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 Starting in 1942, agricultural and factory workers were brought into the U.S. from Mexico under a legalized 

guest worker program, called the Bracero program.  The term “bracero” comes from the Spanish word brazos, 

meaning arms.  Mexican workers were encouraged to come because many American men were off fighting in the 

war and there were not enough workers to staff the factories producing war materials and to keep food 

production going and to maintain the railways. 

 

 By the time the program ended in 1964, close to 5 million braceros had come to work in American fields and 

railroads, etc. in 26 states.  When they came, braceros would receive a permit and sign a contract for 9-12 

months, at the end of which they had to turn in their permits and return to Mexico, even if they planned to sign 

on again.  Abuses in the program began even before they left Mexico.  At recruitment centers in major central 

and northern Mexican cities, they could wait for days or months for a contract, paying bribes, running out of 

money, and sleeping in parks with no facilities. 

 

 Ranchers would pick up the braceros at the borders and transport them to camps.  Many workers did not know 

where they were going or what to expect.  Although the bracero treaty said the contracts would be written in 

Spanish, often they were in English and the braceros did not understand what they were agreeing to. 

 

 Contracts specified a five-day work week, but many growers forced braceros to work seven days, doing extra 

jobs like washing cars, cleaning, and gardening for no extra pay.  Also, when the weather was bad, there was no 

pay at all, and some braceros were out of work for months, struggling to eat. 

 

 As part of the bracero program, ten percent of the bracero’s pay was withheld, to be transferred to individual 

savings funds in Mexico.  However, most workers never received the money, and now braceros groups are 

organizing to get back an estimated $150 million in lost pay. 

 

 When their contracts expired, many braceros signed another, often going back to the same ranch.  Some stayed 

behind illegally and found other jobs.  Much illegal immigration followed the bracero program because once 

people came they found many reasons to settle here and not go back.  Also, many family members later came to 

join the family members already here. 

 

 Mexican Americans had suffered discrimination prior to, and during World War II. Like many recent 

immigrants, they were crowded into run-down urban areas, were exploited as farm workers, suffered high 

unemployment rates, and met hostility from long-time residents. Most of the population was centered in the 

Southwest, with a large group in Los Angeles.  

 

 In Los Angeles, places of entertainment often refused to admit Mexicans. At skating rinks, a sign there might 

read, “Wednesdays reserved for Negroes and Mexicans.” Learning such restrictions was part of the education of 

every Mexican American child. It hit the children hardest during adolescence, when they were already trying to 

cope with the enormous problems associated with that stage of life.  

 

 Most Mexican Americans were born and grew up in neighborhoods that were almost entirely Mexican. Most of 

them had not fully mastered reading and writing English. The press in California often associated Mexican 

Americans with sex crimes, knifings, gang violence, marijuana use, and a racial inferiority that supposedly 

accounted for their poverty.  

 

 During the early 1940’s, some Mexican-Americans adopted a flamboyant style of dress that had originated in 

Harlem and spread to the West Coast. The boys and men who dressed in this fashion became known as 

“zooters.” The “zoot suit” consisted of: a long jacket and trousers tightly pegged at the cuff, fully draped around 

the knees, and deeply pleated at the waist. Most zooters also wore their hair long, full, greased, and gathered in a 

ducktail. Many of them hung out in groups, some of which had wholly social purposes, and others of which were 

organized for delinquent activities. 

 

 Many white people lumped all Mexicans into the category of zooter gang members, and white servicemen 

stationed in and around Los Angeles, shared the prejudice. In July 1943, sailors and soldiers home on leave 

roamed the streets, beating up the zooters, tearing their clothes, and cutting their hair. They demanded revenge 



for alleged attacks by zooters against servicemen. The Shore Patrol and Military Police looked the other way 

while this violence was taking place. The city police followed the mobs of servicemen, watched the beatings, and 

then often jailed not the attackers, but the victims. This began the so-called “Zoot-Suit Race Riots,” which were 

to last for a week in Los Angeles. After two nights of such activity, one newspaper ran the headline “Zooters 

Threatened L.A. Police.” After another even worse night, the newspaper blamed the riots on “zooter hoodlums.”  

 

                                  
 

 

 

                                                                     
 

 

 Throughout the riots, the Mexican communities were in turmoil. Scores of Mexican mothers were trying to locate 

their children and hundreds waited around the police stations and jails trying to get word of missing members of 

their families. In the streets, boys as young as 12 and 13 years old were being beaten and stripped of their clothes.  

 

 In a letter to the President responding to the attacks on the zooters, one man wrote that “’zoot-suiters’ dressed as 

they did to compensate for a sense of being rejected by society. The wearers are almost invariably the victims of 

poverty, rejection, and segregation.” He added, “It was essential to discipline the offending soldiers and sailors, 

for otherwise these members of the armed services will believe the wearing of the uniform gives them the license 

to act as arbiters of how civilians may dress, speak, act or think.” 

 

 Later, a citizen’s committee revealed the truth about the riot. Although there had been some unlawfulness among 

a few of the Mexican-American gangs, the servicemen were to blame for starting the aggressive actions. The 

committee declared that racial prejudice motivated the servicemen’s actions. The citizen’s committee demanded 

punishment of those servicemen guilty of crimes of violence. They also noted the need for public programs in 

order to improve conditions in Mexican-American neighborhoods and to combat the racial prejudice that led to 

events such as those Los Angeles. 
 


