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ABSTRACT

promote domestic economy and discourage illegal migration; however, 
in practice these programs seem to be designed just to ensure cheap 

-

INTRODUCTION

has become an expelling and a recipient country at the same time. On 

-



In this context, there are many 
reports exploring the migration phe-
nomenon between Mexico and 

cultural and social perspectives, as 
the historical relationship between 
these countries has always been 
strong due to the shared border. In 

-
rary migration programs have been 
developed and implemented by 
the U.S. over the years, but one in 
particular stands out by its historical 
relevance: the “Bracero program”. 

This program is used in this essay 
as a case study to explore the ad-

temporary migration programs ac-

the question posed: do temporary 
migration programs promote so-

This essay will begin with a litera-

concepts related to social justice, 
social policy and a broad overview 

-

U.S. including the conditions that 

the literature review argue that this 

migration programs, which leave 
migrants vulnerable to abuse. 

method is being employed here, 

general terms the “Bracero Pro-
gram” in order to take an insight 

-

gration program and the related 
consequences. The last section 

study, providing insight into the ar-
guments outlined in the literature 
review. This analysis will contextu-
alise and provide arguments and 

1. LITERATURE 
REVIEW

-
tice, David Miller (1999) argues that 
social justice deals with the distri-

bad (disadvantages) in society, 

allocated to people by social insti-
tutions. In this sense, on one hand 

justice include money, property, 
jobs, education, medical care –
including child and elderly care-, 
personal security, housing, trans-

leisure. On the other hand, some 
-

tary service, dangerous work, and 
other hardships. Hence, whether 
something is just or unjust depends 
on the way those advantages and 
disadvantages are distributed in 
society. 

-
vance to real public policy mak-

-
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between justice in small-group contexts and justice 
across whole societies, as well as contrast between be-

to allocate some valuable resource. He suggests that 
-

lationships”: Solidaristic community, instrumental asso-
ciation and citizenship (Miller 1999:25). In this sense, the 

-
ation: Citizenship related to equality as its primary dis-
tributive principle which will be explained linked to the 
case study in the analysis section.

Keeping this in mind, another concept that must be 
explained is migration, which is as old as human his-
tory. Whether we consider ourselves the descendants 

another or, as the most recent research indicates, we 
-

ca some 100,000 years ago, migration has character-

& Alicea 2004:15). Migrants always seek to better their 

basic principle in the United Nations, not everyone has 

Huges (2002:7) explains that migration is characterized 
-

their children, in countries with economic, social and 
political opportunities.

who are imported to meet labour market needs in the 

residence or permanent stays in the country. Such pro-
grams have covered workers at all skill levels. There 
are many temporary worker schemes that meet high 
and medium-skill labour market needs (Meissner 2004); 
however, temporary migrant workers in general have 

-
ed as a precarious group1 (Boese et al n.d.). This paper 
uses a case study regarding the unskilled temporary 

1 See Boese et al n.d. 
‘Temporary migrant 
nurses in Australia: 

-
cariousness.
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category, which lies in season-
al agricultural and tourist workers 

There are many arguments both 

work programs and the main chal-

In this sense, Hiroshi Motomura 
(2013) discusses the contrast be-
tween supporters and sceptics in 

-

and analyses the temporary work-

perspectives: (I) domestic econ-
omy; (II) immigration outside the 
law; (III) international economic 
development, and (IV) citizen-
ship and integration. These per-
spectives are remarkable as they 

-

-
tives, which roughly shows that the 

programs bring many unintended 
consequences.

-

answer the research question. Ali-

social policy as a discipline that 

change society in a planned and 

sense, based on the case study 
that will be analysed below, it will 
be possible to observe the multiple 

variables that can arise during the 

that lead to abuses and inequities 

as the social context, geographi-
cal location and political situation, 
among others.

In this sense, according to Avi-
va Chomsky (2007:14), sociologists 

labour market to explain the sys-
tem that has worked throughout 

jobs that are regulated. Under this 
market, workers are protected by 
laws that establish living wages, 

-

secure and they have the right to 
organise unions, which are protect-
ed by law. On the other hand, the 
secondary labour market consists 

-
ulated. Wages are low, and work-
ing conditions are dangerous and 

Not only are the jobs unpleasant 
and poorly compensated, they 
are also a dead-end: there is little 

-
-

grams are usually allocated with-
in the secondary labour market, 
which is an open door to worker 

-
cial justice exists in such programs. 

Notwithstanding the above, 
there are arguments that sup-

For instance, Cristina Rodriguez 

Temporary Migration Programs: Do They Promote Social Injustice?



-
pared to permanent immigra-
tion, temporary or circular mi-
gration is more responsive to 

-

the economy without the so-

immigrants.
Nevertheless, there are many 

-

-
phasizes exploitation, observing 
that these workers are vulnerable 
to harsh and dangerous working 
conditions and other workplace 
injustices. Aviva Chomsky (2007:11) 
also argues that rising inequali-

cheap products, all go together. 

produced cheaply when business 
expenses –things like wages, ben-

regulations- are low. Chomsky ex-

always wanted to keep their costs 
down and that is why they tend 
to oppose regulations, which add 
to their expenses. In this sense, in-
equality helps them keep costs 
down in several ways. For instance, 
when workers are poor and lack 
legal protections, they are more 

-

out economic or legal recourse. As 
-

sons why early industries relied on 
immigrant workers; why agriculture 
in the U.S. has used slavery, guest 
workers, and immigrants; and why 
businesses tend to oppose restric-
tions on immigration today. It also 
helps to explain why deregulation 

increasing repression and crimi-

-
migrant workers.

-
hen & Ibrahim Sirkeci (2011:79) re-

-
ginally impacted by migration, mi-
grants are not to blame. It is really 
employers who are suppressing 

jobs that are available. Hence, low 
wages, exploitation, harsh condi-
tions and an unintended illegal mi-

-
es, but they are conditions that 
even presidents had recognised. 
President George Bush once said: 

job others in America are not will-
ing to do, we ought to welcome 
that person to the country” (Jaco-
by 2002:43). Immigrants are willing 
to accept conditions abroad that 
they would never accept at home, 
they do jobs that American citizens 

president Vicente Fox notorious 

even blacks want to do”- because 
they are not trying to live a decent 
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2. RESEARCH 
METHOD
This essay employs a case study 
method to investigate the research 
question and test the established 

studies lie in their ability to provide 

research. 
The approach is usually direct-

ed toward a single phenomenon, 
-
-

the case study used in this paper 
-
-

political and social context as well 

the countries involved in the case 
study, created a peculiar situation 

that answer the question posed. 

3. CASE STUDY

and the U.S. as the entry into World 

U.S. labour market (Toro-Morn & Al-
icea 2004:133). The Mexicans who 
had been reviled and expelled 
during the lean years were sudden-
ly in high demand due to the short-

The “Bracero program” seemed 
promising as it contained many sig-

providing workers “the most com-

(Hahamovitch in Bauer 2006:4). In-
dividual contracts, under govern-
ment supervision, included hous-
ing with minimum standards, paid 
either minimum wage or prevailing 
wage whichever was higher, trans-

-
Bracero program, 

Mexicans were accustomed to 
-

able conditions, they were ethni-

the majority population, and their 
homeland was close enough that 
they were unlikely to put down 
roots and try to blend in (Hender-
son 2011:65). The Bracero pro-

Mexican workers to be used as a 
secondary labour market and in-
volved around 4.5 million people. 
They were brought into the U.S. on 

as “arms” rather than people (bra-
cero
brazo, or arm) and treated essen-

business that hired them (Chomsky 
2007:19). The program imported 
agricultural workers on a seasonal 
basis, although in later years it also 

-
panies. At its root, however, it was 
an agricultural program. 

Temporary Migration Programs: Do They Promote Social Injustice?



There were elaborate contracts that covered 
wide-ranging contingencies regarding housing, wag-
es, and labour conditions. The contracts included the 

2, to be given back 
to workers when they returned to Mexico . Workers un-

jobs (Henderson 2011:66). It was not slavery, but the 
two certainly lookalike, taking into account that the 

-
ers push them to accept such harsh conditions.

The Bracero program had three main objectives: 

-
bracero

the railroads during war years); (2) To protect the rights 

-

program among poor Mexicans practically ensured 
that abuses would occur.

The “prevailing wage” (around 30 cents an hour) was 
never respected. Instead, it was settled by the American 
growers associations prior the harvest, and it had to be 
low enough to ensure that it would not attract domes-
tic workers. Systematic racial discrimination appeared, 

and poor housing conditions, contract violations, and 

To this point and with the evidence presented we 
can conclude that among the positive aspects that 
the program reached during its existence is that it was 

-

-
tion, housing and salary -in a very questionable way 

aspects and the ones with long-term consequences 

2 Many labourers 
said they never re-
ceived the pay, 
and many never 
even knew that 10 

-
aries was deduct-
ed. In 2001, lawyers 

and in 2010 they 
did it again in Mexi-
co. The U.S. govern-
ment has kept to 
the sidelines on the 

-
ing that the money 

sent to the Mexican 
government. To this 
day, the Mexican 
government contin-

evade its responsi-

Méndez 2010; Za-
rate 2014).
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that can be mention are the paral-

The “Bracero Era’ came to an 

in which migrants acquired im-
portant knowledge about how 
to cross the border and where to 

-

out the journey. Through this, they 
were able to migrate without the 

documentation (Toro-Morn & Ali-
cea 2004:134). As a result, a new 

were deemed “illegal”.

4. ANALYSIS
The bracero program was initial-

intentions and with good results 
during its early years. However, the 

-
porary workers. Nowadays, the U.S. 

-
-

Latin American countries, and the 
-
-

are opposed to immigration, espe-

Report, SBS, 26 March 2002), but 
strong special interests, mainly agri-
business, want migrants to contin-
ue to keep down rural wages. 

As is well known, during the last 
15 years a debate has been taking 

the best solution to the immigration 

worker program is a sensitive issue, 
as the conditions have changed 
radically to what it was during the 

bracero program. 
Moreover, it is evident that any 
temporary migration program with 

have detractors and promoters. In 
order to develop a comprehensive 

-
tors that cannot be avoided and 
must be listed: the labour market 
in which temporary workers are in-
serted, the impact on the countries 

-
-

rary workers, their legal condition, 

this concept must deal with whether 
something is just or unjust depend-
ing on the way the advantages 
and disadvantages are distribut-
ed in society, we must understand 
that the context does not mean in 
any way arbitrary justice. In order 
to succeed in developing and es-

-
gional context which, in this case, 
involves two countries, a tempo-
rary work program and thousands 
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understand that is a complex task 

involved and that produces a loss 

which is exactly what happened 

bracero program. 
Notwithstanding with the above, 

-
hensive and complete temporary 
worker program, something that 
has not been well understood is that 

listed above, is not adequate to 

the U.S. labour market instrument, 

the Mexican government.
This is because temporary migra-

-
ing socially oriented or truly inter-
national cooperation programs. 
Some authors like Hiroshi Motomura 
understood the problematic situa-
tion and propose solutions aimed 
to end the growing inconsistencies 
and inequities generated in these 
programs; yet, his proposals have 
not been implemented, so their 
outcomes are still unknown.

-

economic system that privileg-

explains this in a plain and sim-
ple way: “[the economic system] 
could be called capitalism, neo-
liberalism, globalisation or neo-co-
lonialism, but as long as it keeps 

resources unequally distributed in 
the world, you are going to have 
people escaping the regions that 
are deliberately kept poor and vi-
olent and seeking freedom in the 
places where the world’s resources 
have been concentrated…”; thus, 
while goods and merchandise can 

that every year risk or lose their lives 
-

ject to the same globalising glori-

-

workers is a universal problem with 
temporary worker programs be-

relationship between an employ-
er and a worker, under which the 

-
try is dependent on a visa tying 

The most common problem arises 

as they continually get the lowest 
possible wage in the market and 

without receiving the legal extra 
payment. Further issues commonly 
occurring involve contract viola-

-

poor housing conditions and sys-
tematic discrimination. 

temporary migration programs; 

-
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rary migration programs actually 
promote social injustice. The anal-
ysed evidence suggests that these 

temporary migrants as they carry 
a high physical and mental cost 
to the workers. There is a vast dis-
parity in power between workers 
and their employers that should be 

-
tinue having these programs.

-
carious situations and unintended 
consequences occurring as a di-

programs, hence providing an ar-
gument against such programs.   

bracero program, and temporary 
worker programs have in general, 
that may provoke exploitation are: 
(1) migrants are typically bound to

their contract, (2) they are not per-

and (3) they are generally not per-

-

psychological, coercive element 
-

ing them to think about the need 

about staying in the country per-

largely discussed in academic jour-
nals, books and media.

-

-
ship, is relevant to mention that one 

-

visas granted within the bracero 
program (Durand n.d.:46). In this 

legal and illegal immigrants in the 

granting citizenship has been in the 

migrants in the U.S. are respected 
-

ways been on the table; however, 
at the same time politicians in the 

tried to impose laws to prevent the 

and Texas have been lobbied on 
many occasions to approve en-

-
grants. This is because immigrants 

-
cessions in the states with greater 
Mexican presence. 

Under these circumstances, we 
must understand that social jus-

right economic and social con-
ditions, and it cannot be applied 
anywhere and in any context; it is 
reasonable, but it is not the solu-
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and during the bracero program 
is precisely to be able to access 

hard work and good behaviour, 
but, whoever wants to be consid-
ered as equal citizen, must be sub-
ject to both rights and obligations, 

take into account the latest, he will 
only receive alms, and we must 
remember that alms depend on 
what you want to give, and not on 
what would be reasonable to give. 
According to Miller, “the status 

-
erties and rights, rights to personal 
protection, political participation, 
and the various services that the 

members” (Miller 1999:30).
Hence, in order to get a more 

realistic view is necessary an im-
partial dialogue here and now, 
which should be applied to the pri-
mary social goods that must guar-

to citizens. This is where the com-

they can be counted as public 
discussion spaces, access to jobs, 
schools, health, housing, minimum 
income so that any citizen may 

decent living.
The bracero program made 

it clear that Mexico and the U.S. 
need each other, as they both 
need for a population of workers 
to work in agricultural areas. Their 
economies depend largely on their 
work and their remittances. For this 
reason, the idea of “strengthen-

ing” or “close” the border should 
not be a real option. Unfortunately, 
part of the legacy of the program 
is precisely the existence of an un-
documented population, creating 
a situation in which many suffer 
abuse and live hidden without the 
right to ask for basic social services. 

Given the situation, it has be-
come possible to re-create a pro-
gram similar to bracero, which 
from a certain point of view, could 
be a positive policy. Guest workers 
may have more rights and protec-
tion, as the situation now is very 
different. However, there is a possi-
bility of creating a second class of 
people who are not entitled to be 
a citizen and never will. Critics also 
note that such a program would 
not change the immigration status 
if farmers still have the option of hir-
ing undocumented people for less 
money, and moreover, the current 
political situation in the U.S. remains 
very much against migrants, which 
hinders any chance to build a just 
program.

Therefore, the migration prob-
lem positioned between Mexico 
and the United States of America 

Whether for political, social or cul-
tural issues, much of the problem 
was caused by the implementa-
tion of a temporary worker pro-
gram that unleashed a series of 
social injustice problems that have 
not been solved. Hence, the case 
study shows that temporary work 
programs have caused more prob-
lems than solutions. The constant 

-
grants, the rise of cases of racial 
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discrimination and separation of 
families are just a few of the nega-
tive consequences.  It is clear that 
justice as a concept is quite broad 
and covers many different visions, 
but only through this impartial di-
alogue in a harmonious way and 
with a shared interest sense, there 
will be an opportunity to build a 
genuine social justice applied to 
temporary work programs. While it 
is true that not all temporary work 
programs have promoted social in-
justice, the evidence shows that un-
scrupulous employers and oppor-
tunistic politicians have provoked 
great inequalities where migrant 
workers are the most affected.

5. CONCLUSION
The preceding analysis has sum-

-
bate about temporary worker 

that involves two countries. In 
general terms the case study has 

-
deed promotes social injustice, as 

-
ic nature in which the employers 
have greater power over employ-

-

common good, worldview, or the 
most appropriate development 
policies, it is clear that temporary 

ground with ethical and equitable 

principles.
-

derstand that social policies and 
temporary worker programs by 
themselves do not take people 

-
tion attached to social justice, they 
must be committed to economic 
growth. No one can make a seri-
ous, sustainable social policy or a 

is no growth and employment. 
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