
ing upon requests for assistance and itself would bae the
result of Mexican government initiative. His recommenda-

tion was:

Establecer en los Estados Unidos una Inspeccién
de caricter especial y bilen remunerada para que

% Inig.
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recorra las Jjurisdicciones " Consulares donde
existan campamentos, ranchos, colonias o grupos
de Mexicanos trabajadores; cuyo personal infor-
mard directamente al Ejecutive Federal de las
condiciones econdémicas y sociales de nuaestros
compatrig&as, asi como el tratamiento que
1eciben.

His final, more general recommendations were that
the Mexican government take measures to prevent emigra-
tion,

porque, o bien [los mexicanos) son tratados con
suma dureza e indiferencia, © si la suerte les
es favorable, la patria Mexicana pierde [en]
este caso una gran parte de sus hijos que podria
serle util. . . . el Gobierno de México debe de
hacer un sacrificio para procurar 1la repa-
triacién de un gran rumero de nexicanos gque se
encuentra eguesta pais en un verdadero estado de
indigencia.

In sum, Ruiz's conception of Mexico's national
interest found little positive in emigration to tha
United States. Rather, that movement seemed to invite
abuses, resulted in an undesirable population loss for
Mexico, and regquired Mexican governmental measures to
serve as a brake on emigration. To the extent that the
movement should be tolerated, the presence of intermedi-
ariea phould ba bannad and, though he felt employars
could be permitted to recruit workers in Mexico, they
should do so only under the watchful supervision of Mexi-

can state and federal agencies, including Mexican con-

49 Ibid.
30 Ibid.
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sulates in the United States. For Rulz, emigration was
an unavoidable evil to be amelicrated by vigorous govern-
ment action; his views had currency among other govern-—
ment officials at the time and during the following three
decades.

Like Ruiz, Gamio shared the Mexican government opin-
ion that emigration constituted a potentially great loss
of talent and energies for Mexico and that it required a
strong supervisory role on the part of the Mexican
government. Unlike Ruiz, however, ha drew a distinction
between temporary and permanent--or settler--emigration.

The Mexican government does not like to see the

emigration, particularly that of a permanent

character, becorme extensive, since this means a

step backward in the progress of Mexico and a

definite loss in useful energy for the develop-

ment of the country. However, since it would
not be constitutional to forbid emigration to
those who wish to go, the government may only
prevent as far as possible illegal departures
and endeavor to better economic conditions in

Mexico in order to decrease the number of tESFa

who go to other countries in search of labor.

Gamio stated clearly the Mexican policy dilemma: emigra-
tion was viewed as undesirable--indeed, contrary to the
national interest--but there were serious cbstacles in
the path of Mexican government action to prevent it.

In contrast to Ruiz, Gamio suggested that, under

cartain conditions, emigration might not only be tolera-

51 Gamio, Mexican Immigration to the United States,
p- 176.
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ble but actually advantageous to Mexico. ™Mexico . . .
benefits economically through the emigration of laborers
to the United States,”™ he wrote, "since this emigration
acts 18 a real safety-valve for men out of work.™ More-
over, migrants sent to Mexico "comparatively large sums
of money™ which also benefited the countr}'.s2 However,
"these benefits pale" before the posaibility of a depopu-
lation of Mexico, which is what he foresaw as a distinct
poseibility of mass permanent emigratipn to the United
States. For Gamlo then, an essential condition of the

migration flow being in accord with Mexico's interests

" was the promotion of temporary migration and the discour-

agement of permanent settlement in the United States. He
therefore advanced the suggestion that the fundamental
aim should be "the restriction of permanent migration [of
Mexicans to the U.S5.] and the encouragement of temporary
or transient nigration.'53

Ruiz's and Gamio's attitudes were echoed by Mexican
public opinion, especially in official circles. Faw
avents left as desep an impression as the pllnﬁl situa-
tion of Mexican workers left stranded in the U.S. during
moments of economic downturns, and the concomitant ef-

forts of the Mexican government and others, to repatriate

52 1pid., pp. 178-179.

53 1pid., pp. 179, 181.
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them. The first such event to have national political

impact was the severe recession of 1921, precisely at the

time that President Obraegén sent Ruiz to Arizona and
alsewhere.

Both the presidency and the Secretaria de Relaciones
Exteriores (SRE) became quite involved in the mass repa-
triation of Mexican nationals in 1%21 and 1922. Consular
officials were authorized to offer free return trans-
portation to the Mexican interior and subsistence to any

repatriate who desired it.34

The governmant created a
new division within the Foreign Ministry, the. Departa-
mento de Repatriaciones, to administer these efforts.>>
In March 1921 the Mexican Government made an appropria-
tion to pay for the relief of Mexicans stranded without
exployment in Arizona.38 According to Mexican statis-
tics, the number of repatriated Mexicans during 1921 was
slightly over 100,000--cne-fifth of the Heiican-barn pop-

ulation censused in 1920 (see Table 1.1, above). The

54 Cardoso, "La repatriacidn de braceros en época de
Obregén,”™ pp. 576-95; Cardoso, Mexican Emisration. pp.
99-103; Martinez, Mexican Emigratjon to the U.§,, p. 74.

55 méxico, SRE, Un sialo de relaciones
s P 327.

56 Mcwilliams, I11 Fares the land, pp. 78-79, 117-

119. cCited by Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the
United States," p. 3.
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program was suspended in 1923.57

At the beginning of the Great Depression the Mexican
Government again became formally involved in the repatri-
ation of its citizens from the United States. A quasi-
official citizen's board, known as the Comité Nacional de
Repatriacidn was created in the fall of 1932, duties on
goods obtained in the U.S. were walved for returning mi-
grants, and repatriates were included in the accelerating
land distribution program of the revolutionary govern=-
ment.58

Mexican officials expressed mixed reactions to repa-
triation. President Ortiz Rubioc (1930-1932) issued a
public invitation for emigrants in the United States to
assist in the economic reconstruction of Mexico.®? The
consulates provided limited repatriation assistance as
part of their overall mandate to protect Mexican citizens
abroad. But the Mexican government also expressed the
view that the ongoing repatriation was symptomatic of how
the migration process benefited the United States at Mex-
ico's expense--both at the time of massive out migration

and massive repatriation. As Minister of Foreign Rela-

57 martinez, Mexican Emigration, p. 76; Zorrilla,
, Yol. 2, pp. 373=374.

58 carreras de Velasco, Los mexicanos gue davolvid
la crisis, pp. 73-97.

59 1bid., p. 84.

64



tions Manuel Téllez put it in an official publication re-
viewing the activities of 1931 and 1932, his government
should evaluate its policies with respect to the emigra-
tion of Mexican citizens

. » .con el fin de evitar que este género de di-

ficultades se repita, ya gque seria desastroco

para nuestra economia nacional el re-
conocimiento, como sistema aceptado, del prece-
dente de facilitar la salida de nuestros mejores
elementos de trabaje cuande encuentran demanda
en el extranjero, y a la inversa, recibir
forzadamente tales contingentes de trabajo

cuande ya no son necesarios en el extranjero y

nosctros tampoco estamo econdmicamente en

condiciones de recibirles.®?
The point was not that Mexice would not want receive its
nationals back willingly--the work of the consulates
makes clear that government policy pointed in the oppo-
site direction--but that the migration process was one in
which Mexico suffered the costs, both when the U.S. en-
couraged able Mexican laborers to leave at times of pros-
perity and when it dumped them back on Mexico in times of
depression.

The hostility which accompanied the forced return of
some Mexicans was a source of strain in bilateral rela-
tions.

When the WPA [Works Projects Administration) ex-

cluded aliens from its unemployment relief in

1937 the Mexican Chargé asserted that a wvery

tense situation resulted from the discharge of
Mexicans, and expressed the opinion that about

-

60 ouoted in ibid., p. 79.
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100,000 Mexicans were on WPA rolls. In San An-
tonio, Mexican cltizens were reported to have
stoned the local WPA office. An - organization
entitled United What [sic, White?] Americans in
California sought to reserve employment for per-
sons of the "Hordic" race. In July 1939 the
California legislature passed the Swing bill to
bar aliens from state relief, but this measure
was vetoed by Governor Olson. The Mexican Gov-
ernment, according to press reports, decided in
1935 to make available for the colonization of
repatriates over four million hectares which had
been taken over from foreign concessicnaires.
In 1939 a plan was announced to expropriate, for
this specif&f purposa, 40,000 acres of Amarican-
owned land.

The hostility directed at Mexicans in the U.S. evidently

provoked, in this instance, a Mexican government effort

to retaliate against American interests in Mexico.
However, it is clear that whatever success the

accelerated land distribution program had during the

administration of President Lizaro Cardenas (1934-1940),

the distribution of land for repatriates did not have the

desired effect of rooting them to Mexican soil. This,

and Mexico's general economic difficulties, were invoked

to justify an approach which would play down repatriation

efforts. In 1938 this policy received some criticism,
and support against the deportation of Mexicans legally
in the United States.

The Chief of the Mexican Immigration Department

recommended the appropriation of a fund for the
defense of Mexicans in the United States. The

€1 Hayes, “Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 6.
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action of the State of Colorado in 1936 in de-

porting unemployed Mexicans and ordering that no

Hexican beet workers should be admitted caused

the Mexican Ambassador to protest and evoked

from a leading Mexican newspaper the comment
that "the policy of the 'good neighbor' does not
prevail in fact, when it is given over to driv-
ing Mexicans from the country. . .[These ac-
tions) arg contrary to the ideals of Pan Ameri-
canism."
Mexicans did not miss the implication that U.S. adoption
of the Good Nelighbor Policy, discussed below, meant not
only a renunciation of intervention and interference, but
also the plain meaning of the term: to act as "a good
neighkor."”

At the end of the 19308, the situation was favorable
for a Mexican positive attitude toward the bilateral man-
agement of migration flows. During the 19208, the Mexi=-
can government had abandoned hope that exhortation and
unilateral efforts niéht restrain emigration. From this
failure, and the abrupt realization in the early 19308
that the U.S. economic depression--unemployment--was
causing the return of Mexican citizens, emerged a widely
shared view that emigration constituted a "safety valve"
for Mexico's economy and polity. This metaphor, which
linked conditions at home as both cause and effect of em-
igration, seemed to symbolize the futility of unilateral

efforts to prevent emigration. Indeed, in 1929 the Maxi-

62 1pid., p- 7-
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can government had proposed to the United States that
they enter into an international agreement for the pur-
pose of jointly controlling the flow of workers to the

United States. The proposal had been ill-timed and not

acted l.u:r.tn.'53

At a mora basic level, Mexico, hotL as a society and
as a government, was ambivalent about emigration to the
United States. This movement constituted a dilemma which
the repatriations had only made more evident. The money
brought into the country by migrant workers was consid-
ered positive for the naticnal economy; yet at times of
economic crisis the U.S. could be expected to push those
workers back to Mexico. The wages and treatment Mexican
workers received in the U.5. reflected anti-Mexican dis-
crimination; yet, despite that, many Mexican workers left
because economic and social justice at home were not any
better.

Mexico both seemed to need emigration and to suffer
by it. These contradictory impulses produced contradic-
tory policies. At the same time that the Mexlcan govern-
ment took a definite stand against the departure of
permanent emigrants and against illegal entries into the

U.S., it tolerated and later promoted temporary legal mi=-

63 cardoso, Mexican Emigration to the United States,
p- 117.
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gration. Even as it took public positions that ever thai:
migraticon should some day end, it formulated positions irn
private which suggest that it viewed emigration to be a
durable phaﬁomenon. In these ways, it sought to balance
public opposition to emigration with the recognition that
there was need for it to continue.

In 1942, when the Mexican government received an in-
vitation to enter into an agreement whose purpose was the
joint management of labor migration to the United States,
its views had been shaped by its past experiences with
emigration and the failure of its policies. It also re-
flected sensitivity to the mass repatriation of the
previous decade, to Mexican public opinion, and to the
idea that a proper Mexican governmental role entailed a
watchful eye on U.S. employers and others who committed
abuses against Mexican nationals. The government posi-
tion was also influenced by Gamio's ideas on the subject.
In his book published in the United States in 1930 he
proposed that, given the interest of the two countries in
reducing the settlement of permanent Mexican immigrants
in the U.S. and in promoting the presence of temporary
laborers, that this arrangement be formalized in a gov-

ernment-supervised temporary worker program.s‘

64 Regarding this proposal he wrote: "It should be
made clear that the services of the laborer will be
utilized only during caertain periocds of the year, and
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A PRICKLY RELATIONSHIP
At has been pointed out, Mexico and the United States
have a long history of interaction across their border:;
they are also two sovereign states of greatly unequal
power. It should surprise no one, then, that the history
of their relations should be rich and complex, marked by
conflict, and that in many of those clashes, the position
that has often prevalled has b;;n that of the U.S. gov-
ernment.

Throughout much of the nearly two centuries that as
independent states they have shared a common boundary--a

boundary that moved south and east at Mexlco's expense at

that the laborer will be obliged to return to Mexico
after his work is ended. 1In his part of the contract the
employer should be cbliged to pay the transportation of
the laborer from the frontier to his destination and
return. It should be explained that it is as much in the
interests of the laborer himself as for immigration in
general to hold strictly to the limitation of temporary
residence, and that violation of this provision would
result in immediate deportation from the United States
and would bar the violator out in the future. The
laborer would be informed of the difficulties and
penalties attending illegal entry into this country. In
the frontier ports of entry identification tickets
stamped "temporary labor" would be given out to all the
laborers who agree to return to Mexico after the end of
their seasonal work. . . . The contracts for temporary
labor would be made in the frontier ports of entry, on
either side of the frontier, but would be visaed by the
authorities of both countries.™ Gamio,

i . Pp. 182-183. Evidence
that Gamio's personal involvement was crucial in the
formulation of the Mexican government's position in 1942
is provided by a reference made to an interview with a
Mexican official in Tomasek, "Political and Economic
Implications," p. 29.
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mid-nineteenth century--the political leadership ¢:* tach
country often has been uncomfortable with its ne.chbor.
To nineteenth-century Mexican observers who viewed any
contact with the U.S. as inauspicious, it must have
seened fortunate that between Mexico and the United
States there lay a vast, practically unpopulated, and un-
inviting desert.

That desert, however, was not an insurmountable
barrier. As Mexicans moved north and Americans--the term
frequently used for U.S. nationals--moved west, the two
societies collided and their governments tried to get
used to the vicissitudes of sharing a common border. It
was not migration in the sense that we think of it today
which presented the most important challenges, but the
consequences of certain movements of persons across the
border in both directions: the flight of slaves into
Mexico, of indebted peons into the U.S., and of Indlans,
bandits and others with an armed force on their trail.
Particularly troubling to Mexico were the incursions of
U.S. military forces into Mexican territory without per-
mission.®5 Mexican migration to the U.S., of individual

laborers and settlers who arrived with families, at-

65 gea generally, Vdzquez and Meyer, United States
and Mexico, pp. 76-84; Schmitt,
States, pp. 73-192; Zorrilla,_ i
. Vvol. 1.
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tracted far less attention than the spilling of wviolence
across the border, particularly between South Texas and
the Mexican Northeast.

During the second half of the nineteanth century,
relations between the governments (as opposed to those
between the two societies and economies) had relatively
little to do with Mexican migration to the United States.
It is not difficult to see why. From the vantage point
of the United States, immigration from Mexico was small
compared to immigration from Europe; moreover, it was far
down in the list of concerns that the U.S. had with re-
spect to Mexico, which centered on the latter country's
political stability, the intervention of the French at a
time the U.S. was preoccupied with the Civil War, and the
growing investments of U.S. businesses in Mexican agri-
cultural and mining enterprises. From the vantage point
of Mexico, emigration also was unimportant as a concern
in U.S.-Mexican relations. The government of Porfirio
Diaz, for example, was preoccupied with U.S. efforts to
seok concessions from Mexico as a price for recognitien)
it was also concerned with U.S. military incursions into
Mexican territory, and with the need to populata its
northern territories as a way of facing the specter of
possibly losing additional territory to the avaricious,
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land-grabbing 'gringos."ss

When the Revolution broke out in the second dacade
of the twentieth century, relations toock a turn for tra
worse. The U.S. government guickly expressed its concern
ovaer the protection of the lives and property of U.S.
citizens in Mexico. But it was not just the violence and
breakdown of civil order that disturbed the United
States. The revolutiocnaries wer; concerned, among other
things, with recovering some of the autonomy that Por-
firio Diaz had yielded in his attempts to make Mexico a
safe haven for foreign capital and business interests.
The adoption of Article 27 of the Mexican Constitutien in
1917--which expressed the will that subsoil rights could
not be alienated by the nation began a long struggle be-
tween the Mexicans, foreign oil companies who claimed
rights in perpetuity to extract petroleum in certain
parts of Mexico, and the home governments of those compa=

nies--especially the United states.®7

6¢ As reflective of the atmosphere of that time we
might note that in 1877 a prominent U.S. newspaper
published a map of the territories then thought
attractive for U.S. annexation: Baja California, Sonora,
Chihuahua, Coahuila, part of Nuevo Ledn, Sinaloa, and
Durango. Vazquez and Meyer, United States apd Mexico,
pp. 82-83.

€7 see especially, Blasier, Hoveripg Giant, pp. 101-
: ; [

116; Meyer, i
petrolerc: Smith, United States and Revoluticnary
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The U.S5.-Mexican conflict of the teens and twenties
was more profound than the struggle over the proparty
richts of U.S. citizens would suggest. At stake was the
legitimacy of big-power intervention in the domestic af-
fairs of a less powerful country, and whether a national-
ist revolution would be able to carry out cartain social
reforms without interference. Early in the revolutionary
etruggle the United States, through the machinations of
Henry Lane Wilson, U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, intervened
in the succession crisis of 1913 and is held partially
responsible for the coup in which Francisco Madero and
Pino Suédrez lost their lives and Victoriano Huerta cames
to power.EB President Woodrow Wilson, who assumed the
presidency shortly thereafter, though shocked by the U.S.
responsibility for these events, was not moved to self
restraint. "In the name of constitutionality and higher
morality," Robert Dallek has written, "Wilsom . . . tried
to impose a solution on Mexico's internal problem.»%?
This entailed working to topple Huerta and, in the spring
of 1914, the military occupation of the port of Veracrus.
Subsequently, there as a "punitive expedition,™ by which

the U.S. military tried to capture Francisco Villa, who

68 vazquez and Meyer, United States and Mexico,
p. 108.

69 pallek, American Style of Foreian Policy, p. 72.
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had raided Columbus, New Mexico, and a deterioration of
relations to the point where war seemed imminent. Symp-
tomatic of the poor state nt.U.S.-Hezican relations in
1917 was that the German government proposed to Carranza
a wartime alliance in which Mexico ultimately would get
back the northern territories taken by the U.5. during
the previocus century.’®

Carranza's and Wilson's departure from the scene, 1if
anything, only intensified and broadened the conflict.
For a considerable pericd the U.S. refused to recognize
the government of Alvaro Obregdn; the refusal was ac-
cozpanied by strong pressure on Mexico to alter the mean-
ing of the Mexican Constitution in ways coincident with
particular interests of the U.S. and to pay reparations
tor damages caused by the Revolution to private property
cwned by U.S. citizens in Mexico. &Even Nicaragua was a
source of bilateral conflict. There, revolutionists led
by Augusto Sandino were supported by the Mexican goverm-
ment, while the United States supported the incumbent
regime.

The attempts by the United States to influence Mexi-
can attitudes and behavior through the use of force, re-
fusals of recognition, and other forms of overt pressure

backfired. Rather than cowing the Mexicans into submis-

70 gatz, Secret War in Mexico, pp. 350-366.
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glon, these actions reinforced the resentment of the Mex-
ican population regarding the United States, and engen-
dered a profound distrust of its motives. With few ex-
ceptions, the governments of Carranza, Obragdén, and
Calles adopted a determined attitude in oppesition to
U.S. pressure and cbtained strong Mexican public support
for the adoption of principles of non intervention and
self determination in foreign affairs; indeed, as is
demonstrated by the strong support given later to Car-
denas during the oll expropriation dacréa, a sure-fire
way of gaining popularity in Mexico was to publicly op-
posa the United States.

Although many Americans may not have been aware of
this conflictual history at the time that the U.S. and
Mexico arrived at a rapprochement at the outset of World
War II, it is probably fair to say that at that time
these events were still quite fresh in the memory of many
Mexicans. Indeed, as late as 1954--near the conclusion
of the events described in the present study--ons point
on which Mexicans of the political left, right and center
could agree on was to stand in opposition of the United
States.

This unhappy course of U.S.-Mexican relations took a
turn for the better in the late 15208, when Caivin

Coolidge sent Dwight Morrow as ambassador to Mexico with
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the instructions to "keep us out of war." Morrow's suc-—
cess, moreover, seems as much attributable to the concil-
iatory tone he brought to U.S. diplomacy as to the con-
tent of his instructions.”l

Morrow did not know it, but he was the first U.S;
emissary of what would later be called the "Good Neighbor
Policy,™ (GNP). The rhetoric of the Good Neighbor Policy
came later, and it would exude an innocent warmth and
friendliness difficult to accapé as genuine among those
experienced in the realities of international relations,
particularly in light of the historical record. At the
time of Morrow's mission, however, the United States gov=
ernment had come to comprehend that, as a practical mat-
ter, there were some limits to what it might accomplish--
that baing bigger and stronger than its neighbors to the
south did not mean that the most effective way to achieve
its objectives was through the use of force or overt
pressure. Morrow exemplified the awareness that practi-
cal limits to the big-power diplomacy existed; another
U.S. ambassador whose presaence represented the slow real-
ization that the projection of U.S. military power had
some diplomatic limits was Francis White, sent to Nica-

ragua twice in the 19208 to extricate U.S. troops from

71 schmitt, Mexico and the United States, pp. 166-
168.
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there. Two and a half decades later, White was sent as
Ambassador to Mexico, and his first major assignment was
t> negotiate a new migrant labor uqreennut.Tz

Tho Good Neighbor Policy received a more ccherent
articulation, and an expansive rhetoric to accompany it,
in the first inaugural address of Franklin Delanc Roo-
sevelt in 1933. Quite apart from the rhetoric, the pol-
icy did come into being, and after going through a quick
metamorphosis, it came to represen:t a unilateral comait-
ment by the United States to the prineipleu of self-de-
termination and non intervention in the domestic affairs
of other countries. Its pronouncement was greated in
Mexlco and Latin America with understandable skepticism.

Not only had the U.S. interfered in Mexico during the

72 yhite recalled these events as Ambassador to
Mexico in August 1953, when he protested in the strongest
terms prssible, a proposal to employ the U.S. military at
the Mexican border to stop the flow of "wetbacks"™. In
making his point he drew the analogy with military
intervention in Nicaragua during the twenties, before he
arrived there also as Ambassador."It seems to me, "™ he
wrote, "that such a policy is just as unimaginative and
negative a policy as it was to intervene with troops
years ago in some of the Caribbean and Central American
Republics. It took me from 1922 to 1926 to get tha
Marines out of Nicaragua. I was then sent to Spain for a
few months, and when I returned, I found the Marines back
there and it tock from 1927 to 1933 to get them out again
in an orderly way. Having lived with that situation for
eleven years, I know what such a blunder can entail in
the work of the Secretary of State and of the
Department." White to Dulles, 14 Aug 53, reproduced in

1341.
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Revolution, but during the previous three decades, it had
sent troops on numerous occasions to various Latin Ameri-
can countries, especially in Central America and the
caribbean.’? As Bryce Wood noted in his ploneering study
of the Good Neighbor Policy, the origins of that policy
are complex. In large part, however, the policy was
adopted because the use of force was perceived to have
rheen increasingly less effective in serwving U.S. in-
terests in Latin America--policy objectives were not be-
ing achieved--and the presence of U.S. armed forces in
the occupied territories was creating other problems for
the United states.’4
In the beginning the Good Neighbor Policy repre-
sented a U.S. commitment to self restraint in the use of
force: later formulations incorporated notions of re-
ciprocity between the U.S. and Latin American neighbors.
As the policy evolved over time, it went beyond a prohi-
bition on intervention to embracing the broader notion of
non interference in the domestic affairs of other coun-
tries. (A commitment to not Interfere meant that the
U.S. restrained itself from exerting economic pressure or

paking shows of military force to influence the internal

affairs of another country.)

73 wood, Making of the Good Nelghbor Policy, p. 5-

74 1pid., pp. 6-7, 130-135.
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For a brief period in the late 1930s, the GNP came
to be interpreted by some U.S. officials in a manner
es. 1:ially compatible with Mexican interpretations of
nohlinterference. Accordingly, U.S. officials eschewed
the expressing of an official opinion or giving advice to
Latin American governments on matters of their domestic
concern. The GNP was implemented with considerable im-
perfections but, as Bryce Wood ﬁotes, it was a policy,
and not merely a new discourse or the pronouncement of
good intentions. During the years 1933-1943, according
to Wood, the policy was implemented consistently ennugh
to merit the term "policy;" in Wood's view, the most
striking example of the application of this policy was in
1938, when the U.S. employed self-restraint after tha
Mexican oil expropriation. (It should be noted that tha
U.S. did exert some pressure on Mexico in response to
Cardenas's decree; the point here is that it did not ex-
ert the full weight of pressure that could have been
brought to bear on Mexico.) Of some bearing on the U.S.
exercise of self-restraint was the perception in the U.S.
government, especially Franklin Roosevelt's, that the
U.S. might be drawn into war im Europe and that this was,
indeed, be a poor time to pick a fight with Mexico over
something like the "prompt compensation" to U.S. oil com-

panies.
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External limits on the exercise of U.S. pow>r thus
went hand-in-hand with the relatively new perce;.ior il
significant limits existed on the use of force ané cwveé:. .
pressure as instruments of diplomacy. Not surprisingly,
however, the GNP was not justified on the basis of such
calculations, but with a flowing rhetoric of neighborli-
ness. "The term 'Monroe Doctrine' fell into disfavor,
and ‘'continental solidarity' took its p:l.m:er.“?s This
does not mean that many of the officials from whose
mouths this rhetoric flowed did not have good intentions
end did not believe this rhetoric--at least in part. But
the GNP was the happy product of foreign policy calcula-
tions based on objective circumstances that seemed to
further justify its application, and a genuine interest
by many individuals to effect a positive change in U.S.
policy toward Latin American countries.

This confluence of calculations, circumstances and
intentions is illustrated by the partial failure--or par-
tial success--of the GNP at its most trying moments.
During World War II, Argentina openly collaborated with
Nazi Germany, and the U.5. government seemingly faced a
conflict of principle and interest. 1Its forceful pres-

sure on the Argentine government after 1943 to side with

75 Bryce Wood, Dismantling of the Good Neiaghbor
Policy, p. xi.
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the Allies met with determined resistance until such time
as the Argentines determined that the German cause wvas
lost.”®

lke lmpact of this policy in attenuating the Mexican
distrust and suspicion of the United States that had
built up over previous decades has not been adeguately
researched. It appears that, as is so often the case in
U.S.-Mexican relations, the two government were out of
phase and it had a delayed effect. The Hexf&an govern-
ment was slow in accepting its Unliditﬁ during that time
when the policy was most clearly embraced by the U.S.
government, and, when it finally accepted it as a driving
principle of the U.S. attitude toward Mexice, the U.S.
was beginning to back away from it.

Mexican acceptance of the GNP as real was fostered
by the unusual circumstance of close U.S5.-Mexican colla-
boration during World War II. In part due to political
realism, but probably encouraged by the Good Neighbor
Policy, Mexico took the initiative in 1940 to cooparate
unreservedly with U.S5. plans for hemilspheric defenses, in
exchange for a general political agresment batween tha
two countries, especially of outstanding claims against

Mexico by U.S. oil companies expropriated in 1938.77 Af-

76 Ipid., pp. 194-195.

77 Wood, Making of the Good Neighbor Policy, p. 250.
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ter the United Stutes declared war on Japan and Germany
in 1941, Mexico followed suit. . tat declaration of war
was a more extraordinary event than is genera.l -ecc. -
nized: it was the only Mexican declaration of war since
the arrival of the modern Mexican state, and perhaps mure
to the point, Mexican interests were not perceived to be
directly involved in the conflict. Mexico's acceptance
of a military alliance with the United States would have
been unthinkable prior to the GNP and it remained unac-
ceptable later--during the Korean War. Even given the
unigueness of the moment and the political space afforded
Mexico by the Good Neighbor Policy, howewver, these Mexi-
can acts of cooperation during the early 1940s did not go
unopposed within the country--Mexican memories of the
previcus decades of conflict were still fresh.’®

This was the unigque context, then, in ‘which the two
governments exchanged diplomatic notes on August 4, 1942,
establishing zn executive agreement regarding the re-
cruitment, entry, employment and return of Mexican con-
tract laborers. Indeed, though not generally recognized,
the bracero program was as much a child of the Good
Neighbor Policy as it was of the farm labor shortages

perceived to exist in 1542. The bilateral agreement on

78 rorres, México en la sequnda guerra mundial, pp.
65-73.

83

agricultural workers--and later agreements to cooperate
on stemming illegal entries inte the United States--out-
lested the Policy a good many years. But {ts negotiation
and administratien took place in the context of a most
important change in the tone and premises of U.S.-Mexican
intergovernmental relations.

The paucity of research on the attitudes of Mexican
diplomatic and consular personnel toward the United
States during the 1940s and 1950s torcgs us to speculate
about the nature of the task that Mexican administrators
of the bilateral program faced and what presuppositions
they took with them to the nmegotiating table. One such
official--a Mexican vice consul in 1951, later deputy di-
rector of the office of bracerc affairs in the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs starting i 352, iuis G. Zorrilla,
later wrote a book about U.S.-Mexican relations. He sum=-
marized a century and a half of the history of these re-
lations with these words:

« + . @8 obvio que México ha llevado siempre la

peor parte de los atropellos. . . . [Estados

Unidos] siempre han querido algo de nosotros:

tierras, transito, explotacién de recursos,

braceros, alianza contra sus enemigos, de modo
gue, &n una gran generalizacidén a manera de re-

sumen, puede caracterizarse la aqﬁ}tud de México
como defensiva y reivindicatoria.

79 Zorrilla,

Unidog, vol. 2, p. 566. Two sources that provide some
background material on the attitudes of Mexican consuls
toward the United States and Mexican emigration are:
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The Good Neighbor Policy may have had real meaning,
but it had to be balanced by the weight of history.

During the administration of the migrant labor
agreements, both Mexican and U.S. officials, then, had to
adapt to new circumstances and presuppositions about each
other. Mexican officials, accustomed to threats from the
U.S. in which national sovereignty itself might be at
stake, had to adapt to an on-going relationship of giwve
and take where the central assumption, not always stated
but generally recognized, was that both countries bene-
fited from the migrant labor program. U.S. officials had
to cope with the problem of addressing certain matters,
on a bilateral basis, which had not been previously
treated as negotiable but instead handled unilaterally.
At the same time, the U.S. had to respond to the tempta-
tions and sensitivities that resulted from its new-found
status as a superpower and decide whether to continue to
adhere to the Good Neighbor Policy principles of non in-
tervention and non interference in the domestic affairs
of its neighbors. Though World War II proved to be a
catalyst for improved U.S.-Mexican relations, between
1942 and 1954, neither Mexican nor U.S. officials, nor

their governments, adapted completely to their new roles.

Ojeda Gémez, "La proteccién de trabajadores emigrantes,"
and Garcia and Maciel, "El México de afuera: peliticas
mexicanas de proteccidn en Estados Unidos,™ pp. 14-32.
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2 AN AUSPICIOUS BEGINNING

During the 22 years that the bracero program lasted, ap-
proximately 4.6 million contracts were issued to Mexican
workers. Most bracercs were not contracted at the begin-
ning of the program, however, but at the end (see Table
2.1 and Figure 2.1). The first year of bracero contract-
ing--which began late in the harvest season, only re-
sulted in about 4,000 workers sent to the United States.
During 1943, 1944 and 1945, approximately 50,000 workers
were contracted each year according to U.S. data; Mexican
data, as the table and figure show, indicate numbers al-
most twice as large. Though it is not clear whether
these differences reflect different counting procedures
or different populations, it is evident that the number
of braceros sent to the U.S. was relatively small during
World War II--when there was ostensibly a farm labor
shortage due to the war emergency--as compared to the
numbers that entered the U.S. during the 1950s.

The period which this study focuses on--1%42-
1955--was a period of uneven growth in bracero contract-
ing and uneven politics between the two countries. Both
the migration patterns and the bilateral politics stabi-
lized after 1954.
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Table 2..
Mexican Laborers Contracted, 1942-1964
Mexican Contract Contracts Issued to
Laborers Departed, Mexican Workers,
Year Mexican Data U.S. Data
1942 4,152 4,203
1943 75,923 52,098
1944 118,059 62,170
1945 104,641 49,454
1946 31,198 32,043
1947 72,769 19,632
1948 24,320 35,345 <
1949 19,866 107,000 "]
1950 23,399 67,500 o
1851 308,878 192,000 |
1952 195,963 197,100 9
1953 130,794 201,380 s
1954 153,975 309,033 .
1955 398,703 398,650 © 8
1956 432,926 445,197 N 3
1357 436,049 436,049 £
1858 432,491 432,857 O
1959 444,4C8 437,643 Q
1960 319,412 315,846 =
1961 296,464 291,420 s e
1962 198,322 194,978 L L
1963 189,528 186,865 &
1964 179,298 177,736 c
——————————————————————————————————————————————————————— o
Note: Both U.S. and Mexican data refer to calendar 2
Yyears. ;
Sources: Mexican statistics come from the Anuario Es-
isti i oS, appro-
priate years, and unpublished data of the Direc-
cidn General de Estadistica, as cited by Gonzalaez
Navarro, Poblacidn v sociedad, vel. 2, table op-
posite p. 146. U.S. data come from USES, Depart-
went of Labor, as reproduced in Congressional
Quarterly, Congress and the Nation, 1945-1964,
p. T62.
T T T T T T T T =
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The negotiations between Mexico and the United Stites
that began in the spring of 1942 and ended wit:r : fauz.
labor agreement that went into effect on August 4, oc-
curred at the initiative of the U.S. government. This
initiative did not come easily; it was the product of an
array of conflicting elements and forces within the
United States and between it and Mexico.

The first of these--the driving force behind the
creation of the Mexican contract laber program--was the
felt need in the United States for supplementary agricul-
tural labor. Thus, at the outset, the program was justi-
fied within the U.S5. as an exceptional measure made nec-
essary by the tight agricultural market resulting from
the fact that the country was at war. This argument was
challenged by some--organized labor especially--but it
did not lose its credibility until well after the end of
World wWar II.

A second clircumstance pushed in the opposite direc-
tion and had to do with the U.S. political milieu that
prevailed as a consequence of the Depression years. The
U.S. decision to recruit workers for agriculture had to
overcome certain perceptions within the tederal govern-
ment that large agriculturalists, particularly in cali-
fornia, might employ contract laborers in their perennial

and well documented battle against agricultural labor or-

89

ganizing. These views had been forged during the decade
of the depression. In part bacause agricultural wages
dropped precipitously during the early 1930s, efforts
were made to organize agricultural workers in California.
In 1933, and again in 1939, spectacular strikes occurred
among cotton workers; other less-known labor strikes oc-
curred in the harvesting of other craps.l In 1540, Rep-
resentative John Tolan initiated a series of hearings
aimed at examining the problems of interstate migration
under the conditions of the Great Depression and the spe-
cial and painful circumstances of migratory farm workers
received attention. The term "agribusiness" came into
widespread use later, but--among some groups in the
United States--the sentiment was already there.

A third element was the uneasiness with which the
U.S. government approached the proposition of bringing
more Mexicans into the country, because of etknic preju~
dice and political realism. The memory of the mass repa-
triations of the previous decade, the widespread hostil-
ity directed at Mexican nationals, and the likelihood
that Congress would oppose expanded legal immigration of
Mexicans were fresh on the minds of some bureaucrats and

policy makers. The politically realistic thing to do

1 Weber, "Tha Struggle for Stability and Contrel in
the Cotton Fialds of California,”™ chaps. 3 and 7.
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sesered to be to admit Mexican workers as non immigrants
rather than immigrants. To be sure, the admission of non
immigrant workers was not the dominant tradition in vU.s.
immigration law and practice--the experience of recruit-
ing Mexican and Canadian temporary laborers during World
War I had been exceptional. But, by the same token, the
present emargency seemed to justify such an exceptional
measure, and it would provide a means of resolving a la-
bor shortage without increasing permanent Mexican im-
nigration.

A final element in the confluence of forces leading
to the bilateral agreement of 1942 was the peculiar cir-
cumstances afforded by the Good Neighbor Policy, the war
itself, and a Mexican regime in power disposed--as no
past Mexican government had been--to work out cooperative
arrangements with the U.5. in exchange for the resolution

of pending matters.

A TIGHT U.S. AGRICULTURAL LABOR MARKET

During 1941 and 1942, the economy as a whole and demand
for labor generally grew at a phenomenal rate. In Cali-
fornia, for example, employment in the shipbuilding and
aircraft industries increased, respectively, from 31,000

and 96,000 in 1941 to 274,000 and 236,000 in 1943.2 Be-

2 pisher, The Hirvest Labor Market, pp. 122-123;
FKirstein, Anglo Qver Bracerg, p. 12.
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twean September 1941 and September 1942, wore than 1.6
million persons left agriculture nationwide, nearly
700,000 for the armed forces, and 900,000 for industrial
onploynent.3 A study prepared by a researcher at the
University of california in early 1942 concluded that the
1942 california harvest would be "a disaster” without the
assistance of foreign harvest workers, especially Mexi=-
cans.? Those previously unemployed due to the depression
went back to work, and the traditional barriers against
the industrial employment of certain groups--women,
blacks, nonunion workers, and members of certaln ethnic
groups, such as Mexicans--disappeared momentarily. Tha
trickle of workers from agriculture to industry of 1941
became a torrent in 1942.

The agricultural labor market of 1942 was thus
squeezed between a shrinking agricultural labor supply
and an expanding demand for agricultural products. Agri-
cultural wages began to rise, although they remained
below industrial levels, and farmers, especially in cali-
tfornia, began to compete for labor--when they had bean
accustomed to a situation in which laborers competed for

farm jobs. The informal wage agreemaents negotiated among

3 pel Pinal, "Los trabajadores mexicanos en los
Estados Unidos,™ p. 2.

4 Ibid., p. 6.
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growers which in the past had served the purpose of
avolding bidding up the price of labor were no longer ap-
plicable. Instead, growers began "stealing" away other
grower's workers with the lure of higher wages. Describ-
ing this process Lloyd Fisher wrote: ™Whether a 'short-
age' of agricultural labor had developed by 1943 depends
upon the definition given to the term 'shortage' . . .
but the labor market had clearly begun to change from a
buyer's to a seller's market.">

Until 1551, there is little doubt that the agricul-
tural labor market was never as short of workers as it
was during World war II. It is surprising, however, that
the number of contract workers recruited by the United
States was smaller during the war years, taken together,
than it would for any comparable period afterwards, when
labor shortages were less apparent. According to Mexican
statistical sources the number of braceros contracted
annually during 1943-1946 was nearly 330,000; according
to U.S. sources the number was nearly 196,000. (See
Table 2.1 above.) Of the total 4.6 million contracts is-
sued during the 22 years of the program (according to
both sources) between 4 and 7 percent occurred during the
years 1942-1946. This should not be interpreted to sug-

gest that a genuine labor shortage emerged after the war,

5 Pisher, The Harvest Labor Market, p. 123.
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but rather that large-scale bracero contracting occurred
despite the absence of a labor shortage, relative to the

tijht agricultural labor markets of the war years.

THE WEIGHT OF DOMESTIC FARM LABOR INTERESTS

It is striking to realize that in 1942, relative to what
it would be in later years, the initial position of the
United States government was somewhat favorable to the
interests of domestic farm laborers. It was not suffi-
clently favorable to those interests to reject entering
the contract labor program altogether (which is what
organized labor urged the U.5. government to do) but
there was a clearly expressed interest in providing pro=-
tections against the competition of recruited Mexican la-
bor--to a degree not evident again until the concluding
years of the bracero program, in the early 1960s. This
attitude indirectly supported the cause of Mexican
braceros.

The initial position of the U.S. government was
worked out in three inter-agency meetings on April 3o,
May 15 and May 18, 1942, hosted by the War Manpower
Commission. The participants were the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS), the Federal Security
Administration, the Board of Economic Warfare, the Da-
partment of State (DOS), the Bureau of Agricultural Eco-

nomics and the Office of Agricultural War Relations of
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the Department of Agriculture, the Bureau of Foreign and
Domestic Commerce, the War Relocation Authority, the
United States Employment Service (USES) of the Department
of Labor (DOL), the War Production Board, and the Commit-
tee on National Defense Migration of the House of Repre-
sentatives.®

A subcommittee of this group, chaired by the Assis-
tant Secretary of Labor and including representatives of
the Office of Agricultural Defense Relations, the War Re-
location Authority, the Board of Economic Warfare, and
USES met on May 7 to discuss standards that should apply
to Mexican agricultural workers brought into the United
States.

Their conclusions can be summarized in eight points.
First, workers would not be recruited in Mexico except
with the certification of need by USES, which would con-
stitute a determination by that agency that the supply of
dorestic labor for a particular local area was insuffi-
clent and that an adequate number of domestic workers
could not be obtained from other areas of the United
States. Second, the number of laborers recruited would
be no greater than the number needed according to the

USES certification, and only as agreed to by the Mexican

€ Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States; Historical Notes on the Bracero Problem,™ p. 20.
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government. Third, recruiting would be undertaken in
Mexico only by bonded contractors or employers in accor-
dance with standards required by the Mexican government
"unless other methods were agreed to by the Mexican and
United States governments.” Fourth, the workers re-

cruited in this manner would be inspected at the recruit-

ing point to determine that they met the health standards
provided for in the immigration law of the United States.
Fifth, those workers found to be inadmissible by the Im-
migration and Naturalization Service for whatever reasons
would be returned to the recruiting point at employer ex- [
pense. Sixth, a written contract in Spanish was to be
provided to prospective Mexican workers, specifying the
type of work required, the living standards governing
their employment, the wage rate, and the duration of em-
ployment. Seventh, the round trip transportation of the
worker and his family between the place of recruitment in
Mexico and the United States would be at employer ex-
pense. Finally, the employer was to make "reasonable
provision" for full-time omploy:ant.’

It would be incorrect to assume that these proposals
raflected a willingness on the part of the agency repre-
sentatives involved to place Mexican labor interests

above any other consideration. Thase guidelines re-

7 Ibid.
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flected an idea of what the Mexicin government was likely
to accept, based on previous communication on this mat-
ter, and was the product of an abiding suspicion that
farn employers might recruit too many contract laborers.
In this respect, the subcommittee charged with the deter-
mination of the standards that would be proposed regard-
ing the admission of Mexican workers made a connection
between improved conditions for domestic farm workers and
a diminished need for foreign labor. It observed:

If steps were taken promptly to bring up agri-

cultural wages, to aid the Farm Security Admin-

istration in its efforts to provide housing for
migratory workers, to secure adequate appropria-
tions for the Employment Service [USES] for its
farm placement activities, and to speed passage

of the Tolan-Thomas bill regulating the private

ezployment agencies, it miqﬁt reduce the number

of Mexican workers required.

The attitude expressed in the meetings in which
these numerous agencies participated clearly indicates
that the recruitment of workers in Mexico was a step be-
ing taken with some reluctance and with care to assure
that it could be justified. Evidently, the federal gov=-
ernment was not about to commit itself to bringing in
Mexican agricultural laborers without first ascertaining
that substantial efforts had been made locally to attract

domestic workers for the same jobs. Contract workers,

from the very beginning, were supposed to be a complement

8 Ibig.
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to and not a substitute for domestic farm workers. The
idea that steps should be taken "to bring up agricultural
wages" is illustrative of the extent to which it was falt
efforts should be made to attract workers in the United
States before recruiting contract laborers in Mexico.
None of this assured, of course, that the designers of
the bracero policy experiment would actually achieve
their objectives, but it is noteworthy that they gave
soma thought to what those intentions were, and that
there was a recognition of a need for some safeguards to
protect labor interests.

Another feature notable in the proposals discussed
in the spring of 1942 is the bilateral tilt to the farm
labor program from the very beginning. If any serious
consideration was given at this time to contracting work-
ers unilaterally, I have found no record of it. The im-
portance attached to consulting with Mexico, to the prin-
ciple of joint determination of the standards that should
apply in the recruitment of agricultural laborers, and
the recognition of a right by Mexico to set a limit on
the number of workers contracted reflect this point. It
was, truly, a "bilateral experiment™ in the making.

An important consideration leading to the acceptance
within certain circles of the U.S. government of the idea

that Mexican migration should be controlled was the



political realism of some regarding the hostility with
which some Americans viewed the presence of Mexicans and
a heightened sensitivity to the experiences of tne past
dacade. The mass repatriations of the 1930s, in the
opinion of the Department of State, had caused great ex-
pense both to Mexico and the United States, and had "done
harm™ to their relations.gl On May 25, 1942 an Assistant
Secretary of State wrote, commenting on the proposed
recruitment of Mexican braceros:

We should oppose ([the recruitment of Mexican
workers) on principle as long as possible . .
we should not even ceonsider any such suggestion
unless a plan were worked out under and by which
any Mexican workers who do come here, come into
the country with a defined job . . . that they
are provided with housing facilities, and that
provision is made for their return at the con-
clusion of their employment.

[This] locks to me like the old and classic
attempt . . . to get a supply of extremely cheap
labor which is left dangling between temporary
employzent and United States relief.

If the need were really great, and an ade-
quate plan, including the protection of the men,
could be worked cut . . . but this uoulqipave to
included adequate enforcement machinery.

Ten years later, these words might have struck some ob-
servers as ironic.

The attitude expressed at high levels within the
State Department was shared by other governmental actors.

The Department of Justice expressed the view, concurring

® Ibig.
10 1pig.
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with State, that the U.S. should avoid a situation which
could again produce a mass repatriation of Mexican citi-
zers, as had occurred during the Depression. It also ex-
pressed the view that "if sufficient wages were paid~
enough labor would be available. A representative of the
Department of Labor expressed an opinion opposing the re-
cruitment of such workers "unless all labor im the United
States were fully employed™ and the "absolute need for
such importation" were demonstrated. Congressman John
Tolan, Chairman of the House Select Coumittee on Dafense
Migration, was opposed to the proposal of recruiting
workers in Mexico "except as a last resort, and then only
with the full approval of the Mexican Government and un-
der conditions which would insure protection of the work-
ers brought in." The governors of the states of califor-
nia and Texas wired the federal government opposing the
idea of "securing cheap labor."™ Even a representative of
the Department of Agriculture, the agency most likely to
be sympathetic to the concerns of farm employers, ex-
pressed reservations that "a sudden uncontrolled move-
ment" of laborers might occur under the "pretext of
saving a given crup."]'1

The history of the Mexican bracero program is filled

11 1pid., p. 25. The text in quotes is itself
quoted by Hayes from the pertinent State Department
records.
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with ironies of this sort and with situations in which we
need to look closely not only at what political actors
sald but also what they did. There is no reason to sup-
pose that in most cases where these reservations were ex-
pressed within the federal government of the United
States, they were not made in good faith. But the thrust
of these opinions, contrary to appearances, did not re-
flect a move to quash the labor recruitment proposal.
These opinions were, rather, an attempt to put up obsta-
cles in the path of the overwhelming push for the
recruitment of workers and to soften the blow for domes-
tic farm workers, who, in California, had been locked in
battle with growers who had lowered the wages paid during
previous years. For these reasons, the U.S. position of
the summer of 1942 did not differ substantially from the
Mexlcan government's position of the same moment. In-
deed, with the possible exception of the first months of
1951, the positions of the two governments on this issue

would never again be so close.

HEXICO'S AMBIVALENCE

To a greater extent than generally recognized, the Mexi-
can government's position regarding the sending of con-
tract laborers to the United States in 1942 was a product
of its experiences with emigration and repatriation dur-

ing the previous two decades. Though Mexico also acted
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the part of a weaker power granting a faver to a big
power, it had genuine reservations about the emigration
of its nationals to the United States--particularly mi-
gration that resulted in permanent settlement.

The causes for ambivalence that were most frequently
referred to in public debate were perhaps the least
important; certainly they were the least parsuasive. The
view that emigration would drain away needed workers for
Mexican employers was expressed during the early stages
of Mexican-U.S. consultation on initiating this program.
Scon after the sending of workers began, the idea that
emigration harmed Mexico's economy emerged in the Mexican
press. The governors of two states most severely affect-
ed--Guanajuato and Jalisco--sought to prevent it "becauss
of the economic damage it caused."1? Moisés Gonzalez
Navarro has cited newspaper reports indicating that as
bracero emigration increased, agricultural labor short-
ages appeared in parts of Mexico.l?

There is little reason to doubt that spot shortages
of agricultural labor were felt to occur. However, the
notion of a ™labor shortage" cculd not have bean any more
concrete in Mexico in the early 1940s than it was in the

United States of the same years. Mora impertantly, the

12 Gonz&lez Navarro, Poblacién v sociedad, p. 215.
13 Inig.
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argument that these shortages were nationwide and perma-
nent and not just local and temporary is unpersuasive.
Then as ncw, Mexico had a shortage of jobs, not workers.
Indeed, it was undoubtedly true that, during the planning
for the bilateral agreement, in some circles of the Mexi-
can government bracero emigration was viewed as a safety
valve for rural unemployment.

The ambivalence of Mexico, as a government and as a
soclety, about promoting emigration to the United States
had more to do with political and symbolic reasons than
with economic and material factors. For Mexican politi-
cal elites, emigration symbolized failure: the failure
of the Revolution to provide social justice, the fallure
of agrarian reform to provide everyone with an adequate
parcel of land, the failure of the growing economy to ab-
sorb the labor force, the failure of Mexico, as a nation,
to provide an attractive place for her children to stay.
Mexican workers were only incidentally a labor drain:
they were, first and foremost, procdigal sons. These are
not reasons to oppose emigration per se, but they wera
employed to argue that the Mexican government had no
business in promoting emigration by recruiting workers to
be sent abroad.

The Mexican government accepted the invitation to

send its workers to the U.S., however, daespite domestic
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sensitivity to migration. Among the many reasons for do-
ing so was historical experience. Since the drafting of
Article 123 of the Constitution in 1917, the Mexican gov-
ernment had expressed interest in regulating the depar-
ture of migratory workers and supervising their recruit-
ment in Mexico. The notions that Mexican workers should
enter legally into the United States, that employers
should pay their transportation, that working conditions
should be spelled ocut in a labor contract, and that Mexi-
can consulates and migration authorities should play an
important supervisory role were all established quite
clearly in the minds of Mexican officials during the
1920s. The adoption of the migrant labor agreement in
1942 reflected a faith in the capacity of the U.S. and
Mexican governments, acting jointly, to reduce the abuses
of labor migration and reap its potential benefits,
which, for Mexico, constituted an alternative source of
employment and income under controlled conditions.

What facilitated the adoption of the migrant labor
agreement in 1942, other than experience and a perceived
farm labor shortage, was the context of U.S.-Mexican
negotiations at that moment. In effect, the migrant la-
bor agreement was a significant element within a larger
package of measures adopted by Mexico as part of its

wartime cooperation with the United States, in exchange
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for U.S. concessions in areas dear to the hearts of Mexi-
can political elites: a resolution of Mexico's foreign
debt and a settlement of the claims arising from the
U.S.-owned oil companies that had been nationalized in
1938.1% Ernesto Hidalgo, Oficial Mayor of the Secretaria
de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE) at the time of the initial
bracero agreement later wrote that, at that time, the po-
litical calculus within the Avila Camacho government was
that Mexico either would have to send Mexican men into
the battlefields abroad or into the agricultural fields
of the United States: that Mexico did not have the luxury
of simply ignoring the situation. Though Mexico did
eventually send a small contingent of soldiers to the
front, it obviously was reluctant to commit troops to the
battlefield. As Mexican political elites perceived the
national interest, Mexico had much less at stake in this
conflict than its neighbor to the north, and should
therefore limit its commitment in bloed and treasure.
Accordingly, Mexico sent an army of agricultural laborers
into the United States to help indiractly with the war
effort rather than an army to Europe or the Pacific to

participate directly in the conflict against Germany and

14 contro de Estudios Histéricos, Historia general
de México, vol. 4, pp. 197-198, 264-265.
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When in 1942 the Mexican government expressed its
willingness to entertain the U.S. proposal, it did so on
the basis of a number of conditions.l® A number of these
were mentioned in Manuel Gamio's proposal of 1930 as mea-
sures which would likely correct the most serious abuses
observed in the migration flow during the 1920s.17

First, recruitment would be based on need. The
Mexican government did not want Mexican laborers in the
United States to displace laborers nor lower their wage
level and, just as importantly, it endeavored to awvoid
the kinds of recriminations that had dominated U.S. pub-
lic attitudes toward the presence of Mexicans during the
Great Depression.

Second, the administration of the program would be
intergovernmental, and contract compliance would ba en-
forced by both governments. In Gamio's mind in the late
1920s and that of Mexican government officials in 1942,
this was not a process that should be allowed to occur
simply on the basis of supply and demand and that nothing

and no one should intervene between employer and worker.

15 Hidalgo, "Aclarando cuentas; los bracaros, un
triunfo internacional de México," [second in a series],
Excélsior, 10 May 47, p. 10.

16 Galarza, Merchants of Labor, p. 47.

17 Gamio, Mexican Immigration, pp. 182-183.
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Their experience with past migration flows indicated that
governmental intervention and protections in this process
was essential to prevent serious abuses.

Third, contract workers would not be permitted to
remain permanently in the United States; their admission
was for a predetermined duraticn to work at a specific
task. In opposing indefinite stays abroad the Mexican
governmentlbronoted sizmultanecusly its symbolic concerns
of emigration and sought to defend an economic interest
for Mexican employers.

Two other conditions that Mexico placed on the table
derived directly from the provisions of its labor code
and Article 123 of the Constitution regarding recruitment
of workers in Mexico for employment abroad. One was that
workers would receive a written labor contract specifying
the conditions of employment. The other was that trans-
portation and subsistence costs for workers, between the
recrulitment center in Mexice and the work site in the
United States would be paid by U.S. employers or the
United States government. Finally, though not required
by Mexican law, it was a sign of the times that the Mexi-
can government demanded--and obtained--a prohibition of
racial discrimination against Mexican laborers. Later,
that government banned the employment of contract workers

in the state of Texas.
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The agreement signed on July 23, 1942 and made
effective by an exchange of diplomatic notes ori August 4,
incorporated all of these elements. It also included
guarantees that contract laborers would not be recruited
for U.S. military service (a concern that arose from the
drafting of Mexican nationals during World War I). The
Farm Securlty Administration of the Department of Agri-
culture was designated the "employer™ of all Mexican
contract workers and the farmers that actually employed
them were subcontractors to that U.S. @overnnant agency .
Wages for contract workers were to be at the same level
as pald to domestic workers in the same region, but in no
case less than thirty cents per hour, U.S. currency:
piece rates were set so that the average worker could
earn the prevailing hourly wage. In the event that work-
ers were not employed at least 75 percent of the time,
exclusive Sundays, they were to be paid a subsistence al-
lowance of $3.00 per day for each day unemployed. En-
ployers were to withhold a portion of the workers wage--
later established at 10 percent--which would be deposited
as savings for the worker in Mexico. On September 1,
1942, during his annual address to the nation, President
Avila Camacho reported that, thanks to the bilateral

agreement, there were assurances that Mexican Labor Law
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would be complied with,18

INTERPRETATIONS OF THE 1942 AGREEMENT
The conditions described above for the recruitment of
Mexican laborers, on paper, arn_quitu favorable to the
contract worker. This was interpreted initially by U.S.
farm employers that the U.S. agencies responsible for
negotiating the agreement and designing the program were
captives of labor interests and New Deal "do-gooders."
The colncidence does not necessarily make the U.S. fed-
eral government a tocl of labor interests in 1942, any
more than the fact that it did reach an agreement to ra-
cruit laborers is proof of a tilt toward agricultural in-
terests. There were relatively independent U.S. govern-
rental (or state) interests--security, the war effort,
relations with Mexico--in addition to the skepticism with
which some policy makers approached the exaggerated
claims of farm growers regarding the "labor shortages"
they were experiencing.

An important current of thought--inspired, perhaps
by the opposition of labor to the program--has held pre-
cisely the opposite: that from the very beginning, the

migrant labor pact was merely a paper agreement; in prac-

18 Mecain, "Contract Labor as a Factor in United
States-Mexican Relations,™ pp. 31-32; Gonzélez MNavarro,
+ PP. 240-242.
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tice, these guarantees were systematically violated and
ignored. There is some evidence, especially in the later
years of the program, to support the impression that
there was a large gap between theory and practice in the
contract labor program, between the guarantees as indi-
cated in the Individual Work Contract and the conditions
actually experienced by workers in the field. Certain
Mexican efforts to provide gquarantees for contract labor-
ers from the beginning can be characterized as quixotic
~-they failed demonstrably to grasp the realities of
agricultural farm work in the United States. For ex-
ample, in the 1942 agreement there was the provision that
employers were to "furnish housing, sanitation, and medi-
cal services identical to those enjoyed by domestic work=-
ers in the same localities, and health and accident in-
surance as provided to domestic workers of the area."1?
As McCain has pointed out, these were "dead letter™ is-
sues: U.S. labor legislation did not require farm em-
ployers to provide any of these amenities and, in prac-
tice, growers did not provide them. Indeed, the labor
agreement provided for a contract, to be enforced by the
two governments, in which the conditions offered to con-

tract workers, on paper, were substantially batter than

19 McCain, "Contract Labor as a Factor in United
States-Mexican Relations,”™ p. 31.
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those that growers afforded domestic workers.

However, it can also be argued that this situation
was not uniform throughout the entire twenty-two year
history of the program--that a significant deterioration
of the protections afforded bracero workers occurred af-
ter World War ITI and again after 1954. Prior to 1954, at
least, contract labor protections went beyond merely pa-
per guarantees. This can be cbserved, in the case of the
wartime agreement, in the rather unfavorable reaction to
the agreement by growers. The president of the American
Farm Bureau expressed the prevalent attitude among agri-
cultural employers accustomed to recruiting Mexican labor
under more favorable terms: "Why not just let the grow-
ers go into Mexico and get the workers they needed as
they had done in the past?"zn The complaints of many
farm organizations and their attempts to change the pro-
gram are testimony to the fact that some of the require-
ments and protections provided for in the agreement had
to be met--at least at the beginning.

Juan Ramén Garcia has noted that the initial agree-
ment placed the farmers in the uncomfortable position of
"daefending the importation of laborers while attacking

the agreements that made the importation of those workers

20 guoted in Garcia, Qperation Wetback, p. 26.
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possihle."ZI This was to be a recurring pattern: sup=-
porting the recruitment of Mexican workers in principle
and objecting strenuocusly to the bureaucratic procedures
and safeguards that the recruitment program sought to
impose.

Other attempts to explain the outcome of the July
1942 negotiations stress wartime advantages and the rela-
tively strong bargaining position that Mexican had at
that time.?? There are a number of indications to sug-
gest this might be true. However, the acceptance by the
U.S. of labor guarantees for Mexican contract workers su-
perio; to the protections afforded by domestic legisla-
tion for domestic agricultural workers is more likely the
result of a coincidence of felt interests by the two gov-
ernments than a reflection of Mexican negotiating
strength. Such strength can really be observed only in
the anti-discrimination provisions of the agreement.
U.S. acceptance of Mexico's right to prohibit tha amploy-~
ment of workers where raclsm was practiced reflected an
unwillingness to confront the Mexican government on this

delicate issue at this time. Accordingly, Mexico refused

21 Garcia, Operation Wetback, p. 27.

22 craig, The Bracero Program, pp. 43-45; McCain,
"Contract Labor as a Factor in United States-Mexican
Relations,™ p. 32; Garcia y Griego, "The Importation of
Mexican Contract Laborers to the United States, p. &0.
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to certify braceros for employment in the state of Texas
--a position justified by reference to the discriminatory
treatment suffered by Mexicans in that state in the past.
Texas growers, unhappy at having been left out of the
program, and Texas citizens, stung by indictment of their
state, promoted the creation of the Texas Good Neighbor
Commission and lobbied Mexico for a reversal of its
position. Mexican policy continued the prohibitions on
Texas during World War II and were not lifted until the
first postwar-aqreement, on March 10, 1947.23

In 1942 the United States government felt it needed
agricultural workers; the Mexican government felt it did
not need to send workers abroad. This elementary politi-
cal fact is a crucial element in Mexico's relatively
strong bargaining position in 1942 at the time of the
first Migrant Labor Agreement.

But the U.S. need in 1942 to "go with a hand out,"
as an American observer later lamented, was not the only
source of Mexican bargaining power in this area in 1942.
The other, less obviocus element in the equation was the
need for both countries to improve their security posi-
tions--the U.S. vis-A-vis Germany and Japan, and Mexico

vis-A-vis the United States--and this pushed them to set-

23 pa1 Pinal, "Los trabajadores mexicanos," pp. 30-
31; Galarza, Mexchants of labor, p. 56; Kirstein, Anglo
Qver Bracero, p. 71.
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tle pending accounts in their bilateral relations.

AN EXCEPTIONAL PROGRAM
The nature of the agreement reached between Mexico and
the United States in 1942 was unusual in large part be-
cause the United States was engaged in a conflict whose
outcome was not perceived to be a foregone conclusion.
Tha agreements reached were, from the point of view of
the United States, war measures executed under the
authority of emergency legislation which empowered
federal agencies to so what would have been unthinkable
in peacetime: to enter into contracts with individual
foreign workers, and to incur expenses for transporta-
tion, housing and subsistence of the same. In legal
terms, the "employer" of Mexican contract workers was not
the individual grower but the United States federal gov-
ernment., 24

This had several important implications. As in the
case of the unilateral recruitment of Mexican workers
during World War I, the labor of these workers was seen
as a significant ingredient in a broader program of con-
ducting the war and achieving national security. More-
over, the role and freedom of U.S. employers was con-

tained within narrower limits, precisely because an im-

24 payes, "Mexican Migrant lLabor in the United
States,"™ p. 17.
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portant governmental lnterest was at stake. Also, the
encrgy and a“tentinn that the pregram received by the
U.5. federal bureaucracy was relatively high. Finally,
this conception of the importance and role of the program
strengthened the Mexican government's bargaining position
vis-a=-vis tha United States.

In some respects, these characteristics make the
program of 1942-1946 so unique that some writers have
suggested that the proyram was suspended ir 1947, as if
no labor agr2ements existed until 1951, when the program
again underwent a transformation.25 What rakes the war
years unique, however, is that at no point during its 22-
year history was the bilateral program as important to
U.S. state iiterests--even during the Korezn War--as it
was during Warld War II.

one exanple of the peculiarities of the wartime bi-
lateral years ls the creation, during those years, of two
parallel Mexican contract labor programs: ecne for agri-
cultural workers, "braceros," another for rallroad main-
tenance-of-way workers, beguan in 1943.2% Though similar
in operation to the agricultural program, the recrultment

of track workers was goverred by a separate U.S.-Mexican

25 Sea, for example, Wilkie, "Conflic:ing Interests
Within and Between Mexico and the United States," p. 30.

26 priscoll, El proarama de braceros ferroviarios.
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executive agrenrment and its administration within the
United States conducted by a different set of agencies
and personnel. Many of its logistical functions, such as
defining the specifications and requirements for labor,
securing food and transportation facilities, carrying out
recruitment and interviewing workers, and issuing indivi-
dual labor contracts were the responsibility of a guasi-
labor agency, the Rallroad Retirement Board.27

By the time the contracting of railroad contract la-
borers stopped in 1945, 35 railroads were invelved. The
majority of these workers worked in Montana, Washington,
Orecon, California, Nevada, and scuthern Arizeona. Over
half of them worked for the Southern Pacific and the
Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe lines--the same raiiroads
that had been the first employers of mass Mexican labor
at the turn of the century. At the peak erployment of
Mexican track workers in March 1945, the program employed
69,090 workers.2®

Another feature that made the wartime Mexican laber
program exceptional was the willingness of both govern-
ments to set aside relatively small differences, override

local and particular interests tugging at the prograa in

27 1bid.; Mecain, “Contract Labor as a Factor in
United States-Mexican Relations,™ pp. 173-174.

28 galarza, Merchants of Labor, p. 54; Kirstein,
Anglo Qver Bracerg, pp. 32-33.
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one direction or ancther, and work together in a rela-
tively cooperative spirit. This does not mean, of
course, that the administration of the wartime program
was placid and harmonious. Especially evident on the
U.S. side, however, was a willingness to go along with a
number of Mexican proposals and demands and, when neces-
sary, to push U.S. farmers to swallowing the medicine.
Unlike later conflictual years, at no point was the
United States willing to wreck the agreement and termi-
nate the bilateral experiment; indeed, on one occasion it
took a strong stand against U.S5. farmer attempts to ob-
tain unilateral contracting of braceros through Congress.
The instance in which this occurred resulted from
Mexico's insistence that contract laborers not be sent to
Texas because of ongoing discrimination against Mexicans
in the state. Nevertheless, Texas growers wanted labor,
and despite the availability of some Mexican workers who
filtered into the state without immigration documents or
work contracts, they complained loudly to Congress. In
early 1943, Congress enacted Public Law 45, which pro-
vided authorization and appropriations for the bilateral
contracting of Mexican workers. Tha Act also included a
section for a parallel mechanism of admitting workers
unilaterally through the Immigration Act of 1917 then in

force--much as had occurred during the temporary admis-
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sions during World War I.2%

On May 11, 1943, regulations were issued by the
Immigration and Naturalization Service which permitted
Mexican laborers waiting at the border without a contract
under the bilateral agreement to enter for the purpose of
temporary employment for up to one year. According to
Johnny Mac McCain, "The INS circulated the instructions
to INS officials at all ports of entry, but did not sub-
mit them to the State Department prior to or immediately
subsequent to their publicatian."3u Thereupon followed a
confusing situation in which the consulates of the De-
partment of State in Mexice refused to provide Mexicans
visas under the unilateral recruitment section of the new
legislation and INS admitted about two thousand Mexicans
unilaterally, without visas, mostly in the area of El
Paso. The Mexican government had consistently opposed
efforts by growers to promote the recruitment of Mexican
workers outside of the bilateral agreement since the fall
of 1942, and on this occasion, the Mexican government
protested the action and indicated it would socon denounce

the agreement and close the border to the emigration of

23 Scruggs, “Texas and the Bracero Program,™ p. B6.

30 McCain, "Contract Labor as a Factor in United
States-Mexican Relations,”™ p. 133.
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Mexican nationals.?l

McCain has indicated trat the announcement that the
noew regulations would be suspended preoduced "a flood of
telegrams from growers, chambers of commerce, and politi-
cians, protesting the action." A conference chaired by
the Assistan: Secretary produced, inevitably, the sugges-
tion by one Colonel Taylor that the U.S. should tell Mex-
ico, "without further nonsense™ that it insisted in re-
crulting worxers along the border to avold the costs and
difficulties of transporting workers from Mexico City.
The DOS stance was, however, that "the jurisdiction of
the United States ended at the international boundary;
Mexico as a sovereign nation, entitled to make her own
decicions, had chosen to meet American demands for man-
powar assistance under certain conditions, and if those
conditions were not met, then Mexico had full right to
close the border. If that were the course that Mexico
chose, then the United States would get no help from Mex-
ico, which in turn would create additional, undesirable

32 From the available record it is not

consequences.
known whether any U.S. government official suggested that

Mexico might be unable to make good its threat to unilat-

3l Ibid., pp. 120; 134-136; quota from p. 136.

32 The first guote, from jibid., p. 136; the second
and third, ibid, pp. 139-140.
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erally abrogate the agreement and close the border to
further departures to the United States.

After considerable discussion with representatives
of the Mexican government it was decided to stop the
implementation of this section of Public Law 45. On May
28, INS instructed all INS District Directors to stor ad-
mitting Mexican nationals under the provision of P.L. 45
under question "unless they present written consent of
the Federal Government of Mexico to emigrate for the pur-
pose.“33

The previous instance suggests that under conditiens
of World War II--i.e., when there prevailed a bilateral
regime favorable to cocperation--a difference in opinicn
between the two governments could be resolved in a -anner
favorable to Mexico and against the strongly express2d
wishes of farm groups.

Other examples can be found. Especially during the
last year of the war, the growing migration of undocu-
mented Mexican workers constituted another source of
friction between the two governments. After contract la-
borers and unilaterally admitted workers wera both pro=-
hibited from Texas, the U.S. government tacitly acqui-
esced in the use of "wetback" labor by Texas farmers. AR

Assistant Commissioner of Immigration later wrote: "At

33 guoted in ibid., p. 142.



times, due to manpower shortages and critisal need for
agricultural preduction brought on by the war, the Ser-
vice officers were instructed to defer the apprehension
of Mexicans employed on Texas farms."™ Furczhermore, an
impmigration officer in 1944 "confessed" to State Depart-
ment officlals "that the Service was depor:ing only those
workers not engaged in harvesting perishable crops-"14
The Mexlican government protested this in 1944, and thus
provoked the U.S. response that Mexico itself was not do-
ing enough to prevent the departure of its nationals who
entered illegally into the United States.

In June 1944 the two governments agreed that each
would patrol the border to prevent illrgal border

crossers going north.?®

As viewed from Washington, the
Mexican government did not carry out its part of the bar-
gain. For its part, the INS tried to cut zosts of ex-
pelling the rising nupher of Mexlican illegal entrants by
returning trem to the nearest Mexican border community.
In the case of deportable allens apprehenda2d in Califor-
nia, that mcant that the expulslon was effa:ctuated

through Tijiana and Mexicalil, two cities virtually cut

off from the Mexican interior at this time because of the

34 Quoted in Scruggs, "The United States, Mexico and
the Wetbacke," pp. 152-153.

3s Secrvggs, "The United States, Mexic> and the
Watbacks,"pp. 154, 158.
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bad roads and nonexistent railroad connections. These
expulsions created problems in Mexicali and Tijuana and,
in December 1944, the Mexlcan government closed those two
ports to the return of expelled migrants. The U.S. gov-
ernment apparently did not push the matter and redirected
the expellees to Cd. Juarez and other towns more accessi=
ble to the Mexican interior.3®

During 1945 and 1946 Mexico and the United States
continued to make half-hearted efforts to reduce the num-
ber of illegal entries. However, these continued to rise
and, perhaps not surprisingly, many of the undocumented
migrants were would-be braceros who could not obtain con-
tracts to work legally in the United States, especially
in Texas. This, and other considerations, persuaded the
Mexican government to 1ift the ban on legal braceros to
Texas in 1947.

One is tempted to conclude that by the end of World
War II, the bilateral experiment was so fully launched
that it outliwved the circumstances that gave rise to it:
the wartime emergency, the need for both governments to
cooperate on a number of matters for reasons of higher
pelicy, the peculiar problems, ambivalent attitudes, znd
ambiguous circumstances that marked the years 1942-1945,

and which for practical purposes can be extended to in-

36 1hid., pp. 154=155.
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clude 1946. However, this assigns greater weight to mo-
mentum and tradition and less to perceived common inter-
ests than is probably warranted.

Though with some reservations, the United States and
Mexico viewed this approach to controlling Mexican labor
migration as preferable to one in which Mexican workers
and their families would be admitted as permanent immi-
grants. Having tried the bilateral experiment during the
war, the two governments were not averse to continuing it
in tire of peace. Indeed, the unusual circumstances that
made the wartime program such a successful experiment
vere soon ignored. It was not immediately apparent that
the bilateral regime established during the war, largely
favorable to cosperation with Mexico, could not ba
sustained by postwar political realities. The beginning
had been auspicious--and that seemed reason enough to

continue.
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PART II:

COOPERATION AND CONFLICT,
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3 GETTING USED TO PEACETIME LABOR CONTRACTING

The war ended in the Pacific in September 1945, but offi-
cial recognition that the U.5.-Mexican warzime labor
agreement had to end did not come until April 1947, when
the U.S. Congress passed Public Law 40. Peter Kirstein
suggested that this legislation "was intended to elimi-
nate the foreign labor program,”™ but a more appropriate
interpretation might be that it was the wactime labor
program that was coming to an end.l The 1947 law ended
the wartime authority of the Farm Labor Supply Appropria-
tion Act of 1944 and transferred the Farm Placement Ser-
vice from the Department of Agriculture to the United
States Employment Service cf the Department of Labor, ?
The farm labor recruitment system paid for by the U.S.
taxpayer wa: extended, then, to the last day of December
1947. Thercafter, the governmental role would be scaled
back but government-sponsored recruitment would not end.
As regrords the Mexican farm labor program, the years
after World War II were ones of transition. However, af-
ter 1947, as far as can be determined, the elimination of

the program was not seriously entertained. One reason

1 Kirstein, Anglo Qver Pracerg, p. 58. Public Law
40, approved April 28, 1947, provided that the farm labor
supply program should be extended to December 31, 1947,
and thereaf-er terminated within 30 days.

2 Ipid.
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for that was the Mexican government's change of attitude
toward the labor recruitment program. During the war the
attitude expressed in official communications had becn
one of reluctant acceptance, and, although after the war
the government's enthusiasm for bracero migration was re-
strained, there was a subtle but definite shift frem an

attitude of weak opposition to conditional acceptance.

A NEW MEXICAN ATTITUDE

on December 1, 1946, Miguel Alemin became Mexico's presi-
dent and, for the first time, a new Mexican administra-
tion confronted the problem of what to do about an exist-
ing bllateral migrant labor agreement whose wartire
rationalizations no longer applied. It also faced a U.S.
government not disposed to continue to assume the comnit-
ment of being a party to or enforcer of these labor con-
tracts. Finally, the new Mexican government confronted a
situation in which a large number of undocurmented Moxican
workers--estimated by policy makers to be in the order of
100,000--were present in the United States. Like its
predecessor, the Alemd&n government accepted the commit-
ment of the agricultural migrant labor agreement with the
United States. Unlike its predecessor, the new adminis-
tration did so with a concrete idea of how the bilateral
experiment might fit into domestic national priorities.

Some things, of course, remained the same. Even be-

126



fore the 1942 bilateral agreement, the Mexican govarnment.

had held fast to a specific coherent view of the conse-
quences of undocumented status in the United States and
the relationship between "wetbacks" and bracerocs.
Accordingly, due to their irregular status, "wetbacks"
wvere forced to accept wages lower than those provided for
in the contracts of braceros and to suffer ill-treatment
under threat of deportation. By contrast, the legal
protections afforded contract workers were assumed to
work rather well. However, the presence of undocumented
workers itself threatened those protectionsa, due to the
unfair coppetition of undocumented workers. The solution
to this problem was then to remove the workers through
expulsion (and thereby strengthen the situation of con-
tract laborers) or to remove the disability of an irregu-
lar immigration status in order to remove the abuses.?
Approximately one month after taking office the
Aleman administration created the Inter-Departmental Com-
mission in Cﬁarqe of Affalrs Related to the Emigration of
Mexican Workers for the purpose of negotiating a new bi-
lateral migrant laborragreemant with the United States.
The leader of the Mexican side by Alfonso Guerra, Qficial

Mayor of the Foreign Ministry continued to play a crucial

3 an expression of some of these views can be found

in Excélsior, 26 Mar 47, p. 10.
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role in determining Mexico's policy responses to the emi-
gration of agricultural laborers for the remaindef of the
Rlemdn administration. o©Occasionally, the Mexican delega-
tion relied on the support of Manuel Tello, Under Secre-—
tary of Foreign Relations, the other key high-level
player on the implementaticon of Mexican policy toward
braceros during the Alemdn administration. Also partici-
pating in the negotiations were the gficiales mayor of
Goberpacidén and the Ministry of Labor, lesser officials
from these two departments and Manuel Aguilar, head of
bracero affairs at SRE.

The U.S. delegation was headed by William MacLean,
of the Mexican Division of the Department of State, and
the person within DOS who probably had most experienca
with the diplomacy of the bilateral migrant labor pro-
gram. He was accompanied by Ugo Carusi, Commissioner of
the Immigration and Naturalization Service, and other
representatives from INS, the Embassy, and the Department
of Agricultura.

From the outset, the two groups concentrated on the
legalization of undocumented Mexican workers already in
the United States. The Mexican government wanted the
workers to obtain legal status and receive contracts
identical to those afforded contract workers during the

war. It also descired a U.S. role in their enforcement.
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The Mexicans "insisted wvirtually on a government-to-gov-
ernment agreement," but "was successfully opposed by the
hAmerican delegation" because it had been instructed to
agree to a substantially diminished U.S. government rola
or to accept nothing.®

After ten days of negotiations ending on February 4,
the two governments reached an agreement which was made
effective by an exchange of diplomatic notes on March 10.
Days later, a supplementary agreement regarding contract
laborers in Texas was also entered into force.

Accordingly, the two governments agreed that Mexican
lzborers in the United States without contracts or whose
contracts had expired, would be returned to three Mexican
border cities--Mexicali, Ciudad Juarez and Reynosa--so
that growers might go there to recruit them under con-
tracts supervised by the Mexican government and take then
back legally into the United States. Urder the terms of
the agreement and work contract, transportation would be
paid for by employers from the border to the place of em-
ployment and return. The contracts enterad into by
laborers and employers would be witnessed by representa-

tives of the Immigration and Naturalization Service and

4 stafford to SecState, 7 Feb 47, reproduced in
+ P. B25.
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Mexican authorities.® However, as noted in the exchange
of diplonatic notes effectuating the agreement, the
United States indicated that "it would not undertake to
polica the fulfillment of these new contracts to which it
was not a party, and that the Mexican wirkers contracted
thereunder would enjoy oaly the same legal remedies as
were available to domestic workers."® in practice, these
remedies were not much.

Thus began the process of shifting from a wartime
government-to-government program to wha: is sometimes
called the employer-to-worker program. Recruitpept of
workers under the government-to-government arrancdement
would cortinue under the April 1943 agreement until the
fall of 1947, but legalized workers would be contracted
without the governmental guarantees of contract compli=
ance that characterized the wartime projram. The March
1947 agreement only provided for the lejalization of
workers already in the United States subject to deporta=-
tion. Tre agreement of April 26, 1943, still in force,
was a separate program of recrulitment which was due to
explre orn December 31, 1947.

This agreement introduced a number of irportant

5 Ibid.

6 Heyes, "Mexlican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 1l14.
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innovations, other than a diminished U.S. governmental
role and legalization. Also for the first time, Mexico
lifted its virtual ban on contract workers in Texas, by
targeting employers in that state as the most important
single group to participate in the legalization program.’
As a conciliatory gesture to Texas, the Mexican govern-
ment agreed to extend the contracting of a limited number
of ranch hands for employment in the state, though it was
made with the understanding that this action was "to be
considered as temporary and . . . not . . . constitute a
precedent."® Eliminating the exception previocusly made
for Texas--where Mexican contract workers had been banned
for reasons of discrimination throughout the
war--signified that the Alemdn Administration recognized
that this policy had not prevented labor migration to
that state, and that legalizing them under the terms of
the March 10 agreement was preferable to leaving them in
undocuxzented status.

Other provisions of the agreement call to mind the
established Mexican view that undocumented migration had
adverse effects on the working conditlions of contract

workers and that permanent emigration was not benaficial

7 Kirstein, Anglo Over Bracerg, pp. 55-56.

8 stafford to SecState, 7 Feb 47, reproduced in
. P. 826.
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to the country. Thus, at the request of the Mexican gov-
ernment, the U.S. agreed to continue the practice of
granting immigration visas "to male members of the work-
ing class only to those bearing passports specifically
approving their emigration" by the Mexican government,
"except those with close family ties in the United
States."™ Similarly, the two governments agreed "to im-
pede the lllegal crossing of farm workers.™ The U.S. ac-
cepted that it would study the possibility of "punishing
employers of illegal crossers.®™ By common agreement, em-
ployers who hired illegal entrants would be denied the
right of contracting bracercs. For its part, the Mexican
government agreed "to take steps to prevent tha sale of
railway and bus tickets to contingents of workers at
strategic points."9

The principal assumption of the Mexican govarnment
in reaching agreement in March 1947, then, was that
1ega1izé;ion, even without all of the protections af-
forded by the wartime agreement, was to be preferred to

illegal status.'® In the words of Foreign Minister Jaime

9 Ibig.

10 . . . my Government manifests its conformity®
with the terms of a note stipulating to the agreement,
wrote Torres Bodet to the Embassy on April 2,
“considering them as supplementary to the agreement of
April 26, 1943, on the understanding that if, in
practice, differences of interpretations should arise
regarding the application of thae above-mentioned
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Torres Bodet,

[¢In efecto, al recibir la correspondiente docu-
nentacidon migratoria, nuestros compatriotas par-
ticipardan de los beneficios que disfrutan los
inmigrantes regulares, obtendrdn contratos de
trabajo formulados en condiciones satisfactorias
Y estaran en posibilidad de acudir a las autori-
dades norteamericanas en defensa de sus dere=-
chos, asi como a los Consulados Mexicanos en so-
licitud de proteccidén y de ayuda.

Ademis, para los servicios de migracién de
ambos paises, constituira una ventaja fundamen-
tal el poder controlar, en la forma gue las
leyes previenen [sic], a un gran conjunto de in-
migracién hasta ahora perjudicades por irreqy~
laridad de su presencia en los Estados Unidos, il

Thus, mass legalization would bring these workers under
the control as well as the protective umbrella of both
governments. In keeping with the predominant Mexican
view of the problem, Torres Bodet's articulation also
made it seem that the principal difference between the
situation of the legal contract worker and the illegal
"wetback" resided in that the former had legal protec-
tions and the latter did not.

There were others within and without the Mexican
governnent that were not so sure. In May 1947 Guillermo
Martinez wrote a six-part scries of opinion columns in

the pronminent Mexico City daily Excélsior which attacked

agreement of 1943, or the additional clauses above cited,
oy Government hopes that the text most favorable to the
worker will apply." Quoted in Flood to SecState, 2 Apr
47, reproduced in a 5 i

12437, p. 827.
11 guoted in El Nacional, 13 Mar 47, p. 8.
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the agreement as disadvantageous to Mexico and to Mexican
bracercs.1? Martinez had been an official of the Min-
istry of Labor and Social Welfare involved in the adnin-
istration of the program during the war. #is arguoent
was not that the terms c¢f the bllateral agreement werc in
themselves disadvantagecus, but that the labor guarantaes
were not properly enforced.

Three days after this series of critical opinion
columns, Ernesto Hidalgo, the former Qficial Mayor of SRE
who had negotiated the first agreement, initiated a se-
ries of articles in reply--also in the =ditorial pages of
Excélsior.!? And at about the same time, but less chwi=
ously a reply to Martinez's criticism of the wartime
bracero program, Hidalgo authored a less polemical piece
publishec in Excélsior which provided another argument in
favor of the wartime labor program. In sum, this argu-
ment was that during the war years brac:ro migration had
provided the country--and especially a particular sccial
stratum in economic need--with about 2 hillion pesos in

14

income. Given that the gquarreling over the past

12 guillermo Martinez D., "Cuentas claras; los
braceros," Lxcélsjor, 23 Apr 47, p. I-10.

13 Ernesto Hidalgo, "Aclarando cuentas; los
braceros, un triunfo internacional de Mexico," Excélsior,

9 May 47, p. I-10. Hidalgo's reply also constituted a
six-part series.

14 pycelsior, 19 May 47, p. I-10.
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wartime program had everything to do with the propriety
of having pursued the recent peacetime agreement, this
latter argument expressed by Hidalgo constitutes an im-
portant rationale for the postwar contracting of braceros
beyond the mere interest in legalizing “wetbacks"™ already
in the United States.

This same idea was reiterated three months later, by
the executive committee of the officlal party--Partide
Revoluciopario Institucional (PRI). Though basing its
argument on a substantially smaller estimate of remit-
tance earnings, 200 million pesos received by the country
"cduring the last few years," in a statement to the press
it suggested that, contrary to popular opinion, the emi-
gration of braceros was favorable to the Mexican econonmy.
The issue, then, was not whether the program should con-
tinue to have Mexican support, but how to improve the
rules utilized in its administration so as to maximize
the benefits for the country.15

Earlier that year, in a different context, when Mex-
ico faced the problem of meeting its Lend Lease obliga-
tions to the United States, it took a stance reminiscent
of the wartime view that emigration was not that benefi-

cial to Mexico. The U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, Walter

15 Novedades, 20 Aug 47, p. 15; Novedades, 25 Aug
47, p. 15.
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Thurston, pressed Foreilgn Minister Torres Bodet regarding
Mexico's Lend Lease obligations and Torres observed that
"while it was true that some of [the bracereos) brought
small savings back to Mexico, these in the agqregata were
not important and did not offset the loss to Mexico's in-
dustry and agriculture -esulting from their absence from
the country in crucial years."lﬁ

It is not unusual, of course, for governnent offi-
cials to say one thing in one context and something else
in another; in Alemian's Mexico it was fairly common to
have government ministers make one argument to a U.S5. am-
bassador and defenders of the government to say scmething
else for Mexican public consumption. And although thore
can be no doubt that Mexico's foreign economic relations
were a major concern for the new administration, it is
not entirely clear whether continued kracero migraticn,
at mid 1947, was really that important an econonic asset.
However, the country was experiencing serious economic
problemz at the beginn.ng of the Aleman Administraticn,
and the money earned by braceros was welconme.

puring the first months of the Alemdn administrztion
Mexico faced a worsening balance-of-payments deficit and

a shortage of foreign exchange. From January 31 to May

16 phurston to Ray, 10 Jan 47, raproduced in Forejan
Relations of the United States 1947, p. 747.
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31, 1947, Mexico's foreign exchange balance--what it had
available to pay for foreign purchases after maintaining
a ninimen legal reserve and a small depesit in the
Internaticnal Monctary Fund-~declined steadily from 116
to 52 million U.S. dellars.l?

The problem faced by Mexico influenced the attitude
that Mexican government officials, including President
Alemén, expressed to the U.S. Embassy regarding discus-
sions on eccnomic topics. 1In the on-going negotiations
for an air-transport agreement which would spell out the
reutes for U.S. and Mexican carriers between the two
countries, Mexican government officials stressed the
inportance of promoting the flow of U.S. tourists to Mex-
ico because of the potential foreign exchange earnings.
The Embassy reported that, on its part, the air-transport
negotiations were "deliberately timed [to] coincide with
%keen interest [in] tourist promotion as means [of] in-
craasing dollar balances, an interest publicly and pri-
vately displayed by Alemdn and key Cabinet officers."18
Similarly, the governmernt expressed interest in re-nego-
tiating its bilateral trade agreement with the United

States so as to dininish imports and correct Mexico's

17 pghan to SecState, 16 Jun 47, recroduced in
Foreign Relations of the United States 1947, p. 777.

18 Thurston to SecState, 14 Aug 47, reproduced in
WLW EP. 758-759.
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baiance of trade. Though these negotiaticns were diffi-
cult--the United States was engaged in starting multilat-
eral talks for reducing duties on international trade
through a new International Trade Organization--the two
governments reached agreement at the end of 1947.19

Throughout the bracero program, tha Mexican govern-
ment would have economic incentives engage in the
recruitment of Mexican laborers under the auspices of the
migrant labor agreement--the question, however, would be,
under what terms? During this initial phase of postwar
transition, the Mexican government made a notable effort
to avoid reaching agreement at any price.

on August &, 1947, Washington instructed the Enbassy
to approach the Mexican government for the purpose of ar-
ranging for the recruitzent of 10,000 additional Mexican
agricultural workers for employment as cotton pickers for
the season beginning September 1, 1947. The conditions
of admission for these recruited workers, as proposed by
INS Commissioner Carusi, "would be those applicabie to
aliens now admitted under contract pursuant to the agree-
ment contained in the exchange of notes"™ of the previcus

March--i.e., the less favorable terms under which undocu-

19 gee comzunications covering April 23 to Decexzber
12, 1947, referred to or reproduced in Foreign Relations
mmm.mm:.m pp. 779-786.
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nented workers in the United States were 129&1133&.20
The Embassy's instructions made clear that the workers
requested "are in addition to the so-called 'wetbacks',
the recruiting of which will continue; the additional
workers requested are not the so-called 'wetbacks'."
Then the ironic statement: "Recruiting of 'wetbacks'
will continue as long as they are available, but their
numbers are not considered sufficient.»2l

The Mexican government balked at the suggestion that
the bilateral program might be continued in the post war
under terms less favorable than those accorded braceros
during World War II. It refused the Embassy's overture,
though it expressed willingness to furnish workers if
they were "contracted in accordance with the agreement
entered into on August 4, 1942, amended in 1943,"22  The
Oficial Mayor of the Foreign Ministry refused to accept
tha argument that an insufficient number of undocumented
workers in the U.S. could be found to be legalized and
stated that "to his knowledge approximately 130,000 wet-
backs are in the United States and that only 3,000 have

been processed through the recruiting stations estab-

20 gecstate to AnEmbassy, 6 Aug 47, reproduced in
L . P. B27.

21 1piq.

22 Geerken to SecState, 25 Aug 47, revproduced in
Foreign Relations of the United States 1947, p. 828.
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lished in April following the agreement of last March,"??
He mentioned that the Ministry had to consider
the pressure of public opinion, which would cen-
sure recruitment on a wrtback basis, depriving
workers of fthe advantages accruing under the
1942 agreement, such as, higher pay, medigal av-
tention, and provision for transportation.<=™
Whether the Mexican government sensed that the re-
quest for 10,000 cotton pickers gave it the necded lewver-
age to return to the wartime program or just wanted to
use it to press its advantage is not alcogether clear.
However, in the same conversation that SRE refused the
U.S. request for recruitment of workers under the torns
of the March agreement, 1t ccmplained that Texas farmers
had not cooperated as expected under that agreement. The
Mexican government, the Embassy was told, "could not ex-
pose itself to justifiable public criticism by acceding
to this request, which would only aggravate the border
problem and result in further exploitation of Mexican la-
bor, particularly in the State of Texas, where the greut-
est problem of racial discrimination exists."23® 1In any
event, if the principal motivation for continuing with

the bilateral program was to earn some foreign exchange,

it seems that SRE officlals, at least, ‘riewed tha gain in
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dollars to be more than offset by the problems attending
the recruitment of workers under conditions which could
be subjected to public criticism.

One of the persistent questions regarding the
continuation of the bracero program after 1946 is why the
Mexican government sought its continuation. The explana=-
tion seems to be economic and political. The Alemdn
administration was secld on the economic benefits of emi-
gration:; to the extent it tolerated the arguments that
mass migration to the United States harmed the country
eccnenically it did so because the latter was an en-
tranched wview which also helped strengthen the gowvern=
ment's hand in negotiations with the United States. Re-
mittances, jobs, foreign exchange: these were the prin-
cipal advantages of the bilateral agreement for a govern-
ment bent on adzinistering the country's econonic devel-
cp=ent and conscious that it was deing little in the way
of azgrarian reform and rural development in the areas
from which migrantslto the United States left tradition-

ally and from which they would be recruited.?$

26 |, _president Alemin not only has initiated a
large scale and very costly program of national
icprovement involving the construction cf highways,
irrigation projects, power plants, air fields, and the
developmert of agriculture and industry, but has
repeatedly prozised his people that he would lower the
cost of living. Under all these conditicns . . . [the]
inflow of dollar exchange assumes special importance in
Mexican eyes.™ Thurston to Lovett, 30 Sep 47, reproduced
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h political dimension to Alemin's policies may have
been the use of the bracero program to undcrmine one of
the goverrment's most powerful oppesition groups: the
Sirarquista Party and movement. As Harry Cross and Janes
sandos have pointed out, this right-wing group was
strongest in Guanajuato and Jalisco--also a region ef
high incidence of emigration to the United States.

"khile the Mexican government moved to deny the party na-
tional juridical existence [toward the end of World War
11], it had simultaneously worked to destroy the move-
ment's base by exporting its manpower. . . .XNearly two
thirds of the bracercs came from areas of Sinarguista ac-
tivity."27 It is doubtful that this constituted the
principal reason for continuing bracero recruitment under
Aleman, but evidently the regional concentration of
bracero contracts reinforced that end.

The Mexican government was evidently not cblivious
to the criticisms raised in Mexico ard the United States
against the program, and it was particularly sensitive to

the idea that the agreement was disadvantageous to Mexi-

in Foreign Relations of the United States 2947, pp. 793-
794. This argument was made in the context of U.S.
efforts to interest Mexico in U.S. companies
participating in Mexican petroleum development. It seens
likely that what in this case U.S. officials saw as the
natural appeal of increased petroleun exports, Mexican
officials viewed as a potential reason for ccntinuing the
braceroc program.

27 cross and Sandos, Across the Border, p- 42.

142



can workers. But the predominant attitude in the govern-
cent was that employment in tha United States represented
a significant material benefit to the country, and,
though it is not clear how much credence it gave to crit-
icism like that of Guillermo Martinez, evidently the is-
sue was not whether Mexico should participate in the mi=-
grant labor program but how to improve its administra-
tion. To gome within the Mexican government, particu-
larly within SRE, contract compliance may not have been
pertfect, but the protections afforded by the bilateral
agreement and work centract were more than mere legal
niceties. This can be noted not only in the public jus-
tification of the March 1947 agreement, but also in the
Mexican refusal of August 1947 to permit the recrultment
of additional workers under the scmewhat disadvantageous

terns of those who were legalized according to the March

1947 agreement.

A shift of attitude toward the contract labor re-
crultment system was manifest in the new Mexican govern-
zent's negotiation of an extension of the program, legal=
izing part of the flow, creation of a commissicn to serve
as the Mexican legal party to the contracts, and ex post
facto explanation, using economic arguments, of the deci-
sion reached. It can alsc be cbserved in the defense of

the program against its critics. However, the Alemin ad-
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ministration felt that relations with the U.S., were
generally positive, that favorable results could be ob-
tained for Mexico by negotiating with tha United States
and that the joint adnministration of bracero pigration in
the new pastwar environment could be made to work to Mey-
jco's advantage and to the benefit of Mexican contract
laborers.

This contributed, alse, to significant efforts by
Mexico to cooperate with the United States, within the
limits of what the new administration felt was the na-—
tional interest. For exawple, a U.5. attompt early in
1947 to obtain Mexican government permission to partici-
pate in the development of the Mexican petroleum industry
was rebuffed by Alemdn personally, even though he
stressed to the U.S. Ambassador that "in any emcrgency
affecting the United States or this hemisphere, Mexice's
oil resources would be instantly at (u.5.] disposnl.“:B
After the outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease in Mexico in
1946, the U.S. closed the border to Mexican exports of
cattle. In January 1947 the two governments worked out a

cooperative arrangement to control and eradicate the dis-

28 Thurston to SecState, 21 Jan 47, reproduced in
Forelgn Relations of the Inited States 1%47, p. 731. In
a meeting eleven months later, Aleman reiterated his
argunent about Mexican petroleum being available to tho
U.S. in an emergency. Thurston to SocState, 12 Dec 47,
reproduced in ibid.p- 791.
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ease and prevent it from threatening U.S. cattle.2?

In March 1947, President Harry Truman travelled to
Mexico and was received warmly. In turn, Miguel Alemin
travelled to the United States in hpr11.3° This exchange
of visits between heads of state set a positive tone for
the public perception of bilateral relations. The
perception of harmony at the highest levels also led to
the expectation, by officials in both governments, that
when conversations on any matter--braceros, air trans-
port, military cooperation--an appeal could ba made to
the chief executive of the other side. Truman and Alenan
corresponded freguently over a range of bilateral issues.

Several bilateral agreements were reached in a num-
ber of areas, which seemed to confirm the new Mexican
expectations of bilateral ralations.?! In November 1947,
at the time the Mexican government accepted the invita-

tion to negotiate a mew labor agreement, it had reason

29 Thurston to SecState, 23 Jan 47, reproduced in
Frcreign Relatjons of the United States ]1947, pp. 811-813.
The joint campaign encountered political problems,
chiefly because the U.S. position was to insist in the
destruction of infected animals and the adverse economic
consaquences that this had for Mexican owners of farm
animals. See, e.g., Zorrilla, Historia de las relaciones
entre México v los Estados Unidos de Ameérica, wvol. II,

p. 544.

3a Zorrilla, =3 e
¥ los Estados Unidos de América, vol. II, p. 545.

31 1hid., pp. 544-546.
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for self confidence in its overall relations with the
United States, and this mood would lead to the attitude
that Mexico would not have to make important concessions
in order to arrive at an acceptable bilataral agreement.
Inertia is an important component in explaining tne
trajectory of politics; we also find it present here.
During the years 1945-1947 Mexican official attitudes to-
ward collaboration with the United States were positive
and expressed openly. The wartime alliance, which Mexi-
can public opinion had accepted initially with sone
reservations, had turned out well. By 1947, not ornly had
the United States earned a fair amount of good will in
Mexico, this country's diplomats had acquired the expec-
tation that no difference in bllateral relations would be
so great that it could nst be ironed cut. In tho early

post-World War II years, then, just as the U.S5. was about
to begin to abandon the Good Neighbor Policy, Mexico was

finally baginning to belleve in it.

STRONG SUPPORT FROM AMBIVALENT GROWERS

An internal State Department study of the history cf the
migrant labor agreements prepared in 1950 noted that
“planning for a new program for empleying [braceros] in

the United States was begun bsefors tha end of tha old
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one."32 Puring the spring and early summer of 1947, INS,
DOS and several members of Congress received petitions
from growers associations that indicated their desire to
retain the services of Mexican contract workers employed
by them. The problem was to find a formula acceptable to
the T.S. governzent at a time when the recruitament of
farn laborers could no longer be justified by wartime
emergency and to the Mexican government, which wviewed the
wartice agreements as the model to follow.

The extensive consultation between farm groups and
ths U.S. federal government resulted in a conference on
July 22, attended by certain members of Congress, Sena-
Tors, and representatives of INS, DOS and the Department
cf Agriculzure. This pay have been the first occasion
when plans for recruiting contract laborers under peace-
tine conditions were discussed formally, with the inten-
tion of coordinating a U.S. government response to South-
western agricultural interests.

Censideration was given to the transfer of

braceres from contracts with the Department of

Agriculture for direct enployment by growers,

under contracts between growers and workers, ac-

cormpanied by a formal release of the Department

of Agriculture from its obligations to provide

return transgortation to Mexica. When infor-

nally approached on the subject, the Government

of Mexico indicated that faverable consideration
could be given to continued use [of] Mexican la-

2 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,™ p. 117.
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bor only in aggordance with the agreemant of
April 26, 1943.

As in the previously cited instance, it can be noted that
the Mexican government did not want the separate arrange-
ment negotiated the previcus March for the contracting of
"wetbacks" in the United States to becoze the model for
future labor recruitment from within Mexico. However,
the Department of Agriculture was willirg to support a
peacetime recruitment system if a direct emplcyer-to-
worker arrangement could be agreed upon--along the lines
of the agreement for legalizing undocumented workers al-
ready in effect.

On September 256, 1947 the Mexican government unilat-
erally reinstated the ban on contract workers going to
Texas and, on Octobar 16, submittsd its ncte terzinating
the supplementary agreement for legalizing workers in
Texas. In explanation, the Mexican government indicated
that the stipulations of the general agreement had "not
been fulfilled, at least to desired extent" as regardad
Mexican workers in Texas; that is, Texas growers contin-
ued to employ undocumented workers and, since the March
agreement, had participated little at all in the lecal-
ization program. A second reason given for terminating

the supplementary agreement relating to that State was

33 Ibia.
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that Mexican hopes "for solving discrimination in Texas"
had not been "realized favorably."?% Efforts by Texas
grovers and the governor of the state to get Mexico to
reverse itself were unsuccessful.

This action complicated U.S. plans to nagotiate a
postwar program for the recruitment of contract workers
from Mexico. ™On November 11," Hayes wrote, "the Depart-
ment of Agriculture still planned to repatriate all Mexi-
can agricultural workers by December 31, unless Mexican
consent were obtained for their direct employment by
grauars."35

Toward the end of the year, then, Southwestern agri-
culturalists were not sure whether there would be peace-—
tire labor recruiltment under terms acceptable to both
governments and attractive to them. On the one hand, the
United States Congress had established unequivocally
that, as of January 1, 1548, U.S5. government funds could
no longer be spent for a government-managed farm labor
system. The executive departments were no longar autho-
rized, either, to assume responsibility for upholding la-
bor contracts to which the U.S5. government was not a

party. On the other hand, though the Mexican government

34 Thurston to SecState, 16 Oct 47, reproduced in
: Pp. B29.

33 Inpig.

149

had demonstrated a willingness to experiment with the enm-
ployer-to-worker arrangement for the purpose of "drying
out the wetbacks," it had shown no disposition to extend
this arrangement for recruited workers and even had can-—
called the experiment of legalized contract workers for
the state of Texas. 1In the fall of 1947, then, to some
growers it seemed that they faced an unfavorable situa-
tion: having to rely exclusively on domestic labor and
on undocumented workers to cultivate and harvest thelr
crops.

The grower's dilemma was compounded by their distrust
of the wartime program whose continuation in modifies
form they were advocating. buring the war they had ccm-
plained loudly that the contracts included labor prctec-
tions and established employer obligations that wore not
made avallable to domestic agricultural workers. The
users of contract labor were actually less upset with the
program than these complaints suggest-—indeed, ona clesa
observer of the program argues, "in sp:te of periecdic
complaints about impractical requirements, (employers)
seemed relatively well satisfied" with the wartime pro-
gram.3ls This qualified satisfaction seesms to be ex-

plained by the fact that they were receciving labor subsi-

36 Hawley, "The Politics of the Mexican Labor

"Issua," p. 98.
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dized by the U.S. government and that even during World
War II contract enforcemernt was not stringent. But they
distrusted the arrangement--a farmer never knew when he
or she night be taken to task for not meeting contractual
obligations.

Farners who might potentially employ braceros set
aside their reservations of the bilateral migrant labor
péoqram and pushed hard for public acceptancea of a labor
recruitment system--ewvan one that they considered less
than ideal. In this they were helped by the Department
of Laber, which, in Nowvenmber 1947, announced that there
would be a shcrtage of domestic agricultural labor for
the 1948 harvest season.>’ On Decerber 8, Robert C.
Goodwin--the senicr DOL official under whose office the
bracero progran was administered starting in January--was

qucted by The ¥ew York Tires as saying that the desand

for farm labor in 1948 "probably would be "'the greatest
in peacetime history'."3s Also in The New York Times, in
January 1948, an agricultural representative evoked the
specter of a reduction in the food supply in the United
States "if foreign labor could not supplement domestic

labor."3? It is doubtful that anything significant would

37 kirstein, Arglo Qver Bracero, p. 65.
38 Ibig.. p. 6s.
T —
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have occurred to agricultural productien in the United
States without the presence of Mexican contract laborers.
However, in the public mind, at least, a labor shortage
loormed in the spring of 1948 and it looked as if, once
again, growers would have to accept a labor pact with
Mexico that they did not really like.

Pragmatically, they strongly supported the regotia-
tion of a biiateral agreement, even as they manifested
ambivalence about the contract labor system then in

force.

THE FIRST POSTWAR AGREEMENT

The unilateral termination of the supplementary agreement
applicable to Texas in September rmerely added to the
pressure exerted by growers seeking a solution to their
labor problem, which had been building up in Washington
since the passage of PL 40 by Congreas. That legislation
had imposed a December 31 deadline on the ezpleoy==ant of
Mexican workers recruited from Mexico under tha Aznril
1943 agreerent.*? As was noted in a State Departzent
communication to the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City of late

October,

[i]n reply to petitions for assistance [Ly azer-,
ican growers seeking contract laborers in
peacetime] the Immigration Service and the Ce-

40 rovett to AmEmbassy, 27 Oct 47, reproduced in

i . Pp. 829-830.
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partment [of State] have indicated that the
availability of workers ultimately depends upon
the willingness of the Mexican Government to
make its nationals available and that that will-
ingness in large part will no doubt depend upon
the terms offered and the guarantees which would
insure compliance with those terms.

As result of requests by growers and "groups of growers"
regarding the recruitment of Mexican farm labor dlrected
at the Immigration and Naturalization Service and the De-
partnent of State, tho Embassy was instructed to approach
the Foreign Ministry to arrange for a conference on
"these labor matters™ for the purpose of "continuing the
supply of workers which may be needed in the coming
months or for an even longer pariod.'42

The Mexican government accepted the invitation, but
attenmpted to place some condlitions prior to beginning ne-
gotiations.

3, Contracting Mexican laborers not to be autho-

rized in states of United States where discrimi-

natory acts against Mexicans have been
conmitted.

k. US Government to adopt necessary admin-
istrative or legal measures to prevent movement
Mexican workers from one state to another with-
ocut consent of worker and previous authorization
of Mexican Covernment.

c, Basis for contracting to be agreement of
April 26, 1943, with necessary amendments off-
setting increases cost of living since that
date.

41 1phid., p. B30.
42 1bia.

43 Thurston to SecState, 13 Nov 47, reproduced in
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The Fore‘gn Ministry also informed the Embassy that Hexi-
can delegates would inguire as to what had become of tie
reconmendation adopted curing the previcus January-Febru-
ary conversations "whereby US authorities would study
possibility adopting legal measures adequately punishing
hmericanr emplovers who either contract or utilize Mexican
workers who are illegal immlgrants."u

At State, MacLean rejected the thrust of the Mexican
conditions for the conference, though this did not cause
the Mexican representatives to cancel plans to hold the
conversations anyway. FacLean replied to the Mexican
conditional acceptance of the invitation to held talks
that the U.S. government wished to reserve the right to
discuss & continuation cf the contracting of Mexican la-
borers "without the limitations suggested in order to he
fully informed as to the Mexican attitude regarding
Texas, and in order that representatives of both Govern-
ments may be free to reach a mutually satisfactory agree-
ment on as comprehensive a basis as possible." Moreover,
he deflected the Mexican condition that the agrecment of
April 19¢3 form the basis of conversaticns by indicating
that the possibility of adapting that agreement to the

current circumstances was "presently under study" and

Forelan Felations of the United States 1947, p. 831.
44 ]hiﬂ.
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that "these studies are not completed." MaclLean also in-
dicated that the U.S. government had no difficulty with
the Mexican proposal for measures to prevent the movement
of contract workers from one state to another without
their consent and that of the Mexican gov&rnment.45

As Mexlico stood at the threshold of negotiating the
first postwar migrant labor agreement, it desired to keep
the government-to-government structure of the wartime
program. The most important issue to be discussed at
this conference, at the initiative of the United States,
however, was precisely how to effect the transition from
a government-to-government to an employer-to-worker con=
tracting arrangement. The Mexicans approached the
negotiating table with the expectation that the gowvern-
ment-to-government labor agreement of 1943 could be con-
tinued, despite the enactment of Public Law 40 the previ-
ous spring. The attitude of the Mexican representatives
at the meeting, in light of this, is not difficult to
comprehend. To some U.S, observers, P,L. 40 had been
passed with a note of finality not heard by the Mexicans.
"from the beginning they had difficulty in realizing that
their workers would deal directly with the employers, and

that no agency of the United States Government had the

45 1ovett to AmEpmbassy, 19 Nov 47, reproduced in
i ! ] + P. 832.
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funds which were provided during tha war for the purpose

of contracting Mexican agricultural uorke;s."ds

The Mexican position on this matter has a different
appearance, depending upon whether viewed in the context
of what Mexican representatives said they expected to cb-
tain or what realistically could have been expected to
occur under the new peacetime conditions. 1In the former
sense, the Mexican position was ingenucus; in the latter,
as simplv an attempt to press for advartage and see how
far that would go.

The U.S. consul in ciudad Judrez, Stephen Ahguirre,

later characterized the Mexican strategy in the negotia-

tions as an attempt "'to reach for the moon* . "7

Som= extravagant ideas (including a suggesticn
tha: the United States Constitution be amended
in srder to accord the same guarantees to work-
ers that the Mexican Constitution included) were
suppressed within the Mexican delegation, but
others were advanced. keturn transportation ot
"processed workers," or wet backs who had becn
contracted wunder the [March] 1937 agreoment,
constituted a special problem. The Mexican Gow-
ernment wished them to have free transportation
by the employers back to their homes or "points
of origin" (in many cases far in the interior of
Mexico) instead of to the place of recruitaent
near the border, fs the contracts under tho
agreement providead. B

46 payes, "Mexican Migrant Laber in the United
States,"™ p. 1l18.

47 cited in ibid.
48 cited in jbhid.
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The naiveté in the Mexican strategy at this point was to
resist the pressur;s to put the agreement on a postwa}
footing and to push for changing after the fact the terms
obtained for contracts already negotiated. "Inasmuch as
the appropriations had been discontinued which had en-
abled agencies of the Department of Agriculture to under-
take contractual obligations with individual Mexican
workers," Hayes wrote later, "it was necessary to reach
agreement on a form of contract between the Mexican
worker and the farmer-ermployer, or with employers' asso-
ciations."%? The notion that this restriction on the
U.S. position, imposed by the U.S. Congress, was not ne=
gotiable, was accepted reluctantly by the Mexicans.
However, the Mexicans knew that U.S5. growers and
csome menmbers of Congress ware anxious to not have the
wartime agreement expire without having made arrangements
for a substitute contracting of Mexican workers. They
pushed boldly for what they could get and, when they did
not obtain the concessions evidently expected, they let
the conversations end without reaching final agreement.
Whether tough negotiators or unrealistic officials that
urderstood inadequately the current context of U.S. poli-
tics, the Mexican delegation in El Paso did not accept

completely the terms in which the U.S. framed tha prob-

49 1bid.
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len.

In the end, the Mexican government accepted the U.S.
condition that contracts would be on an employer-to-
worker basis. Though the Mexican delegates well under-
stood that this was a major concession, it is not alta-
gether clear that they, or even the U.5. officials at the
meeting, understood just how much the governmental role
would be reduced. Government participation was not non-
existent; the terms of the worker-employer contract, af-
ter all, were the product of intergovernmental agreecent.
The U.S. also had the cobligation to inform Mexico regard-
ing the conditions of the general agricultural labor
market.

But the governmental role was to be scaled back
drastically. U.S. officials later interpreted the agres-
ment in the following terms:

Neither the United States Employment Service nor

the United States Immigration and Haturalization

Service would actively participate either in the

recruitment of workers or in supervision inci-

dent to the negotiation of the individual work
agreement, or assume any responsibility £2r as-
suring compliance with the terms of the agree-
ment, eiﬁper on the part of the worker or the
employer. 0

This change in the bilateral agreement meant a fundazen-

tal alteration in the operation of the lakor prograz.

50 The text comes from a memorandum directed to
Goodwin, USES, cited by Kirstein, Apgle Qver Bracero,
p. 65.
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The Mexicans never were happy with this change, and thelr
dissatisfaction grew in 1947 as they became aware of its
full implications. The Mexican government would be
unsuccessful in effecting a return to a government-spon-
sored recrultment system, however, until 1951, after U.S.
entry into the Korean conflict.

Though the two delegations did not conclude a post-
war labor agreement, they did establish some of the basic
elements that would comprise the agreement actually
reached early in 1948. Workers accompanied by family
menbers were not to be contracted--thus reaffirming ear-
lier objectives for the employment of unaccompanied
males. The contract period was limited to one year and
discriminatory acts against Mexlcan workers were banned.
The government representatives agreed that workers were
to ba provided free lodging and traval expenses.sl The
State Department informed the Embassy that employers were
pushing Congress to have the taxpayer pick up some of the

cost of transportaticn.52

51 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,® p. 119; Daniels to Thurston, 16 Dec 47,
reproduced in Foreign Pelations of the U
1947, p. 833.

52 wpor your own strictly confidential information,"
the Embassy was informed, "considerable pressure is
being brought to bear on certain committees of the
Congress to provide funds for the United States
Ezployment Service which it could use to cover
transportation costs of workers from recruiting centers
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The United States was unable to wrest important con-
cessions from the Mexicans in two significant areas: the
Mexlcan right to declare areas of the U.S. as incligible
to receive braceros beczuse of discrimination, including
the particular case of Texas, and the location of the re-
cruitment centers within Mexico.

The ban on sending workers to Texas, it may be re-
called, was justified by the Mexicans cn the basis that
incidents of anti-Mexican discriminaticn occurred there.
The U.S. government took the position during these talks
that the practical effect of preventing legal braceros
from being employed there had been to encourage the
state's farmers to use "wetbhacks." Morcover, Texas farm-
ers got the governor to intercede on their behalf.

Govarnor Beuford Jester of Texas, as had his
predecessor Coke Stevenson, plueaded for =the
ban's removal and proffered a non-discririnatory
plan in which state officials would police con-
munities and investigate employers suspected of
discrimination. Maxice responded that only
through "prior actien" could Texas__quarantoee
piroper treatment of Mexican nationals.

Recognizing that it was unlikely to obtain agreement

without Mexican authority to declare regions of the U.S.

in Mexico to the internationmal border, from which point
the travel cost would be obligatory on the employer. &S
this is merely in the proposal stage, it of course should
not be communicated to the Mexican Government, but you
will recognize that it would simplify the travel probleam
for both Governments if action were taken along this
line." JIbid., p. 834.

53 Kirstein, Analo Over Bracero, p. 65.
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as ineligible to receive braceros because of discrimina-
tion, the U.S. delegation "was insistent that no bSlack-
listing of Texas appear in the agreement itself."% rate
in 1947, the Mexican government was still able to sustain
the position that anti-discrimination proposals were not
enough--that it would allow braceross to be sent to Texas
cniy after the state had demonstrated improvement, and
that it could get a U.S. delegation, however reluctantly,
to accept the explicit mention of the Texas blacklist in
the text of the agreement itself.

The location of the recruitment centers had to do
with the major element of cost to the employer of the
contract labor program--transportation and meals--and,
given that "wetbacks"™ could be persuaded to undergo the
trip on their ocwn account, U.3. growers sought to obtain
Mexico's agreecent to locata the recruitment centers as
clese to the border itself. The Mexican government, from
the tizme of the negotiation of the first wartime agree-
nent, preferred to have the recruitment centers located
near the points of origin of the contracted worker. Dur-
ing World War II they had been located first in Mexiceo
City, then Irapuato (in the state of Guanajuate) and

Guacalajara (in Jalisco). The Mexican arguments for lo-

S4 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,™ p. 119.
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cating the centers where they were familiar: wunemploy-
ment, which bracero emigraticn was intendgd to alleviate,
was greater in thé Mexican interior: border recruitment
would precipitate a mass exodus of workers from border
towns who would enter illegally into the United States, >3

The U.S. was unable to budge the Mexican government
from this position. The best it was able to cbtain was
that the Hexic;n governzent would be free to locate re-
cruiting centers where it desired, though transportation
for workers would be paid for by employers only between
the U.S.-Mexican border and points north of a line drawn
from coast to coast through Saltille and Torrecn.>®

The negotiations reached an inmpasse on the minimum
guaranteed wages for contract workers. The Mexican dele-
gates initially asked that Mexican workers be guaranteed
they would receive full wages for at least 75 percant of
the contract period--the amount provided for during the
previous wartime agreement--but the U.S. offered 50 per-
cent. As MacLean explained the matter in a Congressional
hearing held days after the El Paso meeting, "[i]n other
words, if a [bracero] were up here and, for a reason not

attributable to him, he was not given at least 75 percent

33 girstein, Anglo Qver Bracero, pp. 64-65.

56 paniels to Thurston, 16 Dac 47, reproduced in
i o r P. 833,
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exployment, he had to be paild for that 75 percent of the
tiza."3? The Mexican delegation, though willing to set-
tle for less than 75 percent, expressed the view that 50

percent was insufficient.>®

Further communication be=-
tween Ambassador Thurston and Foreign Secretary Torres
Bodet on this point elicited no change in the Mexican
position.
At El Paso, the U.S. delegation explained to the
Mexicans
. - . that the 1943 agreement was a wartime mea-
sure of so much Iimportance that the Mexican
workers were given guarantees far beyond those
available to domestic agricultural workers.
With the cessation of hostilities, there is no
longer justification for this discrimiration,
nor 1is there any fund or apprggriatioh which
would permit continuance thereof.
However, the State Department tried to put its proposals
in a positive light. "Hotwithstanding the above,"™ a DOS
communication to be relayed to the Foreign Ministry read,
"the El1 Paso documents still represent considerable pref-
erential treatment for the Mexican workers."
Domestic agricultural workers do not receive

free lodging, have no subsistence guarantee, and
usually must cover thelr own transportaticn both

57 y.s. House of Representatives, Committee on
Agriculture, Foreign Rgricultural Labox, hearings 15 and
17 Dec 47, p. 53.

58 paniels to Thurston, 16 Dec 47, reproduced in
, p. 834.

59 1pid.
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to and from the place of employment. Workers

presently being brought in from other ccuntries

in tne Caribbean region, incidentally, are not

recciving transportation. All of these things

illustrate the earnest and sincere efforts of
the United States Delegation to provide for
these workers from Mexico in the best possible
manner within the existing framework of laws and
customs in tha United States.®
The message to the Mexicans was clear. The war was over,
and with it, the wartime labor program. MNo amount of re-
monstrating on the part of the Mexican government could
alter that fundamental fact. Peacetime labor contracting
would tale some getting used to.

The Department of State and the Immigration and
Naturalization Service and the United States Employment
Service were "under heavy pressure from employers and
from members of Congress" for the arrangements partially
agreed to in December tc be completed and put into <f-
fect. "They are particularly interested in the continu-
ance of employment through the present crop cycles of
workers in the United States both under the agreement
of April 26, 1943, and under the agreement of March 16,
1947. Especially in the southwest, inecluding California,
these workers are engaged in the harvesting of icportant

crops, and there will be heavy losses if thelr seorvices

do not continue to ba available."6l

60 1pi4.
61 1pid., p. 835,
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The FMexican delegation accepted the ad interim stay
of workers who had been contracted under the 1943 and
1947 agreements, then in force. However, at the close of
the conference, the Mexican delegation was instructed not
to approve the points they had reached agreement on
"until the President of Mexico and the Minister of For-
eign Affairs™ had approved the text of the agreenent.sz
The discussions were continued in Mexico city for two and
a half months, during which time many of the points dis-
cussed during the December negotiaticns were re-negoti-
ated. "Mexico appeared to ke not anxicus to effect an
agreement," wrote Robert Hayes, "insisting at this time
on recruiting at interior points instead of near the
frentier, as desired by the United States employers, ?nd
doubts were entertained in the Embassy of the successful
cperation of the new arrangement.'53 Finally, on Febru-
ary 21, 1948, the Embassy and SRE exchanged notes which
put into effect the first postwar labor agreement.

In the summer months of 1948 the United States re-
cpened the discussions and pressed for changes in the
agreement reached in February. At issue was border re-

cruiting--desired by Arerican growers and refused by the

62 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,"™ p. 119.

€3 Ibia.

165

Mexican government. On Avgust 2 and 3, 1948, negotia-
tions were held in Mexico City which were successful in
bringing the terms closer to what farmers wanted but
whnich, even then, wculd not be entiraly satisfactory to
ther. This dissatisfaction led to the incident at El

Paso of October, 1948.
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4 UNILATERAL ROAD TO BILATERAL AGREEMENT

In October 1948 the INS at E1 Paso opened the border to
unilateral recruitment, in violation of the bilateral
agreement, and within days, the Mexican government abro-
gated the agreement. A new agreement was not reached un-
til August, 1949. The nine months after the "El Paso in-
cident,™ during which negotiations continued, constituted
the longest periocd without a formal agreement to govern
the migration of agricultural workers until 1964. These
months of prolenged negotiation foreshadowed the bilat=-
eral conflict that ultimately led to the breakdown of tha
agreeocent in 1954, they were immediately followed by a
period of greater cooperation, starting in the fall of

1949.

THE INCIDENT AT EL PASO, OCTOBER 1948

In October, 1948, there occurred a series of events which
have been dubbed the "El Paso incident." Their impor-
tance lies in that they constituted the first public
manifestation of hi]aéeral conflict over the administra-
tion of the joint migrant labor program and an objective
indicator of the new postwar realities to which the U.S.
governnent was responding and which the Mexican govern-
ment was resisting. Those events have been interprated

differently, depanding upon the vantage point of the

167

obsarver.

As expressed by Robert Hayes, in an internal State
Department study prepared in 1950, these ovents ara de-
scribed in terms rather favorable to the concerns of the
Immigration and Maturalization Service and of U.S.
employars. The Mexican Inter-Secretarial Commission re-
sponsible for bracero matters agreed to establish a re-
cruitment center at Ciudad Judrez and, on Octobecr 8 1948,
that decision was communicated to the U.S. Embassy.

Already large numbers of praceros had congre-

gated there in the hope of getting into the

United States in tine for the fall harvests. oOn

Cctoper 13 a crowd of them attenrpted to stora

the international kridges, and were turned back

by immigration officials, although some hundrals
were believed to have slipped through. over

7,000 would-be cmigrants were now swarping the
recruiting center, and about 70 per cent of thex

made a dash for it the next day. Inmigration
and Naturalization Service officials abandonecd
efforts to exclude them, and parolecd them to the
Texas State Employment Commission.
This version of the events suggests, then, that INS offi-
cials at Z1 Paso were simply overwhelmed by a mob of
Mexican workers seeking to enter the United States. Tha
only action out of the ordinary in this version is that
the INS "paroled" some of them to the state exzploymcnt

agency responsible for distributing braceros to growers,

instead of returning them to Ciudad Juéarez.

1 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,"™ p. 120.
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The official Mexlcan wversion of these events was not
quite so sympathetic to the U.5. Immigration Service.
The immediate reaction to events at El Paso was that the
INS action had been deliberate and provocative. The of-
ficial newspaper El Nacjonal editorialized:

. . . mas de cuatro mil braceros mexicanos
cruzaron ilegalmente el Ric ([sic) Bravo y se in-
ternaron en territorio de Texas, con la toleran-
cia de las autoridades migratorias de aquel
lado. Conforme iban llegando, las patrullas de
la frontera los coleocaban bajo un arresto
"técnico." Al poco tienpo se les trasladé a los
centros de contratacidén y alli se les transportd
a los campos algodoneros.

El desarrolle de los heches, los an-
tecedentes que median y muy particularmente la
curiosa actitud de los agentes migratorics ame-
ricanos, autorizan a sospechar gque en el caso ha
habido un movimiento para hacer nugatoria la
prohibicién del Gobierno Mexicano de gue_los
braceros se dirigiesen a las fincas texanas.

A news story published two days later in the same daily
stated that "Grover C. Wilmoth, Director de Inmigracién
en el Distrito de El Paso [fue] el personaje central en
un incidente que ha llegado a convertirse en una tempes-
tad internacional. Wilmoth ordendé que se diera el paso
libre a los braceros, pero procedidé con pleno
conocimiento de sus superlores en Hashingtun.'3
The Mexican government protested the U.S. action and

promptly abrogated the 1948 agreement. It closed the re-

2 ) Nacional, 19 Oct 43, p. B.
3 p] waciopal, 21 Oct 48, p. B.
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cruitmen: center in Cludad Juarez and reserved the richt
to claim damages that this action might have caused to
agricultural producers in northern Chihuahua. However,
no record of a subsequent claim along these lines was
found.?

Days later the U.S. government apologized through a
diplomatic note delivered to the Mexicen Embassy.

An investigation of the circumstances of this
case confirms that the entry of these Mexican
nationals was indeed illegal and that they were
not, as required by Article 29 of the agreement,
immediately deported to Mexico. I deeply regret
that these irregularities have occurred.

I am happy to inform you at this tim2, how-
ever, that orders have been issucd that the Mew-
ican nationals who entered illegally be prowptly
returned to Ciudad Juirez. Repatriation of
these workers has already commenced.

Oorders have already been issued to stop all
further illegal or clandestine irmigration along
the border.

It is my slncere hope that the corrective
measures which have been described above and
which will be carried out to the best of wmy Gowv-
ernment’'s ahilitg will be found satisfactory to
your Government.

The Mexlican view of the incident, as expressed by the
Foreign #inistry, was that it would be necessary to nego-

tiate a new agreement in order to continue the recruit-

¢ El Nacional, 21 Oct 48, p. 8; Galarza Merchants of
Labor, p. 50.

5 Diplomatic note, Lovett to de la Colina, 22 Oct
48, Reproduced in Kiser and Kiser, Mexican Workers Jn
the United States, pp. 153-154. Lovett's statcment to

the press of October 20 was characterized as
"conciliatory" by El Naciopal, 21 Oct 48, p. 8.
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ment of braceros in Mexico.®

The contrast between the unilateral contracting of
illegally-entered workers by El Paso officials and the
formal apology as expressed by the Secretary of State
suggests an internal struggle within the U.S. government
to define what constituted proper action in relation to
the bilateral farm labor program. Indeed, a breach be-
tween perceptions and priorities at the highest lavels of
government and those of low-level bureaucrats directly
responsible for program administration constitutes an
impertant element in the explanation of what happened at
El Paso. This gap 1s visible in the jostling that cc-
curred during the months before the incident occurred and
in the months afterwards, as government officials at-
teppted to apportion responsibility.

An example of the latter is a January 1949 letter by
the Acting Attormey General directed to the Secretary of
State attempted to justify the INS action at El Paso in
terms of "fallures and omissions on the part of Mexican
officials,™ though it would not go so far as to charge
"that the Mexican Government has directly wiolated the

Executive Agreement of February 21, 1948."7 A number of

¢ El Nacional, 26 Oct 48, p. 6.
7 Acting Attorney General to SecState, 15 Jan 49,

gquoted by Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,™ p. 120.
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complaints about the attitude of the Mexican government
and the ireptitude of some of its officials were also ex-
pressed to justify the acticn.

International relations were not improved by

charges by a United States Employment Service

official that delay in contracting under the
agrecment had been prolonged by new and unwar-
ranted minimum wage demands by Mexican offi-
cials. Delays by Mexican officials in setting
up recruiting centers had contributed to the
sitvation. The refusal of the Mexican Govern-
ment to permit contracting of laber for the
state of Texas, where the demand for Mexican la-
bor was insistent, was a contributing factor.
These ex post facto explanations, and the Acting Attorney
General's letter previously cited, which also expressed
the opinion "that the Commissioner of Immigration and
Naturalization used good judgment in an exceedinqgly dif-
ficult situation," leave no doubt as to the attempt to
Jjustify an unwarranted action and to relieve soma of the
actors within the United States governrent of assuning
responsibility for their actions.

As far as the Mexicans were concerned, this incident
was 1llustrative of the quandaries of the bilateral man-
agement of the control of migration. ©On the cne hand, if
the gathering of Mexican workers forced their way through
the E1 Paso port of entry without encouragement from the

U.S. side of the border, then the original Mexican

government positicon that border recruitment was undesir-

8 1pid., pp. 70, 120.
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able was warranted. On the other hand, if INS and USES
officials had indeed orchestrated the mass entry in order
to pressure the Mexican government, as appears to have
beea the case, this constituted a doubly strong argument
why Mexican opposition to border recruitment was justi-
fied. To optimists, this U.S. violation of the agreement
was, it was hoped, an aberration; to pessimists it was
synptomatic of the extent to which the U.S. government
agencies responsible for bracero administration had be-
come captives of grower interests.?

A different interpretation of these events--leaning
toward the "pessimist" position--has been offered by
Peter Kirstein, based on his reading of a declassified
untitled report at the Truman Library which he called the
Secret Study. He chserved that it described the negotia-

tions on the location of the recruitment centers, which
the United States reopened in the summer of 1948, and
how, z2fter considerable pressure, the U.S. ébtalned sig=
nificant Mexican concessions in August: a recruitment
center in Mexicali, and others in the cities of Chihua-
hua, Monterrey and Culiacan--the latter three between 145
and 600 miles from the border. The Mexican federal gov-

ernment, however, had not consulted with the governor of

5 Zorrilla, Hi i
. Yol. 2, p. 538.
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the state of Chihuahua, who refused to allow the estab-
lishment of a recruitment center in that capital city.
Thus Mexico failed to comply with part of the agreenment,
which provoked some angry reactions in Washington and
discussion in which USES advecated unilateral disruption
of the 1948 agreement. Kirstein quoted from the Secret
Study:
The government should immediately give serious
consideration to admitting to the United States,
Mexican agricultural laborers . . . without re-
gard to the agreement. . . . The agreement
should be denounced . . . i? as F§Ch as the
agreenent has been found unworkable.
The matter reached the White House--perhaps tha first of
several occasions when the bracero agreeczent would re-
quire the attention of White House Adniristrative Assis-
tant David Stowe--but, on Septembar 22, Stowe inforaed
the bureaucracy that Truman "would not support a viola-
tion of the agreement or its termination.®1l
Fi.stein's interpretation takes some of the
spontaneity out of the previously-cited image of a mass
of laborers pushing their way despite the wvaliant efforts
of INS guards at El Paso to keep them back. Rather, it
suggests that the level of the U.S. governmesnt involved

directly with the administration of the program--INS and

10 Kirstein, Anglo Over Bracero, p. 67.
11 1pid., p. 68.
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USES at El Paso and Washington--advocated this line of
action and were opposed by higher levels of the U.S. gov-
ernzent.

The El Paso incident is especially relevant to later
events in the conduct of the bracero policy experiment.
The incident demonstrates that by this time, lower level
U.S. dfficials responsible for the adaministration of the
migrant labor agreement equated the interests of the U.S.
government with those of U.S. farm employers.lz Higher
level officials would not necessarily make the same equa-
tion, but it would always be present, pushed up from
within the bureaucracy, in the farmﬁlation of U.S. policy
toward the bilateral management of migration. This equa-
tion, moreover, constituted the principal source of con-
flict between the Mexican Foreign Ministry and the United
States Employment Service.

The incident suggested that, even without White
House support, the U.S. bureaucracy could bring pressure
to bear cn the Mexican government by admitting workers
unilaterally. Whether the Mexican government was favor-
ably disposed or not to permit the emigration of nation-
als, workers would be willing to cross into the United
States. In this sense, the lesson of the El Paso inci-

dent was quite different from the interpretation that

12 girstein, Anglo Over Sracero, p. 74.
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U.S. officials gave, in May 1943, to a Mexican threzt to
prevent the departure of braceros. On both occasicns,
the bilateral arrangement for the supervision of contract
labor migration rested upon the assunption that Mexican
coaperation was essential to the admission of agricul-
tural Hn;kefs, but the 1948 incident showed what any cb-
server of increased illegal entries could have surnmised:
that the assumption did not hold. Though inherent to any
bilateral arrangement, this assumption ignored a funda-
mental reality: the Mexican government could not cortrol
the ermigration of its nationals. The incident of Cctober
1948 laid bare, for more than one Mexican political ob-
server, Mexico's wulnerability to certain kinde of pres=
sures at the border as a result of the bilateral agree-
ments.1?

In other respects,the incident at El Paso was a
symptom of U.S. farmer displeasure with the bilateral
agreement. Though the February 1548 agreement and later
amendments had resulted in significant corncessions by the
Mexican government when compared to the wartime agree-
ment, from the farmer's perspective, the agreercent was

costly, too complicated and unworkable. Since the U.S.

13 See, e.g., Luis Lara Pardo, "La sangria dolorosa
de braceros,™ Excélsior, 25 Oct 48, P- 10; Zorrilla,
¢ X =

STO;
Unidos de América, vol. 2, p. 538.
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taxpayer had paid for much of the administration of the
wartime program, Mexico's 1948 concessions were not seen
as having benefited the farmer that much. Farmer dis-
pleasure with the migrant labor program would be at the
basis for the pressure that U.S. negotiators recelved af-
ter 1948 to effect further changes in the bilateral

agreemant.

PROLONGED NEGOTIATION

After failing to salvage the February 1948 agreement, on
Novezber 6 the U.S. government proposed that talks be
held to reach a new agreement. The conversations that
began on January 17, 1949% lasted an unprecedented four
weeks--until February 16. From the perspective of the
United States, "One hopeful and one dissident note were
sounded at the outset."14 The hopeful note was that the
Mexican representatives wanted the agreement to incorpo-
rate the problem of the "wetbacks" by legalizing their
status, a point on which there was agreement from the be-
ginning. The Mexican official view was publicly ex=-
pressed by an editorial writer for the Mexico City news-
paper El Universal, when he blamed the hacendado ameri-
cang as the enemy of legal contracting, and his

"allies"--Mexican illegal entrants. Alfonso Guerra, Qfi-

14 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,™ p. 122.
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cial Mayor of SRE was named by the writer as a source of

information on how "wetbacks" "sabotaged" the working

conditions of contracted workers.1® Given this Mexican
view of the problem, it is clear why the two governments
saw eye-to-eye on the problem of undocumented migration.

The dissident note was tﬁat the Mexicens re-opened
the matter of employer-to-worker contracting and proposed
a return to the wartime practice by which the U.S.
government would be the legal employer and the growers
the subcontractors. "Although the American Delegation
pointed out that the United States Government no lecnger
had any legal authority for this practice," wrote Hayes,
"a considerable part of the time of the conference and of
its comnittees was consumed by discessions con this
point."15 The issue was dropped eventually.

After nearly three weeks of discussions the U.S.
delegation was of the opinion that agreement probably
would not be reached on all points before concluding the
conference. The stumbling block was the location of the
contracting centers--at border communities, as the U.S.

representatives insisted, or at towns in the interior, as

15 josé Pérez Moreno, "Enemigo de la contratacidn
legal de bracercs es el hacendado americano,™ El
, 13 Jan 49, p. 9.

16 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,”™ p. 1l22.
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proposed by the Mexican delegation. A line drawn from
Hermosille through Torredn and to Monterrey was the most
northerly to which the Mexican representatives would
agree.
Although in a preparatory conference the United
States agencies had decided that such a line
might be agreed to after asking for porder con-
tracting as a first bargaining position, the
representatives of [USES] in the United States
Delegation held that in view of concessions made
on other points it would be necessary to hold
out for border contracting. The Mexican delega-
ticn was therefore informed that if they in-
sisted on interior recruiting points it would be
necessary to adjourn without agreemant. The
last days of the conference were consequently
devoted to an attempt to reduce points of dif-
ference to a miqﬁfum but not to produce a final
draft agreezent.
A review of the pubiished evidence available on the Jan-
uary-February 1949 negotiations fails to turn up American
concessions that might explain this USES position. The
governcent which sought to change the status quo during
these negotiations was the United States, not Mexico;
i.e., tha problem was not that the Mexicans were winning
too many new points, but that thus far it had resisted
U.S. attempts to make even greater changes in the status
quo.
Border recruiting was evidently important to USES
and to U.S. emplcyers who wanted to reduce tha costs of

transportaticn imposed by the agreement. But some uncer-

17 1pid., pp. 122-123.
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tainty about just how important it was isrevident from
the previous willingness of the U.S. delegation to settle
for more southerly located recruitment centers. The
hardening of the U.S. attitude in early 194% can not ex-
plained, however, without considering that, in addition
to pressure from ewployers, the U.S. representatives
sensed that Mexico wanted and needed the migrant labor
agreement badly enough that they would not allow the ni~-
grant labor agreement to fall on this one issue.

The other point on which the two sides could not
agree was the blacklisting of Texas enployers from
receiving braceros on the grounds of discrimination. Un-
like the negotiations of the fall of 1947, on this ccca-
sion the U.S. representatives prevailed on this issue.

. . only on the last day of the conference did
the Mexicans agree to waive whct they had called
a "sovereign right" to ultimate unilateral deci-
sion to bar any employer or area. This conces-
sion was made possible by a plan subnitted to
the United States Delegation by the Texas Em-
ployment Commission and endorsed by the Governor
of Texas, which was approved by the Mexican del-
egation and written into the draft agreecant
without specific reference to the state of
Texas, thereby becoming applicable to any state.
The plan provided that local government heads
(vhen so reguired) would guarantee that there
would be no discrimination against Mexican work-
ers in their communities, and that if any Mexi-
can national complained of discrimination, a lo-
cal committee would be set up to investigate and
to promote community or indiwvidual acticqito in-
sure fulfillment of the community pledge. 8

18 1pid4., p. 123.
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This plan of action provided the formula which would be
retained for the next several years, even though the gov-
ernment would continue to haggle over whether Mexico did
or did not have a unilateral right to declare an area as
unfit to receive Mexican contract workers on the grounds
of ethnic discrimination.

On the last day of the conference, the Mexican dele-
gation made a number of concessions and the twenty points
of disagreement that had persisted after four weeks of
discussion suddenly were reduced to two: the location of
the recruiting points and the payment of repatriation
costs of unsatisfactory workers, "which Mexico wanted the
exployers to pay in full."19 Thus, when the conference
broke up, it appeared that the Mexicans had made signifi-
cant ccncessions and that it would only be a matter of
tize before agreement would be reached.

The discussions continued in early March 1949, but
by that peint the Mexican government had taken back some
of the ccncessiorns made the previcus month. The points
of disagreement at that time had grown to three others:
whether Mexico would reserve the right to ultimate
unilateral decision of discrimination cases; whether
érawers had to provide workers with a daily statement of

hours worked and wages earned; and whether occupational

19 Ipid.
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insurance should be expanded to include “other injuries
resulting in total permanent disability.™ The United
States also added new items to the list of unresolved
matters and as negotiations proceeded it appeared that
the two governments were drawing further apart.z0
Evidently, each side was eaploying hard bargaining
tactics. But the pressures, counter pressures and tough
statements obscure something more fundamental: despite
the potential benefits, as the negotiators understood
them, to both sides, the actual basis for agreement was
rather weak. The Mexicans were having a difficulit tize
living with the kind of program the Americans could ac-
cept in the post war. The Mexican government wanted to
turn the clock b%ck to the wartime progran; the U.S.
government, for its part, felt the present arrangement--
even with the changes made after the war--was virtually
unworkable. Considerable effort by the U.S. Enmbassy and
SRE narrowed the differences again, such that by April
1949, they were reduced to three: the location of the
recruitment centers, tha exclusion of workers froz areas
in which discrimination existed, and whether Mexico
should retain the right to decide unilaterally to which

areas workers could be sant.zl

20 1p44.
21 1pid., p. 124.
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"Revisions and counter revisions of these articles
occupied the negotiators,™ wrote Hayes, "and in May the
Mexican Foreign Minister agfeed to a United States revi-
sicn provided verbal changes were made to satisfy Mexican
puhliclopinion.' On the basis of a Mexican concession on i
the discrimination and unilateral right issues, the
United States ccnceded the interior locaticn of the re- . J
cruiting centers.?22 Though this point was reached after
nuch hard bargaining, the arrangement suggests unwilling-
ness cn the part of the Mexican government to let the mi-
grant labor program fall--a reluctance to recognize that
insutficient basis for agreement existed. Instead, the
Mexican, governcent attempted to square the circle by fo-
cusing on the appearance of the concession and by assum=-
ing that its dual posture on the discrimination and uni-
lateral right of action would not be brought out in pub-
lic. For its part, the U.S. government yielded on the
one point it had been willing to trade several months
before.

The prospect that agreement was in sight, however,
was an illusion. The Mexican position, apparently, had
not changed as much as it had at first appeazred, and the
wrangling continued on the Mexican right to withhold

workers on grounds of discrimination. The State Depart-

2 Ibig.
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ment view at this time was that the Mexican government
wanted to employ the bilateral agreement on migrant labor
as an instrument to change U.S. attitudes toward Mexicans
in general, and that this was an inappropriate use of tke
instrument. With the support of USES, State sought to
include a clause which would make only "systematic®
discrinination "by the community" appropriate grourds for
cancelling contracts, and assurances that Mexicoe would
not use a single instance of discrimination to condezn a
whole area.23
The U.S. position of June 1549 was described in
these terms:
Although the draft agreement, even without the
"systematic" gqualification, represented a gain
over the preceding year, when all of Texas had
been excluded from legal ermployment of braceros,
the Department of State considercd no agreement
preferable to one which Mexico would use as a
weapon against discrimination in ways likely to

stir up trouble. At the end of June the Ameri-
can Embassy thought negotiations might end.

23 Testifying before the House Agriculture cozmittee
in July, 1949 Robert Goodwin stated: "We were perfectly
willing to agree to provisions which would require the
enployers to give assurance they would in no way
discriminate. We were not willing to agree to a
provision which would permit the Mesxican Government to
pull the workers out in cases of isclated discrimination
that might be caused by someone cver whoam neitker the
public officials of the community ror the ecployer had
any control.” U.S. House of Representatives, Irpertatien
of Foreign Labor, Hearing Before Subcommittee no. 2 of
the Committee on Agriculture, 14 Jul 49, p. 11.

24 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 124.
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What finally broke the logjam was a threat of
unilateral action by the United States government. In
July, 1949, Senator Clinton P. Anderson of New Mexico
tossed a firecracker into the debate by introducing a
bill, S. 272, which would have permitted the entry of
braceros into the United States without Mexican consent.
Congressman Antonio Fernindez, representing southern New
Mexico and sern:itive to the same cotton-farming interests
that promoted the Anderson bill testified before a House
Coznittee that he hoped that Mexican laborers could be

rought into the United States legally "because, if that
is not done, we are going to get them anyhow ille-
qally.'25

It is worth noting, however, that even some groups
and agencies who might have been sympathetic to the
Anderson bill and its cobjectives did not support it pub-
licly. Indeed, the Department of State and Labor went on
record as opposing it. As Robert Goodwin stated in tes-
tizony before the House Agriculture Committee, the prin-
cipal reason for State opposition was that that depart-
pent felt it would "cause serious relationship problems
with Mexico.®

The bill is a one-way proposition; it is a uni-

25 y,s. House of Representatives,
bpr, Hearing Before Subcommittee no. 2 of the
Comnittee on Agriculture, 14 Jul 49, p. 21.
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lateral propositicn, it would permit Mexicans to

come in without any agreement with Mexico, and

Mexico objects to that. It is not in line with

traditional international relations, and I think

the State Department is right in the objections

they have put forth.26
Upon further questioning, Gocdwin admitted that he
"personally would like to see"™ a bill similar to that of
Anderson, which was, in that context, being characterized
as a bill which would make the recruitment of foreign
workers permanent, unlike previous legislation and that
under consideration by the Agriculture Committee, which
provided authority for the recruitment of Mexican farm
workers on a temporary basis.

Though Clinton Anderson's bill was treated warily on
Capitol Hill by the executive branch, which was then at-
tempting to close a deal with the Mexicans, the Mexican
government evidently read the handwriting on the wali and
decided to sign the agreement. It requested a ten-day
period to prepare Mexican public eopinien. Amcng the ac-
tions taken along these lines was to metaphorically throw

up its hands in the face of continued illegal emigration

to the United States. "Complejo problema es el de [indo-

26 Ibid., p. 16. Assistant Secretary of State
Ernest Gross sent a letter to the Senate Judiciary
Conmittee, which held hearings on Anderson's bill, which
opposed it on the grounds that "it is highly probable
that our relations with Mexico would be adversely

affected.™ Quoted in Kirstein, Angleo Qver Bracero,
pe T4.
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cunentados] braceros,™ an Excélsior article lamented.
“Ni la misma Comisién Intersecretarial ha podido resol=-

verlo."27

Se requiere tiempo y una constante campafia de
convencimiento gque por cierto ya estin rea-
lizando la CNC y la Secretaria de Gobernacidén,
para gque cese la afluencia de campesinos a la
frontera.

Es precisamente esa afluencia, con la exce-
siva oferta [de mano de obra) gque implica, 1la
que propicia la enigracién clandestina
--favorecida por granjeros texanos--; la ex-
plotacién de compatriotas y hasta la muerte de
muchos de ellos.

The deaths of migrants mentioned apparently referred
to "wetba~ks" who had recently drowned trying to cross
the rivertalong the border with Texas. Another action
taken, evidently to foster the image of a Mexico negoti-
ating a bracero agreement as it was beleaguered by the
enigration of workers without contracts, was to order the
Mexican military along the border with the United States

to dissuade the emigration of undocumented Mexicans.?29

On August 1, 1949, an exchange of notes confirmed as

27 pycélsior, 22 Jul 49, p. 10.
28 Ibid.

29 "Kegd terminantemente la Secretaria de la Defensa
que hubiera ordenado una concentracidén de fuerzas
cilitares en la frontera norte del pais. 'Lo cierto en
este asunto --dijo el Secretario-- es que se han librado
ordenes a las guarnicicnes fronterizas para que trabajen
cocbinadarmente en evitar el contrabando en ambas
direcciones, e irpedir que los trabajadores mexicanos
entre ilegalmente en los Estados Unidos'.™ Editorial, El
Lniversal, 27 Jul 45, p. 9.
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an executive agreement the draft and individual work con-
tract signed days earlier.3? The agreement was quoted in
the Mexican press as saying that

ambos gokiernos reconocen que el trifico ilegal

de trabajadores mexicanos es un elezento pertur-

bador de la ejecucién efectiva de un acuerdo

para__la contratacién de trabajadores agrico-
las.

The interval between October 18, 1948 and August 1,
1949, was the longest period without bilateral migrant
labor contracting. The absence of a legal contracting
mechanism, however, did not present inordinate pressura
on the U.S. government position during the prolcnged
negotiations. During the negotiations, Mexico had agreed
to allow the re-contracting of workers already in the
United States under the February 1948 agreement. A lim-
ited contracting of workers that had entered illegally
was also permitted through an exchange of memoranda in
December 1948 and January 1949. Table 2.1, discussed
above, shows a wide disparity between U.S. and Mexican
data on contract workers which may be attributed to thse
fact that many workers were hired on the U.S. side with-

out passing through the migration stations in Mexico.)

More significantly, however, was the willingness

30 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in thes United
States,"™ p. 125. The text of the standard work contract
was published in Novedades, 30 Jul 49, p. 15.

31 E1 Nacional, 2 Aug 49, p. 1.
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during this period of the Immigration and Haturalization
Service to scale down its enforcement activities in ranch
and farm areas during critical times of farm labor em-
ployzment. Hayes noted, quoting from an August 15, 1949,
letter by Willard Kelly, Assistant Commissioner of Immi-
gration, to the Chief of the pivision of Mexican Affairs
at LOS,
[Djuring the interim between agreements the Im-
migration and Naturalization Service adopted a
policy in accordance with which it was stated
that "to avoid crop losses from time to time,
pending arrangements to recruit farm laborers
under the agreement with Mexico or during nego-
tiations for such agreements, growers have been
pernitted to retain needed laborers pending
their formal recruitment under the agreenment.
This has been especially true since last Octo-
ber."
This underscores the problem already ewvident in oOctober
1948: that Mexico's position had been weakened by the
departure of Mexican laborers without contracts and its
inability %o control the emigration of its nationals. 1In
order to pressure Mexico successfully for an agreement
pore attractive to the growers, it was of some help that
the United States could unilaterally stop enforcing its
immigration laws and let the “wetbacks" come in. Kelly
did not have to tell the DOS in his communication that

this policy was not consistent with the public posture of

32 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,” p. 126.

189

the U.S. government regarding the control of undocumented

immigration.33

TRUCE

The bracero pact of August 1, 1949, contaimed provisions
which had been adopted in the previous agreement of
February 1948, the most prominent of which was the con-
tinuaticn of the postwar practice of direct contracts be-
tween employers and workers and the diminished U.S. gov-
ernmental role in the administration of the program. The
role of the two governments, under this scheme, was lim-
ited to negotiating the bilateral agreemeat, which con-
stituted the terms for the contracts betwean eazployers
and workers. The United States Employment Sarvice,
transferred on August 20, 1949 from the Federal Security
Agency to the Department of Labor, was the principal
agency responsible for the administraticn of the progran
in the United States, and for defining the U.S. govern—

ment position which it would ask State to transmit to the

33 1ns actions which permitted scre undocumented
workers remain in the country without fear of expulsion,
as far as can be determined, received no public notice in
Mexico. To the contrary, it is somewhat ironic that a
Mexico City newspaper published a report, based on a
statement of an unidentified Mexican government official
who participated in the bracero negotiatioms, that the
two governments were cooperating in preventing illegal
entries into the United States. Excélsior, 2 Jun 49, p.
10.
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Mexican govermnent.34 ,

The agreement contained several innovations, only
one of which had been sought by the Mexican government.
This was to consolidate the contracting of recruited and
legalized workers into one bilateral instrument. Under
this arrangement, preference in the contracting process
was given to undocumented workers already in the United
States as opposed to the recruitment of new workers in
Mexico, with the added provision that illegal entrants
not contracted be returned to Mexico. Under this ar-
rangement, 87,200 undocumented workers in the U.S. before
August 1, 1949, were granted contract status. Further-
more, the U.S. government assumed the obligation of fur-
nishing the Mexican government with statistics on the
nucnbers of undocumented Mexicans present in the United
states.3%

Other innovations of the 1949 agreement were at the
initiative of the United States. Prior to that time, the
location of the recruitment centers had been at the elgc—
tion of the Mexican government, with the only restric-
tion, adopted in 1948, that they should be north of Q

line drawn through Saltillo and Monterrey. The innova-

34 1pid., p. 127.

35 xirstein, Anglo Over Bracero, p. 71; Hayes,
"Mexican Migrant Labor in the United States,” p. 127.
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tion was to have named the location of three recruitment
centers (Monterrey, Chihuahua, and Hermosillo} explicitly
in the agreement "instead of leaving these to the subse-
quent, and unilateral decision of the Mexican Govern-
ment."36

The other setback to the Mexican government in the
1949 negotiations was in the manner in which discrimina-
tion allegations would be handled subsequently. The
agreement did provide that Mexican workers were no; to be
assigned to localities "'in which Mexicans are discrimi-
nated against because of their nationality or race'.n37
However, the determination of the occurrence of discrimi-
nation was no longer to be unilateral--a joint investiga-
tion would be conducted by the Mexican consulate and
USES. If the U.S. and Mexican field representatives dis-
agreed as to whether discrimination had occurred, the
agreement provided only vaguely for the dispute to be
"taken up through diplomatic channels."38 a joint proce-
dure also provided for the investigation of alleged non-

compliance with contracts on the part of either employers

36 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 127.

37 Quoted in Ibid., p. 128.

38 girstein, Anglo Qver Bracero, p. 71. Quote from
Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United States,*
p. 128.
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or workers.3? To an unprecedented extent the 1949 agree-
ment relied implicitly upon common understandings arrived
at by the field personnel of the administrators of the
program in responding to specific allegations of discrim-
ination and non compliance of contracts. In so doing, it
lay the basis for what the U.S. later considered to be
Mexican unilateral interpretations of the agreement.
After the long interruption, the recruitment of
workers was begun on August 25, in Harlingen, Texas, the
first center to be established in the United States for
the purpose of recruiting "wetbacks"™ on a preferential
basis. The practice of "drying out the wetﬁacks," as the
procedure was called, was pronounced & success. Looking
back on the events of 1949, Hayes wrote that
. . . the majority of illegal Mexicans in the
United States had at last been placed on legal
status, earning American wages, no longer de-
pressing United States wage levels, and subject
to return to Mexico when their jobs were done.
By December about 100,000 Mexican workers were
employed under contracts as provided by the new
agreement, of whom the greater part consisted of
former wet-backs already in the United States.
Many of these were earniq? double their former
wages as illegal workers.4
The evidence available on the wages received by undocu-

mented and contract workers at about that time casts some

39 girstein, Anglo Qver Bracero, p. 72; Hayes,
"Maxican Migrant Labor in the United States,” p. 128.

‘°,Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States,” p. 129.
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doubt on the assertion that the change in legal status
made such a big difference in the economic situation of
Mexican agricultural workers, but itris noteworthy that
within DOS--as in SRE--there was the view that the legal
status of migrant workers made a substantial difference
in their actual working conditions.

Despite what it viewed as a setback, the Mexican
government made the most of the changes regarding joint
determination of discrimination. To the consternation of
some officials in Washington, it made frequent use of the
sections of the agreement that provided for an
investigation of reports of discrimination and for the
requiring of bonds guaranteeing employer compliance with
the contracts. For a time during November, 1949, 267 or-
ders for workers in twenty-two Texas counties had been
disapproved on grounds of. discrimination. By the end of
that month, USES had received 175 formal complaints of
either discrimination or contract non-compliance in
Texas, 50 in Arkansas, eight in New Mexico, and four in
Louisiana.4l

The reaction in Washington was that the Mexican gov-
ernment had ovgrreached its authority under the 1949
agreement. The "zeal of the Mexican Government to sup-

press discrimination and to ensure compliance with con-

41 1pi4., p. 130.
4
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tracts™ had not been expected, and USES "questioned the
right of Mexican authorities to approve or disapprove of
requests for workers before permitting their contracting,
holding that the agreement provided only that Mexico
might raise questions concerning requests within five
days of receipt.”

The issue was not pressed, however, because the

Mexican Ministry had without exception acted

with promptness on all requests for clearance of

laborers and had notified contracting centers of
approval or disapproval by telegram, and because
it was considered that Mexican official(s] at
contracting centers in any event would probably
decline to process laborers without approval by
the Ministry.?
It is noteworthy that, contrary to what the U.S. govern-
cent position was later, especially in 1952 and 1953,
certain actions taken by Mexican authorities involving
holding up contracting were tolerated, in this case, be-
cause of practical considerations.

Despite the Ministry's energetic effort to push the
discrimination and compliance issue to the limit in the
fall of 1949, there were other signs that encouraged U.S.
officials to think that the agreement was workable. The
joint investigation of discrimination and non-compliance
allegations cut both ways. Some investigations resulted

in agreement by Mexican consuls and USES officlals that

the charges were unsubstantiated and the Mexican govern-

42 1big., p. 131.
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ment "accordingly approved the certification for workers
involved."

In some places discriminatory practices were

ended, in order to keep Mexican labor, and re-

strictions on contracting were 1lifted. The
first instance of the failure of the procedures

[under the 1949 agreement] to produce the ex-

pccted result occurred late in December, and tha

Mexican Foreign Office consented to delay action

on cancellation of contracts in order to allow

time for remedial measures to be taken.

Despite the quarreling that occurred between Mexican and
U.S. government officials involved in the administration
of the program, then, the fall of 1949 wvas a period of
relative cooperativeness and reflected a reasonably close
coincidence of governmental interests in the operation of
the bilateral agreement.

However, U.S. employers were nonc too happy with the
arrangement. Their complaints were not only with the un-
expectedly forceful Mexican efforts to hold up centract-
ing in instances where discrimination or non compliance
was alleged, but with the content of the August 1949
agreement itself.

Indeed, on August 17, 1949--barely two wecks after
the agreement had been signed--a delegation of growers
led by Senator Clinton P. Anderson of New Mexico met with

President Truman to communicate their objections regard-

ing the agreement. These were, principally, that border

43 1p44.
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recruiting was not permitted, that employers "were re-
quired to pay for too much transportation," and that the
contract guarantees for Mexican workers were superior to
what growers had to pay domestic agricultural workers.44
On August 29, a conference was called at the White House
for the purpose of examining the objections raised by
sore growers. In attendance were representatives of
USES, DOS, INS and the executive staff of the President,
and growers named to an advisory committee which had been
created by the USES to get feedback on the migrant labor
program. The employer's committee reported that save
one, all complaints were "without basis of féct" and sug-
gested that USES communicate the proper interpretation of
the agreement to the petitioning growers through its lo-
cal offices. The committee also recommended a modifica-
tion in the agreement which would permit employers to
withhold twenty-five dollars from the wages of workers
until the termination of their contracts, in order to in-
dennify employers for forfeiture of the immigration bond
that required return to Mexico in the event that the
workers absconded. The proposed amendment was discussed
in Mexico City later in September, but the Mexican gov-

ernment refused.*>

44 1pid., pp. 133-134.
45 Ibig., p. 134.
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Employer complaints about the agreement so sqon af-
ter its completion helped legitimate the Mexican govern-
ment. It may be recalled that the government privately
had expressed concern about how Mexican public opinion
would view its concessions in the process of reaching the
August agreement. Alfonso Guerra commented to the offi-
clal newspaper El Nacional on the White Housae visit of
agricultural employers and Senator Anderson by reiterat-
ing Mexican government reasons for opposing border re-
cruitment.

Con respecto a las contrataciones, dijo el sefor
Guerra, a lo largo de la frontera, repctidas ve-
ces se ha manifestado que resultan inconve-
nientes, por 1los problemas derivados de las
grandes acumulaciones de poblacion en los puntos
que eventualmente podrian elegirse para la se-
leccién y particularmente porque dicha contra-
tacion perjudicara los esfuerzos que nuestro Go-
bierno viene haciendo para intensificar las la-
bores agricolas en determinados Estados fronter-
izos. . . . :

Igualmente no se permitira, de ninguna ma-
nera, la contratacion de trabajadores agricolas
en la frontera de nuestro pais. Los agricul-
tores norteamericanos tratan, se nos dijo, do
provocar el éxodo ilegal, con objeto de mantener
vigentes expoliaciones sin cuento que perjudican
a los nuestros, como sucedié en meses pasados,
cuando se registraron éxodos ilegales a los Es-
tados vecinos de la Unioén Americana.®

According to Ellis Hawley, not too much should be
made of these employer complaints about the farm labor

program after the 1949 agreement. In some respects, the

46 El Nacional, 19 Aug 49, p. 9.
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program during the years following World War II was "even
more satisfactory than the wartime program." Hawley
noted further: "The farm labor investigations in 1950
produced a variety of employer complaints, but there was
no support for a return of the wartime system of govern-
mental contracting.”47 Richard Craig adopted a similar
interpretation upon examining the content of the agree-
ments of 1948 and 1949 when he noted that "the balanced
interest-group milieu of the wartime bracero program be-
cace unbalanced by the political weight of agriculture
during the immediate postwar period. 1In fact, the neu-
tral observer might well consider the 1948-1951 progran
tailor-made to the demands of employers. It was, in many
respects, similar to the World War I program, which grow-
ers looked back to so fondly in their critique of the
wartirce agreements."48

In the Lower Rio Grande Valley, however, nc legal
system of contracting labor seemed attractive to farm em-
ployers. There the growers did not misunderstand the
terms of the agreement, they just did not see it in their
interest to éontract braceros when they could employ

“yetbacks" at a lower wage. Indeed, the prevailing wage

47 Hawley, "The Politics of the Mexican Labor
Issue,” p. 115, note 5.

48 craig, The Bracero Program, pp. 54-55.
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in the area was reportedly the lowest in the United
States for farm labor: 25 cents per hour and less. The
Mexican government let it be known that it would reject
requests for workers at less than 40 cents per hour. Il-
lustrative of the relatively close cooperation between
the two governments is that in October 1949, the U.S. Em-
ployment Service announced that it would recommend no re-
quests at less than the rate demanded by the Mexican gov-
ernment, "on the ground that current rates in the Valley
wera depressed by the presence of illegal workers, and
that without them the minimum prevailing wage would be at
least 40 cents per hour."4? This same position by
SRE--that the "prevailing wage" was depressed by the
presence of undocumented workers and that a correction
needed to be made for that effect--was rejected vehe-
mently later by DOL with the argument that the Department
had no authority to fix wages.

With regard to providing contract workers for arcas
where the employment of undocumented workers was preva-
lent, however, the two governments faced a recurring
problem. Incentives had to be provided for employers to
change to bracero labor and doing so involvad upsetting

the delicate compromises of the agreement in other areas.

49 Hayes, "Maxican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 132.
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In the case of the Lower Rio Grande Valley in the fall of
1949, the incentive for employers took the form of spe-
cial contracts of six-weeks duration (instead of the four
month minimum provided for in the agreement) for legal-
ized "wetbacks." The Mexican government acceded to this
proposal as an exception for 1949 only, and the measure
was observed to have met with some success. However,
other farmers in Texas, outside the Valley, also wanted
the exception to apply to them and prevailed upon the
State Department to make the request. "Although some ap-
prehension was felt lest the Mexican Government, which
had been so cooperative before, might be annoyed by this
further request," reported Hayes, "that Government con-
sented to the extension of the six-weeks contract privi-
lege to twenty-three additional Texas counties."50
From the standpoint of Mexican interests the program
reached a relative low point in the summer of 1950. At
that time, Mexico reversed its prohibition of border re-
cruitment of contract laborers and failed to fix a cutoff
date for the period of entry of undocumented workers that
could be legalized under the program. Kirstein observes:
The triunph of the open border had been secured.
Mexico[,]) staunch protagonist of an unprotected
international border, consented to recruiting

anong wetbacks regardless of their date of en-
try. Although Mexico expressed concern about

50 1pid., pp. 132, 134.
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the total withdrawal of wetback restraint, there

was no abrogation; there was no protest

note--just a request that publicity of thc¢ Mexi-
can-supported open border "be restricted.">*

In June 1950, U.S. entry into the Korean War gave
rise to cries of agricultural labor shortages later in
the fall and altered perceptions, and thus the political
realities within which the Mexican farm labor program was
to operate. Congressional hearings were held in the
field that fall "at the urgent request of agricultural
producers in several parts of the Nation."%2 Also during
that fall, a review of the history of the prcgram, which
I have cited extensively here, was prepared by Robert
Hayes at‘the State Department for the U.S. participants
at a new labor conference to be held in January 1951.
Looking back upon the previous years of the program ard
in particular the agreement of August 1949, Hayes com-
mented that "while detailed and complex, [the agrecment)
has proved to have some flexibility, and the Mexican Gov-
ernnent has shown a disposition to be accommodating in

certain particulars."s3

51 Kirstein, Anglo OQver Bracere, p. 76.

52 y.s. House of Representatives, Committee on
Agriculture, Subcommittee on Farm Labor, Farm Labor
Investigations, 2 and 4 Oct 50 and 18 Dec 50, p. 1.

53 Hayes, "Mexican Migrant Labor in the United
States," p. 138.
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5 A NEW POLITICAL CONTEXT

In the twenty-four months that the August 1949 agreement
was in force, the migration of Mexican farm laborers to
the United States became increasingly controversial in
botn Mexico and the United States. U.S. and Mexican pub-
lic support for the agreement waned and, in the case of
the United States, early in 1950 it appeared that the
government itself was having second thoughts about the
program. These controversies were in many respects quite
different--what was at the center of discussion north of
the Rio Grande was frequently at the periphery of the
discussion south of the rio Bravo, and vice versa. 1In
the U.S., the fears expressed by organized labor, that
contract workers took away domestic farm jobs, or were
used as strike breakers, began to receive national atten-
tion. In Mexico, though frequently expressed in the
coded language of Mexico City newspapers, a heated debate
raged over the costs and benefits of emigration to the
country and the emigration was lamented as ~ =ymptom of
what had gone wrong with Mexican agrarian reform and with
governmaental neglect of the rural sector.

In one important respect these two national debates
had a common point of departure: the increasing flow of

"wetbacks™ into the United States. By 1951, it had be-
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come apparent to all that the principal mode of entry to
the U.S. of Mexican agricultural laborers was not with a
bracero contract. A sense of crisis regarding unsanc-
tioned migration was beginning to impact upon U.S. and
Mexican public awareness in 1950 and 1951, and these par-
ceptions contributed significantly to the emergence of a
new bilateral consensus which would make the 1949 agree-

ment obsolete.

TWO DIFFERENT VIEWS OF THE "WETBACK PROBLEM"
When some observers tried to summarize the "wetback prob-
lem" in early 1951, they pointed to statistics showing a
rising number of Mexicans expelled by the Immigration and
Naturalization Service. As noted in Table 5.1, INS data
show that the combined total of deportations and volun-
tary departures to Mexico during the <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>