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1
agriculture, State expectations,  


and the Configuration of Citizenship


At� four� o’clock� one� morning� in� August� 1942,� a� mere� eight� days� after� the�
Mexican�government�announced�its�intent�to�support�the�world�war�against�
fascism�by�sending�men�to�work�in�the�United�States,�hopeful�migrants�con-
gregated�in�lines�that�wound�around�the�Ministry�of�Labor�building.�Only�six�
thousand�spots�were�available�for�the�entire�country,�yet�more�than�ten�thou-
sand�men�converged�on�the�capital.1�Over�the�next�twenty-�two�years,�more�
than�4.5�million�work�contracts�were�awarded�in�what�one�newspaper�called�
an�“important�experiment�in�planned�migration.”2�Why�would�so�many�men�
wait�hours,�days�even,�for�the�chance�to�do�stoop�labor�in�U.S.�fields?�Why�
did�the�Mexican�and�U.S.�governments,�whose�relationship�had�been�stormy�
since�the�Mexican�Revolution�(1910–17),�partner�in�this�experiment,�allocat-
ing�public�monies�and�resources�for�this�movement�of�men?�What�did�each�
of�these�state�actors�expect�to�gain�from�such�an�investment?�I�tackle�these�
questions�in�this�chapter.�Understanding�the�rationale�behind�state�actions,�
together�with�the�growers’�and�migrants’�expectations�I�explore�in�the�sub-
sequent�two�chapters,�reveals�what�was�at�stake�in�the�program�and�how�it�
came�to�be�imagined�as�an�opportunity.


Shifting Diplomatic relations


Not�long�after�the�United�States�entered�World�War�II,�U.S.�growers�pre-
dicted� a� labor� shortage� as� many� farmhands� marched� o≠� to� war� or� found�
higher-�paying� jobs� at� manufacturing� plants.� California� growers� were� es-
pecially�nervous�that�a�scarcity�of�workers�would�energize�a�new�round�of�
union�organizing,�which�they�had�fought�since�the�early�1900s;�they�hoped�
to�send�agents�south�of�the�border�to�recruit�farmhands,�as�they�had�dur-
ing�World�War�I.�Social�reformers,�union�activists,�and�federal�employees�
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Producing Transnational Subjects22


of�the�proworker�Farm�Security�Administration�(fsa)�challenged�growers’�
gloomy�assessment.�They�argued�that�the�supposed�shortage�resulted�instead�
from�a�mismatch�between�where�jobs�were�concentrated�and�where�laborers�
were�located,�pointing,�too,�to�insu∞cient�pay�for�these�jobs.�This�contention�
was�supported�by�U.S.�Labor�Secretary�Henry�Wallace’s�announcement�that�
there�were�1.6�million�surplus�U.S.�farmworkers.3�Yet�as�thousands�exited�
stoop�labor�jobs,�the�specter�of�food�shortages�and�crops�rotting�in�the�fields�
pushed�U.S.�o∞cials�to�approach�their�southern�counterparts�about�the�pos-
sible�importation�of�laborers.4�Resistant�at�first,�Mexican�President�Manuel�
Ávila�Camacho�(1940–46)�agreed�to�negotiate�once�he�realized�the�possibili-
ties�the�program�o≠ered.�Not�only�would�braceros�be�Mexico’s�contribution�
to�the�war�e≠ort;�the�program�also�enabled�his�administration�to�reframe�the�
independent�northward�exodus�of�hundreds�of�men�to�Mexico’s�domestic�
and�diplomatic�benefit.�Even�years�later,�Mexican�Senator�Pedro�de�Alba��
would�portray�braceros’�contribution�as�sustaining�“morale�on�[Mexico’s]�
home�front”�and�deserving�of�its�“gratitude�and�that�of�foreigners.”5


� Ultimately,�Mexico�allowed�men�over�the�age�of�eighteen�join�the�program.�
The�bilateral�agreement�guaranteed�that�those�chosen�would�meet�physical�
standards�for�farmwork,�live�in�sanitary�housing,�have�access�to�medical�care,�
have�paid�roundtrip�transportation�(guaranteed�under�Mexican�law),�and�be�
paid�the�prevailing�wage�for�the�crop�they�picked�(guarantees�not�accorded�to�
U.S.�domestic�farmworkers).6�Furthermore,�these�men�could�not�be�used�as�
strikebreakers�or�to�influence�labor�disputes�in�any�way.�Negotiators�rejected�
a�U.S.�proposal�to�allow�wives�and�children�to�accompany�migrant�husbands,�
fearing�that�it�would�encourage�permanent�emigration.�While�U.S.�authori-
ties�would�control�the�number�of�contracts,�Mexican�o∞cials�formulated�
domestic�requirements:�men�had�to�have�experience�in�agriculture�and�be�
currently�unemployed;7�members�of�landholding�collectives�(ejidos)�were�
barred,�although�many�found�ways�around�this�restriction.8�When�bureau-
crats�studied�the�issue�in�the�late�1940s,�they�concluded�that�during�the�early�
phase�of�the�program�“approximately�45�percent�of�those�who�lined�up�to�
be�recruited�[already]�had�work”�in�jobs�that�“had�nothing�to�do�with�agri-
cultural�activities.”9�This�pattern,�even�stronger�in�a�1950�study,�would�con-
tradict�the�government’s�anticipated�benefits.10�Though�many�would�evade�
requirements,�formalizing�these�measures�enabled�Mexican�authorities�to�
juggle�domestic�needs�and�constraints�—��in�particular,�to�quell�the�anticipated�
uproar�from�plantation�owners�in�northern�Mexico�(hacendados)�who�wor-
ried�about�losing�field�hands�to�higher-�paying�U.S.�jobs.11�O∞cials,�sharing�
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The Configuration of Citizenship 23


these�concerns,�charged�the�Ministry�of�Labor�and�Social�Welfare�with�guar-
anteeing�that�the�program�did�not�disrupt�agricultural�production,�especially�
in�the�north.12


� The�program�had�three�uno∞cial�phases,�each�with�di≠erent�conditions:�
1942–47�(World�War�II),�1948–51�(interim),�and�1951–64�(Korean�War�and�
beyond).�During�the�first�phase,�men�were�recruited�under�a�bilateral�agree-
ment�that�operated�initially�under�the�auspices�of�the�1917�Immigration�Law�
and�then�Public�Law�45.�The�U.S.�government�was�the�braceros’�employer�
of�record�and�intermediated�between�U.S.�growers�and�the�Mexican�govern-
ment.�This�measure�was�intended�to�preempt�problems�that�earlier�migrants�
had�faced,�and�it�was�a�stipulation�on�which�Mexico�would�not�waiver.�The�
second�phase�operated�under�a�series�of�U.S.�executive�orders�rather�than�an�
international�agreement,�as�Mexican�o∞cials�refused�to�sign�another�accord�
until�certain�changes�were�made.�Migrants,�still�coming,�worked�directly�for�
growers�without�U.S.�governmental�oversight;�not�surprisingly,�the�number�
of�complaints�increased�dramatically.�The�third�phase�began�with�the�Korean�
War�and�a�tightening�U.S.�labor�market;�it�brought�the�U.S.�government�back�
to�the�negotiating�table�and�allowed�Mexico�to�reimpose�certain�conditions:�
in�particular,�that�the�U.S.�government�stand�in�as�the�braceros’�o∞cial�em-
ployer.�Each�phase�also�had�di≠erent�contract�lengths.�In�the�first�phase,�
men�signed�up�for�six-�month�contracts,�but�during�the�second�phase�(when�
competition�for�jobs�was�at�its�peak�and�growers�wielded�more�power)�con-
tracts�only�lasted�for�forty-�five�days.�With�so�little�time,�braceros�often�barely�
earned�enough�to�warrant�the�trip,�even�with�a�bountiful�harvest.�Toward�the�
end�growers�attempted�to�quell�complaints�and�delay�the�program’s�impend-
ing�demise�by�sanctioning�contracts�of�up�to�eighteen�months.�Because�the�
United�States�had�initiated�the�program,�the�Mexican�government�entered�
first-�round�negotiations�with�leverage�and�achieved�some�of�its�demands,�
many�of�which�promoted�its�overarching�program�goal:�the�return�of�a�labor�
force�with�capital�and�new�agricultural�knowledge.
� This�initial�leverage�would�be�undercut�over�the�term�of�the�program�by�
constraints�and�pressures�at�home.�Birthrates,�life�expectancies,�and�literacy�
levels�were�increasing,�improving�the�quality�of�life�for�Mexican�citizens.13�
These�improvements,�driven�by�new�state�programs,�brought�about�a�growth�
in�the�number�of�working-�age�people�and�placed�stresses�on�an�agricultural�
system�unable�to�feed�a�growing�population.14�In�the�early�1940s,�Luis�Fer-
nández�del�Campo,�director�of�the�Ministry�of�Labor’s�Social�Security�O∞ce,�
conducted�a�study�to�learn�why�the�braceros�wanted�to�migrate.�He�found�
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Producing Transnational Subjects24


that�of�the�303,054�braceros�who�migrated�between�1942�and�1945,�roughly�
72�percent�went�for�better�salaries,�14�percent�went�for�personal�reasons,�
and�12�percent�went�in�search�of�adventure;�just�under�2�percent�sought�the�
new�knowledge�that�was�the�program’s�public�rationale.15�A�later�survey�of�
303�braceros�found�that�almost�85�percent�came�for�economic�reasons�and�
less�than�1�percent�were�motivated�to�“learn�new�techniques.”16�In�addition,�
greater�state�presence�—��in�increased�numbers�of�schools,�enforcement�of�
school�attendance,�public�works�projects,�institution�of�formal�holidays,�and�
newly�instituted�radio�programs�—��had�given�citizens�a�government�to�hold�
responsible�for�their�as-�yet-�unrealized�expectations.�The�demand�for�bracero�
spots�called�attention�to�these�expectations�and�to�the�inadequacy�of�state�
programs.�Many�men,�facing�sti≠�competition�for�bracero�contracts,�slipped�
across�the�border,�undermining�the�very�entity�charged�with�their�protec-
tion.�With�a�resolute�belief�in�the�program’s�benefits,�o∞cials�reasoned�that�
its�formalized�provisions,�however�weak,�still�protected�migrants;�moreover,�
by�the�1950s,�their�remittances�comprised�the�country’s�third-�largest�source�
of�hard�currency�and�a�fundament�for�Mexico’s�economy�and�the�state’s�mod-
ernization�projects,�just�as�international�financing�of�development�projects�
was�decreasing�dramatically.17


� However,� not� everyone� was� convinced� of� the� program’s� advantages.�
Among�its�critics�was�the�Catholic�Church,�which�feared�exposing�its�largely�
poor�constituency�to�the�Protestant�faith.�Also�against�the�program�were�
Mexican�unions�and�people�concerned�about�economic�redistribution.�Some�
critics�had�initially�supported�the�program,�but�as�newspapers�exposed�the�
abuses�that�braceros�faced,�former�supporters�called�for�the�program�to�be�
replaced�with�public�works�projects.18�Many�in�the�United�States�also�called�
for�its�termination.�The�poverty�and�maltreatment�of�farmworkers�gained�
notoriety�through�mass�strikes�in�the�late�1940s�and�later�through�Edward�R.�
Murrow’s�1960�exposé,�Harvest of Shame.�By�the�early�1960s,�growers�hop-
ing�to�stave�o≠�the�program’s�termination�consented�to�stronger�protections�
and�monitoring,�even�as�they�and�their�legislative�advocates�championed�its�
numerous�benefits�for�individual�braceros�and�for�Mexico.19


� In�the�end,�a�program�billed�as�crucial�to�U.S.�wartime�labor�needs�sup-
plied�a�mere�5�to�10�percent�of�all�farm�laborers�during�World�War�II.20�Com-
pare�this�figure�to�1959,�when�during�peacetime�braceros�constituted�almost�
a�quarter�of�the�U.S.�agricultural�workforce.21�At�the�same�moment,�U.S.�
small�farmers�were�being�“driven�o≠�the�land�by�mechanization”�and�“the�
lack�of�opportunities�to�improve�their�farms,”�claimed�Robert�Handschin,�
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The Configuration of Citizenship 25


secretary�of�the�pro–small�farmer�National�Farmers’�Union.22�These�changes,�
along�with�an�expanded�use�of�bracero�(and�undocumented)�labor,�occurred�
in�tandem�with�the�growth�of�California’s�specialty�crops�and�even�greater�
grower�control�over�laborers.23�Together,�these�developments�ensured�reli-
able�and�inexpensive�food�production�and�delivery�for�burgeoning�cities.24


� When�the�bracero�program�began,�whether�the�world�could�feed�itself�was�
still�an�open�question.�The�program�was�launched�prior�to�Mexico’s�Green�
Revolution,�the�postwar�transformation�of�agriculture�through�better�tech-
niques�and�the�use�of�chemical�fertilizers,�pesticides,�and�hybrid�seeds,�and�
public�concern�about�the�ability�to�meet�the�food�needs�of�a�growing�global�
population�was�still�high.25�U.S.�concerns�were�fueled�by�recent�soil�erosion�
and�food�shortages,�the�outmigration�of�laborers�from�farms�to�cities,�and�
the�limited�increase�in�agricultural�output�(33%�between�1935–39�and�1944)�
compared�to�industrial�growth�(135%).26�These�preoccupations�were�even�
more�acute�in�Mexico,�which�was�then�unable�to�produce�enough�food�for�all�
its�citizens;�and�in�1945�Mexico�joined�forces�with�the�Rockefeller�Founda-
tion�to�address�this�need.�This�research,�along�with�the�agricultural�knowl-
edge�brought�back�by�braceros,�was�expected�to�increase�food�production.
� The�postwar�increase�in�bracero�laborers�and�California’s�solidification�of�
specialty�crops�were�not�coincidental�but�part�of�a�larger�story�that�ties�Mexi-
can�migration�to�a�consolidation�of�the�U.S.�agricultural�industry.27�In�this�
consolidation,�all�U.S.�farmworkers,�immigrant�and�domestic,�would�lose:�
U.S.�farmhands�would�lose�work�to�braceros,�who�themselves�labored�with-
out�adequate�protections.�In�the�end,�the�Mexican�government�—��braceros’�de�
jure�representative�—��could�never�wrest�control�of�the�program�away�from�the�
U.S.�government,�the�de�facto�agent�for�growers.28


� Although�Mexico�would�sign�on�to�the�program,�the�initial�o≠er�by�George�
Messersmith,�U.S.�ambassador�to�Mexico�from�1942�to�1946,�was�rebu≠ed�on�
three�grounds:�the�continued�discrimination�against�Mexicans�immigrants�
and�U.S.�citizens�of�Mexican�descent;29�the�memory�of�thousands�of�migrants�
returning�after�World�War�I�with�little�to�show�for�their�work;�and�the�forced�
repatriation�of�U.S.�residents�of�Mexican�descent�during�the�Depression.�Ac-
knowledging�Mexico’s�high�unemployment,�Undersecretary�of�Foreign�Rela-
tions�Jaime�Torres�Bodet�voiced�concerns�that�workers’�exposure�to�higher�
U.S.�wages�would�make�them�unwilling�to�return�to�Mexico�and�its�com-
paratively�lower�ones;30�he�instead�favored�the�creation�of�jobs�in�Mexico�via�
modernization�projects�already�under�way.31�These�projects�were�part�of�the�
revolutionary�state’s�movement�toward�more�orthodox�economic�policies.�


cohen—final pages� 25


This content downloaded from 192.76.177.124 on Mon, 23 May 2016 22:58:06 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms








Producing Transnational Subjects26


President�Manuel�Ávila�Camacho�pushed�forward�plans�to�modernize�indus-
try�and�agriculture;�he�undertook�road�and�dam�building�and�electrification�
projects�throughout�the�north;�and,�in�the�mid-�1940s,�he�began�a�national�
literacy�campaign�that�focused�on�rural�areas.32�These�policies,�like�others�I�
have�previously�mentioned,�increased�the�state’s�presence�(albeit�unevenly)�
throughout�the�country.
� Such�policies�failed�to�staunch�the�stream�of�migration,�and�union�leaders�
and�northern�hacendados,�two�key�government�constituencies,�pressured�to�
stop�the�flow.33�The�response�to�Messersmith’s�proposal�from�Torres�Bodet’s�
superior,�Ezequiel�Padilla,�Mexico’s�foreign�relations�minister,�reflects�an�at-
tempt�to�balance�this�pressure.�Although�the�Mexican�administration�con-
sidered�it�essential�to�maintain�the�country’s�workforce,�wrote�Padilla,�the�
president�also�recognized�U.S.�wartime�labor�needs;�he�declared�that�“no�
obstacles�be�placed�on�the�departure�of�these�nationals�desiring�to�emigrate�
temporarily”�but�that�all�“legal�ordinances�in�e≠ect�in�both�countries”�be�
respected�and�followed.�O∞cials�were�apparently�unaware�that�U.S.�labor�
laws�did�not�cover�agricultural�workers.34


� Still,�Mexico’s�participation�garnered�diplomatic�gains.�To�begin�with,�
Ávila�Camacho�cast�participation�as�a�sign�of�hope�for�stronger�collabora-
tion�between�Mexico�and�the�United�States,�of�an�“indissoluble�friendship”�
rooted� in� “common� interests� of� freedom,”� and� of� Mexico’s� investment� in�
“Pan�Americanism.”35�The�Mexican�American�scholar�and�activist�Ernesto�
Galarza,�writing�to�Ávila�Camacho,�claimed�that�“Mexicans�are�not�in�the�
United�States�just�to�pick�lemons”;�their�presence�would�“establish�strong�
and�lasting�ties�between�the�people�of�both�countries.”36�In�addition,�Mexico’s�
willingness�to�share�the�war�burden�reflected�its�stature�in�the�world�com-
munity�of�democracies.�“Our�fight�will�not�be�waged�in�the�trenches,”�said�
Ávila�Camacho,�“but�in�the�factories�and�in�the�furrows”;�nodding�to�the�two�
countries’�disparity�in�industrial�strength,�he�still�highlighted�the�importance�
of�each�contribution.37�The�new�ground�Mexico�gained�could�help�it�become�
the�voice�of�Latin�America�vis-�à-�vis�the�United�States�and�on�the�global�stage.�
That�is,�these�two�strands�—��one�diplomatic,�the�other�a�cultural�and�eco-
nomic�transformation�of�citizens�—��reveal�the�possibilities�that�the�program�
was�seen�to�o≠er.
� When�Mexico�announced�support�for�the�Allied�powers�in�early�1942,�the�
press�coverage�of�U.S.-�Mexico�relations�began�to�change.�Instead�of�reporting�
disparaging�treatment�and�exploitation�of�immigrants,�as�had�been�the�norm,�
newspapers�ran�stories�about�rotting�crops,�abandoned�as�former�farmhands�
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flocked�to�better�paying�factory�jobs.�For�several�days�in�May,�just�as�bilat-
eral�talks�were�starting,�editorials�brought�attention�to�the�essential�role�that�
Mexican�workers�could�play�in�fighting�the�enemies�of�democracy.�Headlines�
such�as�“Mexican�Workers�Urgently�Needed�in�the�U.S.”�and�“Only�Mexicans�
Can�Save�California�Harvests”�laid�the�foundation�for�what�would�soon�be�
touted�as�an�advantageous�o∞cial�policy.38�While�newspapers�were�not�the�
first�to�portray�rapprochement�with�the�United�States�in�such�a�positive�light,�
they�were�among�the�earliest�to�compare�the�contribution�of�stoop�laborers�
to�that�of�shiny-�faced�U.S.�soldiers.
� Such�editorials�were�just�the�beginning�of�a�public�push�for�the�program.�
Torres�Bodet,�alluding�to�the�fascist�threat,�predicted�that�“a�victory�by�the�
democracies�would�.�.�.�bring�progress,�harmony,�and�a�just�peace�to�the�
world.”39�He�put�Mexico�squarely�in�the�democratic�camp�and�declared�that�
a�bracero�agreement�with�strong�worker�protections�would�symbolize�the�
regard�that�the�United�States�held�for�the�accomplishments�of�the�revolution.�
The�first�agreement�appeared�to�confirm�this�respect,�for�it�addressed�many�
Mexican�concerns.
� Throughout�August�and�September�1942,�national�newspapers�trumpeted�
these�benefits.�U.S.�authorities,�well�attuned�to�Mexican�sentiment�against�
the�program,�vowed�that�braceros�would�be�home�for�planting�season�(to�
placate�large�northern�landowners�dependent�on�this�labor)�and�would�do�
agricultural,�not�industrial,�jobs.�Nor�would�Mexico’s�national�industrializa-
tion�plan�be�threatened,�for�bracero�work�was�temporary�work.�In�addressing�
the�lingering�concern�that�factory�workers�might�want�to�leave,�the�pro-
visions�defused�most�resistance�in�Mexico.40 Returning�home�for�planting�
and�harvesting,�braceros�would�contribute�to�U.S.�labor�needs�and�promote�
binational�understanding�without�undermining�their�country’s�economic�
progress.41�Even�Carey�McWilliams,�long�a�labor�activist,�weighed�in�on�the�
program’s�behalf;�he�cited�the�slogan�“From�democracies�will�come�victory”�
scrawled�in�chalk�on�trains�transporting�the�first�braceros�as�evidence�of�a�
U.S.-�Mexico�spirit�of�cooperation.42�Lending�brazos�(arms)�during�the�war,�
many� agreed,� signaled� a� significant� step� toward� a� more� equal� binational�
relationship.43


� When�U.S.�growers�first�expressed�a�desire�for�imported�labor,�they�en-
visioned�a�program�like�the�informal�arrangements�of�World�War�I.�At�that�
time,�growers�contracted�workers�directly�and�set�wages�and�work�condi-
tions�without�state�intervention;�workers�suspected�of�union�activity�were�
quickly�repatriated.44�Since�then,�two�important�changes�had�occurred.�First,�
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Franklin�D.�Roosevelt’s�Good�Neighbor�policy�(announced�in�1933)�required�
a�di≠erent�formal�posture�and�rhetoric�vis-�à-�vis�the�governments�of�Latin�
America.�This�meant�that�the�U.S.�government�could�no�longer�blatantly�
ignore�the�sovereignty�of�its�southern�neighbors,�act�with�overt�paternalism,�
or�simply�demand�that�its�southern�counterparts�acquiesce�to�its�wishes.�
Second,� in� 1938� President� Lázaro� Cárdenas� (1934–40)� had� nationalized�
foreign-�owned�oil�fields,�such�as�those�of�U.S.�Standard�Oil,�long�accused�
of�undervaluing�capital�assets�and�failing�to�pay�taxes.�Although�he�imme-
diately�o≠ered�compensation�(per�the�declared�tax-�roll�value),�the�foreign�
companies�rebu≠ed�the�o≠er�as�too�little.�The�U.S.�government�and�foreign�
oil�companies�boycotted�Mexican�oil�(a�boycott�Japan,�Germany,�and�Italy�
would�ignore),�yet�Cárdenas�stood�his�ground,�changing�the�calculus�of�the�
U.S.-�Mexican�relationship.�This�dispute�would�only�be�resolved�when�the�
United�States�entered�the�war.�In�the�end,�U.S.�negotiators�got�most�of�what�
they�sought:�a�World�War�II�ally,�increased�exports�of�Mexican�primary�prod-
ucts�(in�a�separate�treaty),�and�the�rationalized�recruitment�and�importa-
tion�of�agricultural�workers.45�Still,�they�capitulated�to�their�partner’s�major�
stipulations,�including�a�ban�on�sending�braceros�to�Texas,�where�persons�of�
Mexican�descent�faced�discrimination.46�This�capitulation�reflected�a�new�
fraternal�relationship,�not�a�paternalistic�one,�a�relationship�that�Ávila�Ca-
macho�could�present�to�a�skeptical�domestic�audience.�Yet�as�the�program�
unfolded,�it�became�clear�that�the�real�winners�were�large�growers,�especially�
in�California�and�Texas.


State expectations and the arrangement of agriculture


The�ability�of�growers�to�benefit�from�the�bracero�program�relied�on�shifts�
that�had�already�occurred:�the�use�of�fertilizer�and�irrigation�systems�to�in-
crease�yields,�as�well�as�refrigerated�rail�cars�to�transport�crops�across�great�
distances.�These,�in�turn,�accelerated�large-�scale�farming’s�requirement�of�
an�increased�workforce.�Since�the�early�twentieth�century,�especially�in�Cali-
fornia�and�Texas�(the�two�states�receiving�the�majority�of�braceros),�farms�
moved�toward�labor-�intensive�specialty�crops�organized�around�a�proletari-
anized�labor�force.47�Wealthy�California�agriculturalists�resisted�the�incen-
tive�to�mechanize,�taking�three�critical�actions.�First,�they�forged�strong�ties�
between�growers�large�and�small,�which�were�then�formalized�as�associa-
tions.�Under�the�guise�of�these�associations,�the�agriculturalists�set�wages�
and�work�conditions�for�the�region�and�pooled�resources�to�fight�unionizing�
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drives�by�Mexican,�Chicano,�Filipino,�Puerto�Rican,�and�white�workers�dur-
ing�the�first�half�of�the�century.�Second,�growers�established�connections�
with�local,�state,�and�national�o∞cials�and�the�police.�And�third,�they�waged�
public-�relations�campaigns�to�spotlight�the�critical�role�of�agriculture�in�Cali-
fornia’s�economy�and�cultivate�public�sympathy�and�support�during�labor�
actions,�repeatedly�hyping�the�“radical”�nature�of�farmworkers’�demands.�
This�long-�standing�sympathetic�portrayal�positioned�growers�as�vulnerable�
to�economic�hardship.
� Starting�in�the�early�1910s,�farmworkers�launched�waves�of�strikes.�They�
received�little�support�from�the�American�Federation�of�Labor�(afl),�which�
did�not�o∞cially�commit�resources�to�these�struggles�until�1959.48�Although�
Mexican�immigrant�and�Mexican�American�farmworkers�repeatedly�pressed��
for�better�wages,�the�required�movement�of�migrant�workers—�a�feature�built�
into�the�very�structure�of�agricultural�labor�—��limited�the�possible�e≠ects�of�
these�e≠orts,�because�the�workforce�changed�every�season.�This�constant�
turnover�undercut�worker�solidarity�and�minimized�the�duration�or�impact�
of�any�worker�action�and�grower�concession.49�Moreover,�the�diverse�compo-
sition�of�this�labor�force�made�it�easier�for�growers�to�pit�one�ethnic,�racial,�
or�language�group�against�another.�Growers’�reaction�to�worker�militancy�—��
along�with�dust�bowl�conditions,�government-�supported�crop�reductions,�
and�changes�in�farm�technologies�—��made�the�availability�of�work�itself�con-
siderably�less�likely.50


� At�the�same�time�that�increased�collaboration�among�U.S.�growers�was�
working�against�laborers’�organizing�strength,�the�o∞cial�trade�union�move-
ment�south�of�the�border�was�expanding.�This�state-�directed�movement�was�
fostered� by� President� Cárdenas’s� incorporation� of� workers� into� the� state�
structure� and� by� the� cross-�border� flow� of� labor� organizers,� intellectuals,�
workers,�publications,�and�ideas�in�the�aftermath�of�the�Mexican�Revolution.�
The�Confederación�Regional�Obrera�Mexicana�(Regional�Mexican�Workers�
Federation,�which�was�not�part�of�the�state-�run�federation)�encouraged�Mex-
ican�migrants�to�join�U.S.�unions.�It�also�recognized�the�advantages�that�ties�
to�U.S.�counterparts�(in�particular,�the�progressive�Congress�of�Industrial�
Organizations)�would�have�for�Mexicans�working�north�of�the�border�and�
for�establishing�a�reciprocal�willingness�to�support�longshoremen’s�strikes.51�
U.S.�unions,�by�contrast,�saw�the�value�of�this�closeness�only�during�periods�
in�which�immigration�policies�were�loosened.52


� Paralleling�the�bracero�program’s�regulated�labor�stream�was�a�growth�in�
undocumented�workers,�many�of�them�former�braceros�who�knew�how�to�


cohen—final pages� 29


This content downloaded from 192.76.177.124 on Mon, 23 May 2016 22:58:06 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms








Producing Transnational Subjects30


maneuver�in�the�United�States.�Employers�who�viewed�bracero�paperwork�
as�a�burden�and�wanted�to�retain�the�men�they�identified�as�good�workers�
often�encouraged�such�former�braceros�to�return�uno∞cially.�In�1952�the�
U.S.�Congress,�pressed�to�tackle�rising�unauthorized�migration,�passed�the�
McCarren-�Walter�Immigration�Act,�making�it�a�felony�to�import�and�harbor�
undocumented�workers,�although�the�bill�did�not�institute�penalties�for�em-
ploying�them;�it�also�prohibited�suspected�communists�and�other�subversives�
from�immigrating.53�Thus,�the�bill�simultaneously�eased�growers’�ability�to�
deport�“troublesome”�braceros�without�sanction�and�hardened�restrictions�
on�union�organizers.�McCarren-�Walter�also�forbade�U.S.�citizens�from�arrest-
ing�undocumented�workers�—��a�strategy�that�some�union�activists�had�used�
to�counterbalance�the�e≠ects�of�their�presence�on�organizing�drives.�The�
historian�James�Cockcroft�argues�that�Taft-�Hartley,�McCarthyism,�the�Alien�
Registration�Act�(1940),�McCarren-�Walter,�and�the�bracero�program�were�
“interrelated�parts�of�a�frontal�assault�on�labor�activism�and�the�free�exercise�
of�Americans’�basic�civil�rights,”�which�delayed�a�“militant�o≠ensive�against�
racism�and�economic�oppression”�until�the�1960s.54


� During� its� twenty-�two� years� the� program� was� plagued� by� interrelated�
challenges:�a�dramatic�rise�in�undocumented�labor;�a�concomitant�drop�in�
Mexico’s� ability� to� negotiate� strong,� enforceable� contracts;� and� the� high-
�profile�focus�(especially�in�California)�on�the�abuse�of�bracero�and�unau-
thorized�workers.�On�the�Mexican�side,�the�economy,�though�expanding,�
could�never�create�su∞cient�jobs�to�satisfy�the�demand�for�work,�leading�
more�men�to�migrate�without�authorization.�The�Mexican�government�thus�
pushed�for�beefed-�up�border�patrols�and�penalties�for�growers�who�hired�
undocumented�workers,�dragging�its�heels�on�agreement�negotiations�until�
the�United�States�met�these�demands.�These�stalling�tactics,�however,�only�
intensified�the�lengths�to�which�men�would�go�to�cross�the�border,�and�grow-
ers�were�happy�to�hire�men�covered�by�even�fewer�protections.�This�cycle�
further�undermined�the�Mexican�government’s�negotiating�position�and�ex-
acerbated�the�precariousness�of�the�situation�of�undocumented�migrants,�
bracero�workers,�and�U.S.-�citizen�farmworkers�alike,�as�more�men�journeyed�
northward�for�the�promise�of�jobs.�By�the�late�1940s�and�early�1950s,�more�
than�half�a�million�undocumented�workers�crossed�the�border�annually,�with�
over�a�million�coming�in�1954�alone�and�leading�to�a�coordinated�roundup�
that�between�1944�and�1954�repatriated�nearly�2�million�men�and�pushed�
President�Adolfo�Ruíz�Cortines�(1952–58)�to�explore�the�feasibility�of�open-
ing�coastal�land�to�permanently�settle�these�workers.55
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� After�overcoming�its�initial�reluctance,�the�Mexican�government�recog-
nized�the�benefits�to�be�had�from�sending�men�north.�Foremost�among�these�
was�a�transformation�in�domestic�agriculture�sparked�by�returning�migrants.�
By�applying�the�new�skills�and�knowledge�learned�abroad,�former�braceros�
would�improve�agricultural�output.56�Their�example�would�also�promote�the�
purchase�and�use�of�machinery,�made�possible�through�a�wartime�provision�
that�required�10�percent�of�braceros’�wages�to�be�withheld�and�remitted�on�
men’s� return� so�they�could�purchase� tractors�and�other�farm�equipment.�
Taken�together,�ex-�braceros’�agricultural�innovation�would�enable�the�coun-
try�to�feed�itself.57


� Mexican�negotiators�fought�hard�for�this�savings�provision.�As�a�case�in�
point,�Mexican�diplomats�held�up�the�negotiation�process�during�the�war�
when�U.S.�counterparts�refused�to�include�it,�citing�industrial�incapacity.�
Mexico�hoped�this�provision�would�spur�markets�for�consumer�and�other�
goods�where�none�then�existed.�In�a�1944�memorandum�to�President�Ávila�
Camacho,�Manuel�Gamio�(an�anthropologist�turned�state�bureaucrat)�re-
counted�his�recent�meeting�with�Fowler�McCormick,�chairman�of�Interna-
tional�Harvester.�He�wrote�of�his�portrayal�of�the�expected�benefits�of�help-
ing�braceros�return�with�U.S.-�made�agricultural�equipment�purchased�at�a�
moderate�price�and�in�installments.�A�January�19,�1944,�editorial�in�the�Mexi-
can�daily�Excélsior�described�a�future�Mexico�that�did�not�merely�export�raw�
materials�for�U.S.�products�but�served�as�a�market�for�these�and�other�com-
modities.�Closer�diplomatic�and�economic�ties�between�the�two�countries�
would�bring�rewards�to�all�concerned:�braceros,�Mexico,�manufacturers,�and�
the�United�States.58


� The�program,�besides�conferring�more�equal�diplomatic�and�economic�
standing,�would�be�Mexico’s�contribution�to�the�preservation�of�democracy.�
One�group�of�braceros�sent�a�letter�to�U.S.�President�Harry�Truman,�praising�
the�e≠orts�of�the�Allied�nations�toward�a�victory�and�citing�the�contribution�
of�braceros�toward�these�e≠orts:�“We�[the�undersigned]�braceros,�.�.�.�a�small�
group�of�the�150,000�[who]�find�themselves�[in�the�United�States],�[are]�
lending�our�humble�cooperation�to�the�world�e≠ort�to�defend�the�liberty�of�
individuals�and�communities.”59�Thus,�the�men’s�labor�formed�the�basis�of�
Mexico’s�war�contribution�and�inscribed�these�migrants�as�actors�for�their�
nation.
� Yet�this�labor�was�also�expected�to�spur�both�national�and�household�econ-
omies:�they�worked�in�the�name�of�the�nation,�while�their�consumption�—��of�
radios,�sewing�machines,�cowboy�hats,�tools,�and�clothes�—��was�promoted�as�
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bettering�their�families.60�The�state�advocated�such�consumption�by�exempt-
ing�these�products�from�tari≠s�(though�not�from�the�uno∞cial�demands�of�
individual�Mexican�border�guards).�The�government�encouraged�the�men�to�
consume�U.S.�products�in�the�United�States�even�as�it�fostered�industrializa-
tion�and�a�domestic�market�for�Mexican-�made�versions�of�those�products�by�
heavily�taxing�U.S.�goods�purchased�in�Mexico.�While�production�and�con-
sumption�were�critical�in�the�state’s�sponsorship�of�the�program,�production�
was�more�valuable.�This�valuing�is�not�surprising,�given�the�twofold�develop-
ment�strategy�of�import-�substitution�and�public�works�projects�(dams�and�
roads)�then�under�way,�a�valorization�condensed�in�the�figure�of�the�well-
�built,�faceless,�Soviet-�style�male�worker�shown�in�public�service�announce-
ments�and�campaigns�in�national�newspapers.61�In�unsubtle�ways,�these�im-
ages�suggested�that�properly�gendered�men�were�to�produce�for�the�nation�
and�provide�for�family�consumption.�We�thus�see�the�gendered�logic�that�
provided�the�program’s�sca≠olding,�on�which�aspiring�braceros�would�draw�
to�position�themselves�as�most�deserving�of�the�program’s�opportunity.
� The�transformation�of�Mexicans�into�desiring�modern�subjects�was�occur-
ring�not�only�on�the�ground�in�the�United�States�but�also�in�the�wider�global�
context.�The�potential�of�its�global�reach�was�laid�out�in�Truman’s�Point�Four�
program,�which�he�articulated�in�his�1949�inaugural�address.�The�world�was�
changing,� said� Truman.� No� longer� was� “exploitation� for� foreign� profit”�—��
what�he�labeled�“old�Imperialism”�—��productive.�Now�the�best�option�—��and�
new�U.S.�approach�—��was�modernization,�development�programs�grounded�
in�“democratic�fair-�dealing.”62�Modernization�could�rouse�the�world’s�people�
to�rebel�against�their�“human�oppressors”�and�their�traditional�foes�of�“hun-
ger,�misery,�and�despair.”63�With�this�language,�Truman�both�recognized�the�
people�of�undeveloped�countries,�such�as�Mexico,�as�victims�of�poverty�and�
disease�and�moved�modernization’s�focus�from�“national�economies�to�indi-
viduated�subjectivities.”�The�focus,�then,�was�not�on�collective�national�bod-
ies�but�on�“the�less�developed�[individual]�subjects�of�the�‘human�family.’�”64�
The�transformation�of�the�backward�into�the�modern�individual�subject�was�
not�a�mere�by-�product�of�modernization�but�its�fundamental�purpose.
� Truman’s�guiding�narrative�of�progress,�movement,�and�arrival�was�made�
evident�in�modernization�theory�and�its�successors:�development�theory,�de-
pendency�theory,�and�world�systems�theory.�Modernization�theory�and�the�
global�economic�architecture�to�make�it�happen�came�into�being�during�and�
after�World�War�II�as�a�by-�product�of�the�rise�of�the�United�States�as�eco-
nomic�and�military�superpower,�the�Soviet�(and�later�Chinese)�challenge�to�
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its�preeminent�position,�and�the�connected�processes�of�the�disintegration�of�
European�empires�and�anticolonial�independence�movements�in�Africa�and�
Asia.�Grounded�in�the�logic�of�evolution�and�functionalism,�modernization�
theory�posited�a�process�of�social�change,�marked�by�set�stages�followed�first�
by�the�United�States�but�common�to�all�societies�(evolutionary).�This�process�
was� homogenizing� (societies� tended� toward� convergence),� irreversible,�
transformative,�progressive�(i.e.,�su≠ering�for�a�big�payo≠),�and�slow�moving�
(i.e.,�explicitly�not�revolutionary).�Even�Africa,�Asia,�and�Latin�America�were�
seen�as�able�to�reap�the�economic,�social,�and�political�rewards�of�a�modern�
industrialized�economy�—��high�wages,�an�educated�workforce,�a�narrowed�gap�
between�rich�and�poor,�and�a�vibrant�democracy�—��for�race�was�not�o∞cially�a�
barrier�to�modernization.�This�development�formula�held�a�radical�promise�
for�all,�one�not�envisioned�in�earlier�eugenicist,�race-�specific�renditions.
� Still,�modernization�theory�divided�the�world�into�modern�and�traditional�
societies,�a�division�that�brought�along�with�it�a�gendered�component.�Inter-
actions�based�on�personal,�emotional,�and�face-�to-�face�contact�were�under-
stood�to�constrain�the�development�of�proper�market�relations�in�traditional�
societies.�Feminine�emotionality�was�deemed�to�impede�the�growth�of�mar-
ket�relationships�and�its�associated�(masculine)�impersonalism,�lack�of�favor-
itism,�detachment,�and�indirectness.65�Traditional�societies�were�viewed�as�
prone�to�corruption:�the�distribution�of�rewards�not�based�on�a�meritocracy�
or�the�neutral,�invisible�hand�of�the�market.
� While�modernization�theory�is�first�and�foremost�an�economic�theory,�
the�payo≠�was�much�more�than�economic;�it�was�cultural�and�political�as�
well.�Economic�modernity�(advanced�capitalist�relations)�was�seen�as�part�
of�a�tripartite�economic,�political,�and�cultural�package,�with�democracy�as�
its�political�component,�and�particular�(U.S.�and�Western�European)�values�
and�relationships�in�regard�to�and�mediated�by�consumption�as�its�cultural�
ones.�Thus,�modernization�theory�charts�the�production�of�modern�subjec-
tivities:�individualistic,�not�collectivist;�produced�through�capitalist�modes�
of�production�and�consumption;�and�mapped�onto�relations�with�the�state�
and�other�individuals�and�communities.�Prioritizing�the�individual�produced�
through� these� relations� would� dilute� more� collectivist� claims� (especially�
those�of�class,�gender,�and�race),�since�no�longer�would�constituencies�have�
shared�material�interests�but�only�more�manageable�and�shifting�issues.66


� Two�aspects�are�critical�here:�the�cultural�and�the�collectivist.�The�Mexi-
can�government�implicitly�understood�the�cultural�demands�of�moderniza-
tion�and�championed,�albeit�less�publicly,�the�program’s�ability�to�chip�away�
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at�ingrained�negative�behaviors,�such�as�alcoholism�and�poor�hygiene,�still�
seen�in�many�migrants.67�Although�delegates�to�Mexico’s�1917�constitutional�
convention�contended�that�fewer�than�“two�or�three�of�us�here�.�.�.�have�
never�been�drunk,”�this�conduct�was�nevertheless�seen�as�undercutting�the�
country’s�progress�and�prosperity;�moreover,�it�risked�the�goals�of�the�pro-
gram,�since�men�who�drank�spent�their�money�on�liquor�and�“bad�women.”68�
Protection�against�such�risks�—��even�the�elimination�of�these�habits�—��were�
important� enough� that� Mexican� negotiators� insisted� on� writing� into� the�
agreement�the�requirement�that�employers�“take�all�reasonable�steps�to�keep�
professional� gamblers,� vendors� of� intoxicating� liquors� and� other� persons�
engaged�in�immoral�and�illegal�activities�away�from�the�Mexican�Workers’�
place�of�employment.”69�Negotiators�also�worked�to�include�provisions�that�
gave�men�access�to�a�primary-�school�education,�skills�in�English,�and�instruc-
tion�in�basic�hygiene.�The�willingness�of�U.S.�authorities�to�incorporate�such�
provisions�into�early�agreements�pleased�their�Mexican�counterparts,�lead-
ing�Foreign�Relations�Minister�Ezequiel�Padilla�to�praise�the�program�as�an�
economic�opportunity�and�“a�noble�adventure�for�our�youth.”70�These�dual�
economic�and�cultural�goals�suggest�that�Mexican�authorities’�underlying�
aim�for�the�program�was�to�transform�braceros�into�a�certain�kind�of�modern�
citizen.
� These�o∞cials�also�drew�on�the�collectivist�strain�in�the�country’s�revolu-
tionary�ideology�to�allocate�the�benefits�from�the�program.�Individuals�would�
migrate,�yet�the�rewards�would�spread�throughout�the�country�via�the�agri-
cultural�modernization�that�returning�braceros�would�spark.�This�allocation�
and�collectivist�ethos�are�constrained�in�the�Mexican�state’s�definition�of�
modern citizen,�a�stark�contrast�with�the�individualist�priorities�so�widely�
disseminated�in�the�United�States.�This�ethos�prioritized�the�whole�over�the�
individual�and�made�the�collective�the�proper�recipient�of�the�rewards�of�
modern�state�projects.�This�coalesced�in�la familia mexicana�(the�Mexican�
family),�a�revolutionary�understanding�of�the�nation�that�captured�under�a�
single�rubric�a�set�of�relationships�in�which�the�interests�of�individuals�and�
factions�were�subordinated�to�those�of�a�cross-�class,�unified�family�or�pueblo�
(people).71�That�is,�although�a�single�individual,�sector,�or�family�might�dis-
proportionally�gain�or�lose�from�a�particular�policy,�the�goal�was�collective�
betterment.72


� The�family�required�a�benevolent�patriarch,�and�so�did�the�nation.73�The�
state�took�on�this�role,�positioning�itself�as�protector�of�collective�interests,�
the�true�and�legitimate�inheritor�of�revolutionary�ideals.�It�took�responsibil-
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ity,�said�President�Ávila�Camacho,�for�the�“intellectual,�spiritual,�and�moral�
preparation”�of�a�nation�“anxious”�to�achieve�progress�and�“conserve�the�
heritage�[patrimonio]�of�liberties”;�collective�justice�and�liberty�would�thus�
beget�progress,�just�as�knowledge�would�bring�victory�over�misery.74�In�ne-
gotiations�over�the�program�and�its�promotion�at�the�national�level,�o∞cials�
used�a�language�of�collectivity,�diplomatic�equality�with�the�United�States,�
and�respect�for�a�distinctly�Mexican�vision�of�the�modern�nation.�At�home,�
however,�they�were�without�the�financial�resources�to�assuage�competing�
obligations�and�the�internal�contradictions�(regional,�ethnic,�language,�class,�
sector,�and�racial)�that�those�obligations�engendered.�The�program�o≠ered�a�
way�out�of�this�predicament:�individual�citizens,�with�new�knowledge,�skills,�
and�cash,�would�help�modernize�the�country,�and�the�Mexican�state,�through�
a�respectful�diplomatic�exchange,�would�establish�itself�as�a�U.S.�partner.�
Though�the�state�was�unable�to�resolve�its�predicament�in�either�the�inter-
national�or�the�domestic�arena,�the�potential�of�doing�so�hints�at�why�Ernesto�
Galarza�—��himself�prounion,�pro-�farmworker,�and�the�college-�educated�son�
of�Mexican�migrants�—��could�initially�support�the�program.�Ultimately,�he�
would�see�its�flaws�and�seek�its�end,�but�at�the�outset�he�believed�it�would�
bring�about�a�new�U.S.�respect�for�Mexico�and�Mexicans.75�In�sum,�the�pro-
gram,�with�its�modernist�frame,�presented�the�Mexican�state�with�the�pos-
sibility�of�economic�progress,�better�international�positioning,�and�respect�
from�its�northern�neighbor.�The�men�who�migrated�as�part�of�this�coopera-
tive�gesture�were�no�longer�considered�a�source�of�social�or�state�embarrass-
ment�but�rather�as�national�ambassadors�and�future�model�citizens.


Migration, Modernization, and the Promise of a better Life


Whereas�previous�mass�exoduses�had�signaled�the�failures�of�Mexico’s�devel-
opment�and�of�the�Mexican�state,�now�emigration�was�perceived�as�beneficial.�
This�reconceptualization�came,�in�part,�from�ideas�promulgated�by�Manuel�
Gamio,�a�U.S.-�educated�anthropologist�who�later�became�a�Mexican�gov-
ernment�minister.�A�graduate�student�at�Columbia�University�in�the�1920s�
and�considered�Mexico’s�first�professional�anthropologist,�Gamio�came�to�
the�conclusion�in�his�study�of�Mexican�immigrant�communities�that�those�
who�had�spent�time�in�the�United�States�had�changed�in�ways�beneficial�for�
Mexico’s�future.�He�found,�first,�that�these�migrants�were�more�“advanced”�
and�had�“better”�work�habits�than�nonmigrating�compatriots.�Second,�they�
developed�new�needs�during�their�stay�in�the�United�States;�their�desire�for�
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products�to�meet�those�needs�would�create�a�market�where�none�previously�
existed.�Third,�migrants�exposed�to�the�supposedly�more�e∞cient�labor�prac-
tices,�technologies,�and�cultural�attitudes�of�the�United�States�absorbed�the�
discipline�required�of�“laborers�of�the�modern�type,”�which,�Gamio�assumed,�
they�would�transplant�home,�fostering�economic�change�and�making�Mexico�
“a�great�industrial�and�agricultural�country.”�His�fourth�finding�was�that�the�
discrimination�many�migrants�experienced�in�the�United�States�led�them�
to�develop�a�new�sense�of�attachment�to�Mexico�and�identity�as�Mexicans.�
Gamio’s�ideas�gained�currency�among�Mexican�policymakers,�and,�as�direc-
tor�of�the�Instituto�Indigenista�Interamericano�(Inter-�American�Indigenous�
Institute),�he�advised�negotiators�and�influenced�the�shaping�of�the�bracero�
program.76


� Gamio’s�ideas�are�best�understood�within�a�longer�trajectory.�Industrial-
ization,�which�had�taken�root�by�1900,�still�constituted�less�than�15�percent�
of�Mexico’s�economy�(a�percentage�less�than�half�that�of�the�United�States).77�
The�fault�for�this�lag,�concluded�Mexican�elites�and�political�leaders,�resided�
with�the�country’s�large�rural�mestizo�and�indigenous�population,�seen�as�
biologically�and�culturally�backward.�President�Porfirio�Díaz�(1876–1910),�
whose�administration�was�toppled�in�the�Mexican�Revolution�(1910–17),�
sought�to�mitigate�the�negative�impact�of�rural�nonwhites�by�encouraging�
southern�Europeans�to�immigrate�in�exchange�for�land.�Though�few�came,�
it�was�hoped�that�these�immigrants,�deemed�white�and�with�the�beneficial�
biological�characteristics�that�entailed,�would�dilute�the�deleterious�e≠ects�
of�biology�through�intermarriage.78�Such�ideas�persisted�after�the�revolution�
and�found�their�way�into�the�state’s�development�projects,�specifically�in�the�
rationale�for�agricultural�projects�in�the�Laguna�region�in�the�northern�states�
of�Coahuila�and�Durango.79


� Northern�Mexico�in�general�and�the�Laguna�region�in�particular�became�
a�focus�for�development�initiatives,�in�part�because�many�of�Mexico’s�revo-
lutionary�leaders�were�themselves�northerners,�landowners�who�held�large,�
well-�capitalized� haciendas� and� contributed� significantly� to� the� country’s�
agricultural�output,�while�their�agricultural�workers�had�sta≠ed�the�revo-
lutionary�armies.�Politicians�anticipated�that�unless�former�soldiers�were�
incorporated�into�the�new�national�project,�their�mobility�and�willingness�
to�wage�war�could�undermine�the�state.�On�the�positive�side,�many�men�in�
the�region�were�presumed�to�possess�the�very�skills,�innate�characteristics,�
and�cultural�values�that�the�nation�needed,�since�many�had�spent�time�in�
the�United�States�or�had�been�exposed�to�its�values,�advantages�that�would�
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spread�to�nonmigrants�by�proximity.�Engineers�on�a�state-�run�project,�for�
example,� deemed� the� region’s� inhabitants� “of� Hispanic� ancestry,� white,�
bearded,�with�Caucasian�features,�tall�and�robust”;�they�were�“intelligent”�
and�“hard-�working,”�wore�“shoes,�pants,�and�jacket,”�and�ate�“eggs�daily”�—��
attributes�that�the�state�sought�to�instill�in�the�rest�of�the�population.80�To�
quash�the�lingering�threat�posed�by�this�revolutionary�contingent,�national�
leaders�sought�to�anchor�former�soldiers�to�the�land,�converting�them�into�
responsible�citizens�and�smallholders�rather�than�collectivized�agricultural�
workers�(ejido�members).81�The�concept�of�the�small�farmer�as�responsible�
citizen�undergirded�notions�of�racial�progress�framing�the�program.
� In�northern�regions,�however,�the�small-�farmer�model�competed�with�
other�exigencies,�especially�in�the�Laguna,�where�cotton�production�(a�crop�
ideal�for�the�area’s�arid�climate)�was�structured�around�haciendas�or�large,�
concentrated�landholdings.�During�the�Porfiriato�(the�presidency�of�Porfirio�
Díaz),� global� demand� for� cotton� encouraged� hacienda� growth,� organized�
around�capitalist�production�systems�dependent�on�a�sizeable�labor�force.�
Hacienda�labor�demands�were�met�by�a�largely�male�wage-�labor�workforce�
of�locals�and�migrants�from�other�parts�of�Mexico.�Yet�this�labor�demand�
was�seasonal,�and�most�laborers�only�found�work�during�the�picking�sea-
son.82�Making�matters�more�precarious,�an�entire�harvest�could�be�wiped�
out�by�an�unexpected�freeze,�flood,�or�hailstorm.�The�seasonal,�sporadic�na-
ture�of�work,�then,�required�a�workforce�that�could�shift�between�temporary�
factory�jobs,�agricultural�wage�labor,�and�subsistence�farming�as�tenants�or�
smallholders.�Still,�industrial�cotton-�production�jobs�were�the�highest�paid�
and�lured�workers�from�all�over�Mexico,�aided�by�rail�lines�laid�during�the�
Porfiriato.�By�1910�textile�factories�tied�to�cotton�production�had�sprung�up�
throughout�the�Laguna,�as�it�became�another�stop�on�international�labor�
circuits�that�also�included�Texas�and�California.�The�labor�system�gave�“rise�
to�a�new,�socially�unstable,”�and�proletarianized�“migrant�worker�class”�not�
unlike�that�of�its�sister�U.S.�states.83�This�socially�unstable,�tough,�resource-
ful,�and�well-�traveled�working�class�would�form�the�base�of�Pancho�Villa’s�
revolutionary�army.84�Despite�the�revolutionary�proclivities�of�northern�la-
borers,�the�region’s�large�landholding�system�survived�early�episodes�of�land�
reform�precisely�because�the�new�revolutionary�government�recognized�that��
the� value� of� the� haciendas� came� not� merely� from� the� land� but� from� the�
various�forms�of�concentrated�capital,�such�as�irrigation�systems,�that�were�
needed�to�maintain�economies�of�scale�and�survive�persistent�insect�infesta-
tions,�droughts,�and�flooding.�To�support�the�production�of�industrial�cotton,��
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the�federal�government�built�Palmito�Dam�in�the�Laguna�to�guarantee�water�
to�haciendas�in�times�of�drought;�it�did�not�irrigate�small�farms,�which�con-
tinued�to�depend�on�the�Nazas�and�Aguanaval�rivers.85


� After�the�revolution,�hacienda�workers�did�not�demand�the�system’s�over-
haul;�instead,�in�the�1920s�and�1930s�they�agitated�for�better�wages�and�labor�
conditions.86�Answering�their�pleas�for�support�were�U.S.�and�Mexican�union�
organizers,�Communist�Party�operatives,�and�intellectuals,�who�flooded�the�
region.�Building�on�the�already-�established�political�consciousness�of�this�
workforce,�organizers�denounced�their�maltreatment,�sparking�strikes�on�
one�hacienda�after�another.87�On�August�19,�1936,�twenty�thousand�hacienda�
workers�walked�o≠�the�fields�in�the�middle�of�the�cotton�harvest,�joined�by�
urban�and�peasant�unions,�a�few�of�which�had�previously�called�for�inde-
pendent�strikes.88�Although�most�strikers�were�permanent�employees�rather�
than�temporary�workers,�many�of�those�who�listened�and�watched�from�the�
sidelines�(and�at�times�even�participated)�were�precisely�those�men�who�
were�sporadically�driven�to�wage�work�by�hunger�and�underproducing�land.�
The�strike�ended�in�September,�when�President�Lázaro�Cárdenas�(1934–40)�
addressed� workers’� complaints� by� dividing� some� large� tracts� of� land� into�
small�individual�plots�and�communally�held�property�administered�by�work-
ers’�committees.�This�was�not�a�first�step�in�a�march�to�collectivism,�however;�
instead,�the�revolutionary�state�recognized�that�subsistence�agriculture�and�
hacienda-�based�production�needed�to�end.�Cárdenas’s�move�was�designed�to�
modernize�all�production�systems.89


� In�the�strike’s�immediate�aftermath,�owners�of�new�smallholdings�were�
deemed�the�productive�base�for�export�crops�such�as�cotton�and�were�crowned�
the�champions�of�progress�and�political�stability.90�The�state,�in�other�words,�
bestowed�a�place�in�the�pantheon�of�model�citizens�to�these�future�capital-
ized�farmers.�Yet�as�often�happens,�the�expected�economic�stability�and�boost�
did�not�occur;�the�Depression�devastated�the�global�cotton�market�and�put�
many�out�of�work,�just�as�large�numbers�of�longtime�U.S.�residents�were�
repatriated�to�Mexico.�In�a�move�reminiscent�of�that�by�Porfirio�Díaz,�many�
returnees�were�o≠ered�plots�of�land,�remote�enough�so�their�newly�acquired�
U.S.�work�ethic�and�habits�would�not�be�tainted�by�supposedly�uncultured�
compatriots�but�close�enough�that�their�habits�could�spread�to�neighbors.�
Gamio� predicted� that� exposing� nonmigrants� to�new�migrant� sensibilities�
would�“elevate�the�material�level�of�the�campesino�(rural�inhabitant)�as�much�
as�the�cultural�level.”91�Mexican�diplomats�folded�this�understanding�of�a�
migrant�sensibility�—��anchored�in�acceptance�of�the�role�of�agriculture,�espe-
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cially�northern�agriculture,�in�Mexico’s�modernization�—��into�the�goals�of�the�
bracero�program.
� Mexican�elites’�vision�of�rural�inhabitants�and�the�countryside�paralleled�
the�perception�that�most�U.S.�urban�residents�had�of�their�own�rural�coun-
terparts.�The�farms�and�rural�areas�that�were�home�to�almost�half�the�U.S.�
population�in�1930�often�lacked�electricity,�indoor�plumbing,�and�other�ne-
cessities�taken�for�granted�in�cities.92�Depression-�era�newspapers�ran�stories�
of�destitute�Oklahoma�and�Arkansas�families�heading�west;�Dorothea�Lange�
photographed�penniless�migrants�huddled�in�shacks;�and�the�Farm�Service�
Administration� built� camps� to� house� impecunious� arrivals� to� California.�
While�specific�New�Deal�policies�targeted�such�problems,�protective�labor�
legislation�and�the�bargaining�requirements�of�the�National�Labor�Relations�
Act�exempted�farmworkers.�Growers,�with�legislative�help,�had�maneuvered�
to� exclude� stoop� laborers� from� initiatives� safeguarding� factory� workers;�
farmhands,�they�contended,�were�not�workers�but�independent�contractors�
in�a�patron-�client�relationship�with�growers.�Thus,�amid�dreams�of�becoming�
yeoman�farmers�(or�regaining�that�position),�most�U.S.�migrant�workers�had,�
like�their�northern�Mexican�counterparts,�become�part�of�an�agricultural�
proletariat.93�For�Mexican�immigrants�and�Mexican�American�farmworkers,�
proletarianization�borne�of�this�migration�was�“the�central�element”�in�their�
racial�formation.94


� At� the� same� time� that� Congress� excluded� farmhands� from� protective�
legislation,�it�funded�research�for�capital-�intensive�solutions�to�agricultural�
underproduction.� In� one� 1946� example,� the� government� partnered� with�
International�Harvester�and�John�Deere�to�fund�the�Cotton�Mechanization�
Project,�putting�the�most�extensive�agricultural�research�at�the�disposal�of�
moneyed�cotton�interests�in�the�hopes�of�making�mechanized�production�
commercially�viable.95�Although�Congress�had�long�dedicated�money�and�
personnel�(in�the�form�of�state�agricultural�extension�services)�to�developing�
better�farming�methods,�this�capital,�as�opposed�to�farmworker,�solution�ul-
timately�spurred�a�mechanization�revolution�and�new�agricultural�practices�
that�further�weakened�the�bargaining�position�of�all�farm�laborers.
� Yet� the� transition� to� mechanized� farming,� says� the� economist� Wayne�
Grove,� was� neither� simple� nor� rapid;� nor� could� it� be� easily� adapted� to�
di≠erent�crops.�Grove�notes�that�Congress�supported�mechanization,�even�
though� it� o≠ered� no� straightforward� solution� to� increasing� yields.96� This�
support�came�in�two�forms:�first,�allowing�growers�to�employ�and�control�
low-�wage�labor,�from�which�they�accumulated�capital�for�equipment�and�


cohen—final pages� 39


This content downloaded from 192.76.177.124 on Mon, 23 May 2016 22:58:06 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms








Producing Transnational Subjects40


additional�land�(some�of�the�best�lands�became�available�when�interned�Japa-
nese�and�Japanese�Americans�defaulted�on�mortgages);�and�second,�funding�
research�on�seed�and�soil�requirements�for�sustained�mechanized�farming.97�
These�changes�simultaneously�lowered�food�prices�and�enabled�huge�gains�in�
productivity�akin�to�those�in�other�industries.�Only�after�these�technologies�
were�readily�available�at�reasonable�cost�(in�the�1960s)�would�the�bracero�pro-
gram�be�terminated.�The�need�to�blunt�the�precariousness�of�the�transition�
to�mechanized�agriculture,�says�Grove,�was�the�U.S.�rationale�for�the�bracero�
program.�He�argues�that�it�was�a�federal�attempt�to�“guarantee”�that�growers�
had�access�to�a�“reserve”�pool�of�seasonal�—��not�permanent�—��employees,�part�
of�a�“a�two-�pronged�strategy�of�government-�managed�economic�transition”�
and�a�“road�to�rural�development.”98�Not�surprisingly,�no�similar�support�was�
available�for�domestic�farmworkers,�especially�those�displaced�by�the�bracero�
program.99�Rather,�said�Representative�John�Tower�(R-�Tex.),�“the�industrial�
economy�and�the�agricultural�economy”�are�“strikingly�di≠erent”�and�“must�
be�treated�di≠erently.”100�Braceros�would�further�agricultural�changes�already�
under�way.101


� The�heart�of�these�changes�was�in�California,�where�almost�half�of�all�
braceros�would�head,�and�even�more�so�in�its�Imperial�Valley.�The�valley,�
encompassing�six�thousand�square�miles�in�the�southeastern�corner�of�Cali-
fornia,�was�the�epicenter�of�the�agricultural�boom�and�the�birthplace�of�new�
seeds,�techniques,�and�equipment.�It�was�also�at�the�heart�of�the�farm�union�
movement�that�had�begun�early�in�the�century.�Bordering�the�Mexican�state�
of�Baja�California�to�the�south,�Riverside�County�to�the�north,�San�Diego�
County�to�the�west,�and�Arizona�to�the�east,�this�“palm-�shaped�basin”�ranges�
in�altitude�from�253�feet�below�sea�level�at�its�low�point�to�Blue�Angel�Peak�
at�4,854�feet�above�sea�level�on�the�west�side.�It�is�an�“ecological�transition�
zone,”�where�temperatures�commonly�reach�125�degrees.102�Growers�enjoy�
one� of� the� country’s� longest� growing� seasons� (more� than� three� hundred�
days),�which�enables�a�two-�crop�cycle�for�produce�such�as�iceberg�and�ro-
maine�lettuce,�carrots,�tomatoes,�cabbage,�broccoli,�squash,�cucumbers,�as-
paragus,�corn,�alfalfa,�melons,�grapes,�dates,�citrus�fruits,�and�strawberries.
� The�Imperial�Valley�had�not�appeared�destined�to�become�the�nation’s�
wintertime�produce�capital.�With�an�arid�climate�similar�to�that�of�the�La-
guna�(averaging�only�three�inches�of�rain�a�year),�the�Imperial�Valley�was�
labeled�a�“deadly�place”�in�1776.103�Its�prospects�improved�when�the�Imperial�
Canal�was�built�in�1901,�supplying�water�diverted�from�the�Colorado�River.�
The�canal�allowed�the�valley’s�growers�to�devote�land�to�agriculture�earlier�
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than�was�possible�in�the�nearby�Coachella�and�San�Joaquin�valleys.104�Though�
this�new�source�of�water�would�change�the�type�of�crops�farmers�grew,�they�
initially�planted�cotton,�a�staple�of�dry-�climate�agriculture.�By�the�second�
year�of�production�(1910),�the�land�was�successfully�seeded�with�a�Durango�
cotton�variety�grown�in�the�Laguna.105�While�its�strong�fiber�drew�attention�
from�those�in�the�cotton�trade,�by�1925�Durango�cotton�lost�out�to�its�better-
�promoted�Mexican�varietal�cousin,�Acala,�which�was�heavily�planted�in�the�
San�Joaquin�Valley.�Imperial�Valley�growers�would�cede�cotton�to�this�neigh-
boring�valley�and�switch�to�specialty�fruit�and�vegetable�crops�whose�pro-
duction�also�depended�on�vast�numbers�of�laborers.106�In�fact,�the�consolida-
tion�of�California�into�a�preeminent�agricultural�state�required�plentiful�but�
poorly�compensated�farmworkers,�whom�U.S.�Department�of�Agriculture�
o∞cials�touted�as�an�asset.107�The�availability�of�this�asset�accelerated�the�
shift�from�family-��to�migrant-�based�labor.�By�the�end�of�the�bracero�pro-
gram,�the�percentage�of�farms�relying�on�family�labor�(that�is,�work�done�by�
farmers�and�their�families)�had�dropped�to�35�percent�statewide�and�less�
than�half�of�that�in�the�Imperial�Valley.108�This�vast�agricultural�boom�land�
produced�crops�valued�at�more�than�$100�million�per�year�by�1960�on�land�
concentrated�in�the�hands�of�fewer�than�five�hundred�owners.109


� While�elite�growers�consolidated�their�land,�fortunes,�and�control�over�
smaller�farmers,�migrant�farmworkers�faced�extreme�poverty.�Men,�women,�
and�children�labored�long�hours�and�lived�crowded�in�what�were�termed�
ditch-�bank�camps,�shantytowns�of�tin�or�cardboard-�roofed�shacks�situated�
along� drainage� or� irrigation� channels.� The� Farm� Security� Administration�
(fsa),� established� in�1935�to�alleviate� pervasive�rural�poverty,� built�labor�
camps�in�California�to�address�the�migrants’�unsanitary�living�conditions�
and�brought�rural�poverty�to�the�attention�of�the�nation�when�the�agency’s�
hired�photographers,�such�as�Dorothea�Lange,�Russell�Lee,�and�Jack�Delano,�
captured�these�hardships�in�graphic�images.�fsa�personnel�taught�hygiene,�
first�aid,�and�food�safety�to�camp�residents�and�trained�them�to�run�camps�
collectively.�This�drew�the�wrath�of�growers,�who�labeled� fsa�employees�
socialists�and�feared�their�farm�laborers�would�be�susceptible�to�this�suppos-
edly�un-�American�ideology.
� Indeed,�since�the�beginning�of�the�century,�the�Imperial�Valley�had�been�
the�hub�of�farmworker�union�organizing�and�militant�strikes,�which�had�
grown�in�tandem�with�commercialized�agriculture.110�During�the�1928�Im-
perial�Valley�cantaloupe�strike,�many�workers�pushing�for�union�recogni-
tion�were�Mexican�citizens.�They�sought�help�from�the�Mexican�consul�in�
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Calexico,�but�their�e≠orts�were�quashed�when�the�local�sheri≠�and�district�
attorney�shut�down�the�pool�halls�and�restaurants�the�men�patronized,�shut-
tered�the�door�of�the�union’s�headquarters,�La�Unión�de�Trabajadores�del�
Valle�Imperial�(the�Imperial�Valley�Workers�Union),�and�jailed�most�strikers�
for�“disturbing�the�peace”�or�“vagrancy.”111�Union�activity�was�in�hiberna-
tion�when�the�braceros�arrived,�dampened�by�temporary�organizer�setbacks,�
World�War�II’s�economic�expansion,�and�President�Franklin�Roosevelt’s�anti-
strike�measures.�Indeed,�many�braceros�were�housed�in�former�fsa�work�
camps,� not� far� from� established� Mexican� and� Mexican� American� settle-
ments� left� empty� when� their� previous� tenants� departed� for� factories� and�
the�war.112�After�wartime�controls�were�lifted,�farmworkers,�like�their�in-
dustrial�counterparts,�sought�compensation�for�wartime�wage�freezes�and�
no-�strike�pledges;�when�this�compensation�was�not�forthcoming,�organizing�
began�anew.113�While�braceros�were�prohibited�from�striking�or�honoring�the�
strikes�of�fellow�domestic�farmworkers,�politicians,�growers,�and�regular�citi-
zens�nevertheless�blamed�this�renewed�union�activity�on�communists�posing�
as�poor�Mexican�peasants,�who�they�argued�had�infiltrated�the�program�and�
were�sowing�the�seeds�of�subversive�ideology�in�the�nation’s�fields.114�This�
concern�(among�others)�led�to�Operation�Wetback,�a�governmental�cam-
paign�that�forcibly�repatriated�1�to�2�million�Mexicans�in�1954�—��some�having�
crossed�without�documents,�others�holding�bracero�contracts,�still�others�
U.S.�citizens�or�longtime�residents.�The�U.S.�government�also�reinforced�the�
Border�Patrol�with�new�funding�and�personnel,�while�increasing�the�bracero�
contracts�available�to�Mexican�workers.�The�valley�was�a�California�hotspot�
to�which�braceros�from�Durango�would�come.


Changing Conceptions of Citizenship


Even�as�the�program�altered�the�structure�of�agriculture�on�both�sides�of�the�
border,�it�furthered�a�shift�in�concepts�of�citizenship�and�cultural�belong-
ing�in�both�countries.�In�Mexico,�privileges�and�formal�ties�to�the�nation�
had�been�reshaped�in�the�political�contestations�and�state�consolidation�that�
followed�the�revolution.115�Instead�of�a�direct�citizen-�state�relationship,�as�
in�the�United�States,�Mexico�adopted�a�corporatist�model�whereby�citizens�
interacted�with�the�state�through�state-�based�organizations�of�peasants,�the�
military,�organized�labor,�and�the�popular�sector.�As�I�explained�above,�the�
logic�behind�this�corporatist�arrangement�(where�all�opposition�is�internal�
to�or�incorporated�in�the�state�itself)�was�collectivism,�under�which�both�
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state�and�citizen�had�responsibilities�that,�when�properly�performed,�would�
further�the�national�good.
� Citizenship,�too,�carried�responsibilities.�For�individual�(male)�citizens,�
revolutionary�citizenship�was�to�be�fulfilled�through�three�traditionally�mas-
culine�activities:�military�service,�civic�engagement,�and�labor.116�Citizenship�
was�put�into�practice�in�daily�duties�deemed�to�promote�the�collective�good�
and�instill�in�men�“the�consciousness�of�‘sincere’�and�‘authentic’�revolution-
aries.”�In�this�way,�revolutionary�citizens�would�demonstrate�their�commit-
ment�to�county�and�class�by�performing�civic�duties.117�Yet�not�all�perfor-
mances�of�class�and�national�loyalty�were�equally�important�in�constituting�
a�citizen’s�place.�The�primary�performances�of�citizenship�and�revolution-
ary�consciousness�were�those�that�constituted�the�(male)�citizen�as�modern�
subject.
� Given� that� most� Mexicans� lived� in� poverty� and� under� conditions� that�
the�state�labeled�primitive,�measures�were�put�in�place�to�transform�these�
backward�people�into�modern�subjects.�Because�the�elites�and�state�o∞cials�
envisioned�citizenship�as�a�male�right,�the�modernization�of�citizens�deemed�
primitive�required�the�cultural�modernization�of�masculinity�—��that�is,�the�
eradication�of�male�activities�and�privileges�such�as�wife�beating,�cockfighting,�
and�imbibing�pulque�(a�homemade�liquor�from�the�maguey�plant)�and�exces-
sive�alcohol,�activities�widely�attributed�to�peasants,�the�working�class,�and�
indigenous�people.118�Limiting�formal�franchise�to�those�“having�the�quality�
of�being�Mexican”�and�“an�honest�way�of�life,”�the�1917�Constitution�o∞cially�
targeted�these�“barbaric”�holdovers.�Substituted�for�these�uncouth�endeavors�
were�baseball�and�basketball,�which�would�confirm�peasants’�transformation�
into�modern�cultured�men.119


� While�this�configuration�of�formal�citizenship�had�been�in�place�since�the�
late�1910s,�the�corporatist�model�that�structured�the�relationship�between�
citizen�and�state�was�only�established�in�1938.�Still,�o∞cials,�intent�on�its�
regularization,�looked�everywhere�for�evidence�of�its�acceptance.�On�the�
home�front,�they�took�as�evidence�citizens’�involvement�in�political�organiza-
tions�and�parties,�which,�they�imagined,�visibly�signaled�a�growing�“political�
consciousness,”�belief�in�a�corporatist�vision,�and�acceptance�of�the�duties�
of�citizenship.120�As�we�will�see�in�subsequent�chapters,�this�state�version�of�
citizenship�had�not�yet�fully�or�evenly�permeated�the�country’s�social�fabric.�
Not�only�did�aspiring�migrants�rely�on�strands�of�prior�versions�to�promote�
their�case�for�a�bracero�contract;�Mexican�diplomats�negotiating�bracero�
agreements�recognized�that�most�men�still�engaged�in�the�very�practices�
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that�cultural�modernization�was�meant�to�eradicate.�O∞cials�would�push�
for�agreement�measures�to�eliminate�them�or�at�least�guard�against�their�
upsurge�in�U.S.�labor�camps.
� Race,�too,�was�implicitly�woven�into�Mexican�citizenship,�both�formally�
and� culturally.� In�contradistinction� to�the�black/white� axis�in� the�United�
States,�race�in�Mexico�was�organized�around�a�Spanish�(white)/Indian�(dark)�
dichotomy,�with�mestizos�—��the�historical�product�of�a�Spanish/Indian�mix-
ture�—��understood�in�relation�to�these�poles.�People�of�African�and�Asian�de-
scent�did�not�figure�prominently�in�this�racial�organization.�Still,�the�system�
was�complex.�Indian�was�a�mutable�category�of�social�personage�reflecting�
multiple�markers�and�dependent�on�social�a∞liation,�language�use,�geogra-
phy,�clothing,�hairstyle,�and�even�the�wearing�of�shoes.�In�reality�this�muta-
bility�meant�that�the�physically�visible�boundary�between�Indian�and�mestizo�
was�neither�clear�nor�obvious.�Mutability�became�problematic�as�mestizos�
began�to�outnumber�Indians�and�Spaniards.�This�was�a�source�of�concern�for�
elites,�who�sought�to�fix�the�distinctions,�and�with�them�the�formal�privileges�
(legal�citizenship)�and�bonds�of�belonging�and�inclusion�(cultural�citizen-
ship)�allotted�by�group.121�By�the�time�of�the�revolution,�however,�most�Mexi-
can�citizens�were�mestizos�who�still�lived�as�peasants�or�rural�wage�laborers�
but�had�long�shed�the�cultural�markers�of�Indianness.�A�centerpiece�of�the�
revolutionary�state�was�the�incorporation�of�such�mestizos�into�the�nation,�
congealed�as�the�nation’s�protagonists,�while�Indian�remained�a�label�of�social�
exclusion.�Mestizo,�thus,�became�synonymous�with�Mexican.
� There�is�a�spatial�dimension�to�this�racial�categorization,�however,�insofar�
as�the�fuzziness�of�Indian�as�outsider�was�largely�mapped�onto�the�coun-
tryside,�with�its�communal�land�and�campesino�subsistence�farming.�Rural�
people�were�aficionados�of�cockfighting,�pulque�drinking,�and�wife�beating,�
who,�in�the�words�of�the�local�bureaucrat�Juan�Uzeta,�had�“no�custom�of�
work”;122�they�desperately�needed�cultural�modernization.�If�we�map�these�
notions�of�race�onto�gendered�ideas�of�citizenship,�the�state’s�new�burden�
became,�first,�the�sorting�of�rural�Mexicans�from�Indians;�and,�second,�the�
transformation�of�these�rural�mestizos,�identified�as�Mexicans,�into�civilized�
laborers,�soldiers,�and�farmers�able�to�take�their�place�as�the�nation’s�new�
protagonists.�Part�of�the�cultural�modernization�was�inculcating�these�na-
tional�subjects-�to-�be�with�the�commitment�to�work.�During�bracero�negotia-
tions,�o∞cials�sought�to�include�measures�to�instill�the�habits�of�mind�and�
body�required�for�this�national�role�into�the�men�chosen.
� The�Mexican�racial�system�allowed�those�who�shed�the�cultural�manifes-
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tations�of�Indianness�to�become�mestizos,�hold�a�recognized�place�in�the�na-
tion�(cultural�citizenship),�and�exercise�o∞cial�privileges�(legal�citizenship).�
In�contrast,�U.S.�legal�citizenship�had,�from�the�country’s�founding,�been�
delimited�by�race�and�was�still�circumscribed�by�it�—��legally�and�in�practice�—��
when�the�program�ended.�Until�the�Civil�War,�slavery�shut�blacks�o≠�from�
the�possibility�of�exercising�formal�privileges.�During�the�mid–nineteenth�
century,�argues�the�historian�Matthew�Frye�Jacobson,�the�larger�black/white�
racial�schema�shifted�such�that�nationality�(e.g.,�Irish,�Italian,�German)�took�
on� racial� connotations,� due� principally� to� the� massive� immigration� from�
countries�outside�northern�Europe.123�While�the�1790�Immigration�Act�had�
o∞cially� limited� immigration� to� those� eligible� for� citizenship� (only� free�
white�people),�Jacobson�claims�that�nationality�then�possessed�the�weight�of�
a�racial�category,�and�that�Irish�or�Italian�or�Jewish�was�set�o≠�from�Anglo-
�American�as�racial�di≠erence.�This�white�racial�multiplicity,�according�to�
the�historian�Mae�M.�Ngai,�was�reconfigured�by�the�Johnson-�Reed�Act�of�
1924,�which�limited�the�number�of�immigrants�allowed�from�each�coun-
try�to�2�percent�of�their�percentage�in�the�1890�census.�This�limit,�argues�
Ngai,�e≠ectively�drew�a�line�around�Europe�(instead�of�through�it,�as�earlier),�
turning�all�European�immigrants�into�white�people�and�their�national,�for-
merly�racial,�ties�into�ethnicities,�thus�uncoupling�race�from�nationality�for�
all�Europeans.�This�uncoupling�meant�that�immigrants�from�Europe�could�
become�American,�where�“American”�was�synonymous�with�“white.”124


� For�Mexicans�—��U.S.�citizens,�residents,�and�immigrants�—��nationality�was�
more�tightly�fused�to�race�under�Johnson-�Reed,�foreclosing�national�belong-
ing�by�marking�them�as�perennial�foreigners;�regardless�of�actual�citizenship,�
the�label�Mexican�bore�the�weight�of�race.125�Middle-�class�Mexican�Ameri-
cans,�for�example,�recognized�all�too�well�that�U.S.�citizenship�was�aligned�
with�whiteness.�According�to�the�historian�Neil�Foley,�they�fought�for�their�
rights�during�the�middle�of�the�century�by�claiming�rights�not�as�citizens�but�
as�the�(middle-�class)�whites�that�they�legally�were,�as�a�result�of�the�1848�
agreement�that�ended�the�U.S.-�Mexico�War.126�Braceros�entering�this�racial�
reconfiguration�would�find�self-�understandings�reworked�as�they�encoun-
tered�obstacles�to�being�seen�as�modern�and�to�the�respect�that�being�modern�
brought,�obstacles�arising�precisely�from�their�racial�marking�as�Mexican.�
Resident�Mexican�and�Mexican�American�farmworkers�faced�a�similar�ter-
rain.�Because�growers�largely�controlled�both�their�own�self-�depiction�and�
that�of�their�racialized�farmworker�employees,�farmworkers’�subjectivities�
were�reshaped�as�they�pressed�to�extricate�themselves�from�a�racial�arrange-
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ment�that�a�priori�denied�them�recognition�and�respect�as�modern�subjects.�
As�we�will�see,�being�modern�was�a�constituent�component�of�U.S.�cultural�
belonging,�regardless�of�formal�citizenship.127


� The�collectivist�and�individualist�conceptions�undergirding�formal�citizen�
responsibilities�and�privileges�were�woven�into�social�practice,�and�these�
conceptions� are� essential� to� understanding� the� structures� and� practices�
of� U.S.� and� Mexican� citizenship.� These� citizen� concepts� were� the� lenses�
through�which�braceros�would�understand�their�place�—��or�lack�thereof�—��in�
the�Mexican�nation,�the�purpose�of�their�migration,�and�the�broader�goals�of�
the�program�for�the�Mexican�state.�These�structures�and�practices�of�belong-
ing�and�respect�also�shaped�their�relationship�to�the�United�States.�Try�as�bra-
ceros�might�to�achieve�the�respect�and�other�benefits�the�program�was�held�
out�as�o≠ering,�they�were�denied�such�benefits�by�a�priori�exclusion.�These�
structures�and�practices�became�the�border�they�could�never�fully�cross.


Conclusion


I�opened�this�chapter�by�asking�why�so�many�men�would�do�almost�anything�
for�the�chance�to�work�as�U.S.�farm�laborers�and�what�they�expected�to�gain�
from�migrating.�This�chapter�has�begun�to�answer�this�question�by�identifying�
the�expectations�of�the�various�stakeholders�and�the�historical�context�into�
which�the�braceros�came.�I�also�have�explored�here�the�key�terms�framing�
debate�over�the�program:�how�it�came�to�be�cast�as�an�opportunity�for�braceros�
themselves�and�for�the�Mexican�nation,�and�how�its�framing�simultaneously�
opened�and�closed�avenues�as�braceros�attempted�to�achieve�their�goals.
� The�place�of�agriculture�in�each�nation’s�development�and�self-�conception�
is�critical�if�we�wish�to�understand�how�the�program�was�cast�as�an�opportu-
nity�for�various�actors.�Agriculture�occupied�a�central�role,�both�figurative�and�
literal,�in�configuring�the�formal�and�social�citizenship�of�the�nation’s�proper�
protagonists�and�in�deciding�who�was�excluded�from�that�status.�These�un-
derstandings,�together�with�the�promise�of�the�modern,�shaped�the�bracero�
journey�as�a�space�of�opportunity�that�brought�about�new�subjectivities�as�it�
tore�at�the�state-�citizen�alliance�in�Mexico�and�furthered�the�braceros’�claims�
for�recognition�vis-�à-�vis�the�Mexican�state�and�the�U.S.�nation.�In�the�next�
chapter�I�continue�charting�connections�between�agriculture�and�the�mak-
ing�of�national�subjects,�examining�how�elite�California�growers�controlled�
the�boundaries�of�inclusion�and�the�ways�they�exerted�this�control:�through�
the�construction�of�narratives�about�themselves�and�about�farmworkers.
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