Frequently Asked Questions

“Bittersweet Harvest:The Bracero Program 1942-1964”

Q: 
What was the Bracero Program?

A:
The bracero program was in fact a series of bi-national agreements between the U.S. and Mexico that allowed Mexican nationals (citizens) to work on short term labor contracts in the U.S. It started off as an emergency wartime labor measure in 1942 but lasted until 1964. 

Q. How long did the contracts last?

A. Bracero contracts ranged in duration from as little as 2 weeks up to 18 months. At the end of their stay the workers had to return to Mexico but could reapply for a new contract.

Q:
Was the bracero program the largest guest worker program in United States 
history?

A:
There have been other guest worker programs in the U.S., both prior to and after the bracero program, but with 4.6 million contracts and approximately 2 million individual workers, the bracero program was the largest. The 1950s was the most active period of the program.

Q:
What does the word “bracero” mean?

A:
Before 1942 bracero is a Spanish term used in Mexico for a peasant laborer or farm hand. Between 1942-1964, the word bracero was used primarily used to describe individuals working in the Mexican contract labor program in the U.S. During this period and afterwards some people also referred to undocumented Mexican workers in the U.S. as braceros. 

Etymologically the word bracero is derives from the Spanish word brazo (or in English – arm).

Q:
What inspired the Smithsonian to begin working on this project?

A:
The National Museum of American History acquired a collection of photographs by photojournalist Leonard Nadel documenting the bracero program. Recognizing the importance of Latino history and realizing that many former braceros were aging, the museum staff decided to document and preserve an important chapter of American history. The Bracero History Project began as national oral history initiative.

Q:
What happened to the Bracero program? Why does it end in 1964?

A:
Many factors contributed to the end of the Bracero program in 1964. Among the reasons were the rise of the civil rights movement, the efforts of  labor and community activists, the cost of operating the program, and techonological innovation in agricultural practice. For these and other factors, Congress decided not to renew the program.

Q:
How did someone become a “bracero?”

A:
Officially prospective braceros had to get a letter certifying that they were citizens of good standing. Most braceros omitted this step and traveled directly from their rural villages and towns to central recruitment centers in Empalme, Chihuahua, or Monterrey Mexico. There they were registered, were medically screened, and given an identification card. The men were transported to the U.S. border, where after more registration and medical exams (including fumigation), they signed work contracts and were shipped to farms across the US. 

Q:
Were there particular areas of the country braceros were concentrated in? 

A:
While 34 states had bracero workers, more than  90 percent of all the braceros worked in just five states: California, Texas, Arizona, New Mexico and Arkansas.

Q. Where did braceros come from in Mexico.

A. Virtually ever state in Mexico sent braceros to the US. The northern Mexican states had fewer individuals participating in the program with the majority coming from the central states of Mexico.

Q:
What kind of work did the braceros do?

A:
Braceros performed largely agricultural manual labor – cultivating fields and picking crops (including citrus, cotton, tomatoes, lettuce, asparagus, grapes and sugar beets.) From 1942-1946 braceros also worked on maintenance of railroad tracks. 

Q:
What rights did bracero workers have in the U.S.?

A:
Braceros had the rights to: payment of not less than the prevailing wage for domestic workers; a guarantee of a minimum number of hours; adequate and sanitary free housing; affordable meals; occupational insurance at employer’s expense; and free transportation to and from the border. In practice, braceros routinely earned less than what their contracts promised, but more than what they would have made for the same work in Mexico. There were often disputes about deductions and sub-standard housing. 

Q:
What were the living conditions like for braceros in the U.S.?

A:
Conditions varied. Even though contracts specified hygienic lodgings adequate to the climate of employment, the men were often housed in makeshift dorms and camps and in overcrowded conditions with sub-standard sanitary facilities.
Q:
What is the short-handled hoe and why is 
it significant in bracero history?

A:
Known as “el cortito” by many workers, the short-handled hoe was a symbol of oppression and the source of serious back injury. Employers argued that the use of short handled hoes damaged fewer plants and made it easier to see if braceros were resting. Forced to stoop over, workers suffered severe back pain and often developed lasting disabilities. In 1975 the use of short handled hoes was ruled illegal.   

Q:
What happened to the families of braceros back in Mexico?

A:
The bracero program had a disruptive effect on families left behind in Mexico. Wives had to take on task previously done by husbands and children often didn’t understand their father’s absence. Some men sent money to support their families, some saved enough to buy land and build houses, others abandoned their families.

Q:
What was the legacy of the Bracero Program?

A:
 While bracero workers were supposed to return to Mexico at the end of their contracts, not all did. Many who did return, later emigrated to the U.S., aided by the experience and knowledge they gained as braceros. Those they remained in Mexico brought ideas and attituedes learned in the US. Today, numerous American families and communities trace their histories to the bracero program.     

Q:
Did the Bracero Program contribute to the number of undocumented workers in the 
U.S.?

 A: Yes and no. As a program run jointly by the Mexican and US governments one can argue                                       that the bracero program did not contribute to illegal immigration. In fact the bracero program grew in size during the 1950s especially as “Operation Wetback” sought to stem illegal immigration. On the other hand one can argue that the bracero program indirectly contributed to illegal immigration. Many Mexican men learned about opportunities in the US - meeting growers and making friends while working as braceros. After returning to Mexico at the end of their contracts some of these individuals chose to come north again – some legally and others without documentation. The topic will be discussed in the September 30 public program, a conversation on the Legacy of the Bracero Program. 

Q:
Who was Leonard Nadel?

A:
Born in 1916, Nadel was a successful photojournalist whose work was published 
in 

       Look, The Ladies Home Journal, Pageant, International Harvester, Coronet, Boy’s Life, 
     
       Cosmopolitan, Business Week, and Friends. In 1956, Nadel traveled throughout Mexico and 
       the southwestern United States on an assignment to document the abuses of the bracero 
    
       program. Nadel felt that he had a duty to spread awareness of worker exploitation in the     
     
       bracero program. His moving images were presented to Congress and published in some 
  
       magazines. 

Q:
What is the Bracero History Project and who is involved?

A:
The Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History is part of a consortium of 
 
       museums, universities and cultural institutions documenting, preserving, and interpreting the 
       history of the bracero program. The Bracero History Project has recorded more than 700 oral 
       histories and has collected a number of objects. The website www.braceroarchive.org 
  
       provides online access to the entire collection of oral histories, photos, documents and 
 
       objects. Partners include: Arkansas State University, Johnsboro; Brown University; 

  
       California State University, Channel Islands; George Mason University, Center for History 

       and New Media; La Plaza de Cultara y Artes; National Museum of Mexican Art; National 
  
       Steinbeck Center and Museum; Mexican Heritage Corporation; University of Northern 
 
       Colorado; University of Texas at El Paso; University of Southern California, Los Angeles 
 
       and Yale University.  

Q:
What other immigration or labor history exhibitions has the museum done?

A:
The National Museum of American History has created a number of exhibitions on the themes of immigration and labor history. Currently on view are “Communities in a Changing Nation: The Promise of 19th Century America,” which looks at the experiences of workers, slaves and immigrants in three different communities and “America on the Move,” which includes material on immigration and migration and a number of relevent objects in the artifact wall cases. The on-line exhibitions include: “A More Perfect Union: Japanese Americans and the U.S. Constitution,” (which traces the history of nearly 120,000 Americans of Japanese ancestry who were forcibly moved into detention camps during WWII); and “Between a Rock and a Hard Place: A History of American Sweatshops, 1820-present”  (which provides information on sweatshop production, government regulation, immigration and racial, ethnic and gender discrimination.)

Q:
Is there a sponsor for the exhibition? Where will it travel?

      A:
“Bittersweet Harvest: The Bracero Program 1942- 1964” was organized by the National            
Museum of American History in partnership with Smithsonian Institution Traveling 
Exhibition Service and with support from the Smithsonian Latino Center. The exhibition 
is scheduled to travel to more than a dozen U.S. communities over the next two years. 
Information on the traveling exhibition and tour schedules may be found at: 
www.sites.si.edu
