
The Bracero Program, Interest Groups, and
Foreign Policy: A Complex Interplay
The Bracero Program stands as a significant chapter in the history of U.S.-
Mexico relations. Established in 1942 amidst the urgent labor demands of
World War II, the program brought millions of Mexican workers to the
United States for temporary employment in agriculture. This article delves
into the intricate interplay between the Bracero Program, various interest
groups, and U.S. foreign policy, examining their convergence and influence
on policy outcomes.

The Origins and Implementation of the Bracero Program

The Bracero Program emerged as a response to widespread labor
shortages in the U.S. agricultural sector during World War II. The war effort
diverted domestic workers into military service, leaving a labor vacuum that
threatened agricultural production. The United States turned to Mexico, its
neighbor to the south, for a solution.
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Negotiations between the two governments resulted in the signing of the
Bilateral Agreement for the Employment of Mexican Agricultural Workers in
1942. This agreement established the framework for the Bracero Program,
outlining the terms of employment, wages, and living conditions for
Mexican workers.

The program quickly gained momentum, with hundreds of thousands of
Mexican workers crossing the border each year to work in U.S. fields. At its
peak in 1956, the program employed over 450,000 Mexican laborers.

The Role of Interest Groups

The Bracero Program became a contentious issue, attracting the attention
and influence of diverse interest groups. These groups, representing varied
perspectives and interests, played a significant role in shaping the
program's policies and longevity.

Agricultural Employers

Agricultural employers, facing severe labor shortages, were staunch
advocates of the Bracero Program. They sought to maintain a cheap and
plentiful supply of labor to meet the demands of commercial agriculture.

Labor Unions

Some labor unions, such as the AFL-CIO, initially opposed the Bracero
Program, fearing that the influx of foreign workers would drive down wages
and threaten the livelihoods of American workers. However, with the onset
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of the Korean War in 1950, the AFL-CIO reversed its stance, recognizing
the need for additional labor in the agricultural sector.

Mexican Government

The Mexican government, while eager to address unemployment and
poverty in rural areas, was also concerned about the potential exploitation
of Mexican workers in the United States. The Mexican government sought
to ensure that Mexican workers were treated fairly and received adequate
wages and working conditions.

The Impact on U.S. Foreign Policy

The Bracero Program had a multifaceted impact on U.S. foreign policy,
particularly in its relations with Mexico.

Mexican Migration and Border Security

The influx of Mexican workers under the Bracero Program contributed to
increased Mexican migration to the United States. Many Mexican workers
who entered the U.S. legally during the program's duration remained after
its termination in 1964, leading to a surge in unauthorized immigration. This
migration trend had implications for U.S. border security and immigration
policy.

U.S.-Mexico Relations

The Bracero Program played a role in shaping U.S.-Mexico relations, both
during its implementation and after its termination. On the one hand, the
program provided a mechanism for cooperation between the two countries
and contributed to economic development in Mexico through remittances
from workers. On the other hand, concerns about labor exploitation and the



perception of the program as a form of cheap labor led to tensions between
the two governments.

The Termination of the Bracero Program

After over two decades of operation, the Bracero Program came to an end
in 1964. Several factors contributed to its termination:

Domestic Labor Surplus

The end of the Cold War and the advent of mechanization in agriculture
reduced the demand for foreign labor, leading to a surplus of domestic
workers.

Civil Rights Movement

The Civil Rights Movement, galvanizing Americans to fight for equality, also
raised concerns about the exploitation of Mexican workers under the
Bracero Program.

Foreign Policy Implications

The U.S. government, seeking to improve relations with Mexico,
recognized the need to address the concerns over labor exploitation and
unauthorized immigration. The termination of the Bracero Program was
seen as a necessary step in this direction.

The Bracero Program stands as a complex and multifaceted chapter in
U.S.-Mexico relations. Its origins in wartime labor shortages, its impact on
domestic and foreign policy, and its role as a catalyst for social and political
change demonstrate the intricate interplay between government policies,
interest groups, and international relations. The lessons learned from the



Bracero Program continue to inform contemporary debates on immigration
and labor policy in the context of globalization and evolving geopolitical
landscapes.
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