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ABSTRACT

Employer Sanction and Legalization:
The Politics of Undocumented Mexican
Immigration, 1946-1954

Tasuku Todayama

This paper examines the development of U.S. policies to contain
unauthorized immigration from Mexico between the late 1940s and the mid-
1950s, with a focus on legalization of undocumented workers and sanctions
against employers of such workers.

In July 1942, the United States and Mexico agreed to implement a bi-
national labor program known as the bracero program. The program was
extended after the end of World War II. At that time, both U.S. and Mexican
officials were beginning to see the growing number of unauthorized Mexican
nationals in the U.S. as a threat to both countries’ efforts to control the border.

As a measure to prevent exploitation of its nationals by placing them
under a formal contract, in the early months of 1947 Mexico proposed to
introduce some form of punishment against those employing undocumented
migrants. Representatives from the Mexican and U.S. governments also
discussed the possibility of legalizing undocumented Mexicans already
working in the United States to permit their employment under a formal
contract. The agreement of March 1947 included a legalization procedure,
which allowed undocumented Mexicans to be put under contract after being
apprehended in the United States. However, the Mexican proposal for
employer sanctions did not materialize during the late 1940s because the U.S.
Congress took no action in legislating such measures even though the bracero
program was temporarily suspended from 1948 to 1949 due to the protest by
the Mexican government against the large-scale employment of unauthorized
Mexican workers in Texas.

By the early 1950s the ongoing influx of undocumented Mexicans began
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to be associated with poverty and exploitation of U.S. farm workers. President
Harry S. Truman established a commission on migratory labor in June 1950,
which recommended strengthening the Border Patrol and enacting legislation
penalizing those involved in employment or transportation of unauthorized
foreign workers.

In 1951 the U.S. Congress authorized the extension of the bracero
program by enacting Public Law 78, which became the basis for the program.
Considerable controversy developed over the employment of undocumented
workers during the legislative process. A senator from Illinois introduced an
amendment providing sanctions against employers of undocumented Mexican
workers but it met fierce opposition. Many legislators pointed out that it
would be unfair to impose penalties on employers of undocumented Mexicans
alone since the bill was to be solely applied to hiring of Mexican nationals.
Legislators from the Southwest and Texas criticized the amendment arguing
that it might lead to discrimination against legal Mexican residents and
Mexican Americans. In 1952 Congress again failed to legislate a meaningful
measure for employer sanctions.

The perceived “success” of the massive deportation of undocumented
Mexicans in the summer of 1954 effectively ended legislative efforts for
employer sanctions. Until the termination of the bracero program in 1964,
the only measure to control the flow of migrant workers between the United
States and Mexico was a series of large-scale contracting of authorized

Mexican workers and ad hoc apprehensions of unauthorized entrants.



