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Introduction

In the hills of San Martin Duraznos, Oaxaca, Elfego was tending to his harvest
of setas (oyster mushrooms). The mushrooms were placed in paper bags and
stored in a partially constructed house belonging to Elfegos son. The setas har-
vest was part of Elfego’s and other returned migrants’ efforts to create sustainable
employment in the pueblo. Elfego met the other migrants and received technical
support for his setas project from the Frente Indigena de Organizaciones Binacio-
nales (FIOB; Indigenous Front of Binational Organizations). FIOB’s and Elfego’s
goal was to create sustainable, locally based employment to serve as an alternative
to migration.

Elfego himself was a returned migrant, having spent nearly thirty years trav-
eling back and forth to the United States. Elfego’s trips were not authorized by
the U.S. government, but he found ways to enter the country. He described his
first trip in 1985 as “easy, because at that time there were few U.S. law enforce-
ment agents patrolling the area close to Tijuana-San Diego where he crossed.
Even after the United States heightened its border enforcement efforts, his trips
were successful. Like many of his compatriots, Elfego adjusted to U.S. enforce-
ment efforts by moving his trips farther east and hiring a coyote, or guide. Though
he was arrested by the U.S. Border Patrol on each of his trips, he was released
each time and made subsequent trips. In all, he was able to successfully enter the
United States half a dozen times. Moreover, each time he entered, he found work—
picking strawberries and other produce in California and Oregon, gardening in
Oregon, or building homes in Washington State. During his nearly thirty years
in various parts of the United States, Elfego never encountered interior immigration
enforcement officials.!
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The reason for all these trips to the United States was straightforward, according
to Elfego: “I left because in my town there was no work. Nothing else but farming
only corn. There was no other activity in the town.” Elfego took his first trip in 1985
when he was just sixteen years old. In subsequent years, he married and had four
children. Once his children reached school age, he continued to migrate to provide
his children with an education. As in other rural parts of Mexico, there was little
access to public transportation, and the middle and high schools were located in
far-oft towns and charged fees that were difficult for families to pay. Elfego was
able to educate his children through secundaria (middle school) but had to stop
migrating before he could gather sufficient resources to pay for the more expen-
sive preparatoria (high school). After nearly thirty years’ working in some of the
harshest labor conditions in the United States, Elfego’s body gave out. He decided
to return to Mexico permanently. Though he continued to work in agriculture
when he returned to Mexico, he was now in better control of his working hours
and conditions. When asked if he would consider going back to the United States,
he said, “The body can only handle so much.” He was in his mid-forties.

Elfegos eldest son, Jaime, benefited greatly from his father’s migration. He
was able to complete a higher level of education than either of his parents. How-
ever, work continued to be scarce in Mixteca in the late 1990s when he completed
secundaria. As a result, Jaime gathered resources and paid a coyote to take him
to California in 2006. Unlike his father, Jaime has not been able to return to San
Martin Duraznos because the expense and danger of the journey has increased
exponentially since his father’s last trip. As we spoke in the house that Jaime
was building for his family, Elfego was wistful about the fact that Jaime would
likely not return for many more years, until his goal of finishing the house had
been completed.

The story of Elfego and his family is not unusual. This book profiles eight
migrant communities in the states of Oaxaca, Tabasco, Tlaxcala, and Puebla. By
“migrant communities,” I am referring to all of the people who live in communi-
ties from which migrants hail, including the migrants themselves and their family
members, as well as community leaders and those who do not migrate. Two-thirds
of the communities, like Elfego’s, strongly identify as Indigenous. Unique to this
book, the communities I discuss represent distinct Indigenous groups with very
different histories in the context of Mexico and differing migration patterns to the
United States. San Martin Duraznos and other migrant communities in Oaxaca
that I discuss are Mixtec, whereas some of the towns in Tlaxcala and Puebla identify
as Nahuatl. In contrast, the communities in Tabasco and one community in Tlaxcala
did not report strong Indigenous group affiliations. Given this diversity, it was
remarkable to find that most people living in these towns and villages face issues
similar to Elfego’s: lack of economic activity, insufficient public resources, indus-
tries pulling them to work in northern Mexico or the United States, and the inabil-
ity to fully fill the community’s economic gap with their earnings in the north.
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The parallel economic gaps in the dusty hills of Oaxaca where Elfego lives, in
the rich green tropical forests of Tabasco, and in the semiurban areas of Tlax-
cala and Puebla are not naturally occurring. Rather, these gaps are the results of
an economy constructed by economic elites in the United States and Mexico to
enrich themselves. In order to benefit these elites, resources had to be divested and
extracted, including the extraction of people dislocated by disinvestment. Once
dislocated, people like Elfego were displaced into industries hungry for exploitable
labor in the United States and in the northern borderlands of Mexico. While their
earnings in these new spaces were higher than what they could earn at home, they
were generally insufficient to allow their children and grandchildren to thrive in
their home communities. Rather, a new generation began to move, seeking goals
similar to their parents. Moreover, the limited economic gains were outweighed
in many families by the pain of family separation. Thus the overall experience
of migration at the community level was one of dispossession, dismemberment of
family relations, exploitation, and entrapment in a vicious cycle. Together, these
interweaving experiences of migrants, their family members, and community
leaders lead to an understanding of migration as extraction.

Considering migration as extraction may seem to discount the agency of migrants
like Elfego by casting them as passive objects shuffled by large economic systems.
Far from lacking agency, migrants discussed the choices they made in extremely
limited and harsh circumstances. What is more, many migrants, like Elfego,
participated in efforts to reverse extraction by fighting for self-determination
rights for their communities, a return of resources, and investment in self-
sustainability. This was particularly evident in Indigenous migrant communities.
In Oaxaca, where Indigenous resistance to ongoing colonial efforts is particularly
strong, community organizations like FIOB fight all of these battles as part of an
effort to make migration more of a choice than the necessity that it currently is.
Similarly, the Nahuatl communities in Tlaxcala and Puebla seek to reverse the
effects of family separation and build sustainable economies. In Tabasco, where
Indigenous identities and organizing are less apparent, individual migrants dis-
cussed the need to reinvest in their community’s economic health. Thus agency
in migrant communities is most clearly expressed in their resistance to migration.

MIGRATION AS EXTRACTION EXPLAINED

At the theoretical level, migration as extraction allows for an understanding of
migration beyond the debates over what pushes migrants, what pulls them to
certain industries or destinations, and whether migration can be a source of devel-
opment. These debates generally treat questions about push, pull, and impact sep-
arately, implying that they function independently of each other. Elfego’s story and
those of others profiled in this book show that in fact these factors are closely con-
nected. Migration as extraction seeks to represent these empirical connections in a
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theoretical frame. Thus, under migration as extraction, push, pull, and impact fac-
tors are treated as three phases of the same overall dynamic rather than three sepa-
rate dynamics. These phases are not necessarily chronological as they can and do
overlap temporally. However, sequentializing each phase helps clarify the contours
of migration as extraction, including the actors, policies, and dynamics involved.

The first phase is dislocation, in which people are uprooted from their homes
by their inability to make a sustainable living. The U.S. and Mexican govern-
ments have long colluded in colonial endeavors that move resources toward
large corporate interests and foment dislocation. These endeavors reached a
fever pitch under the neoliberal structural adjustment policies of the 1980s,
which saw massive cuts to agricultural subsidies and spending on education and
wage suppression. Of course, dislocation for Indigenous peoples, like the Mix-
tecs profiled in this book, began long before the twentieth century’s neoliberal
era, instigated at a large scale in the sixteenth century by the brutal Spanish
conquest. For the Tlaxcaltecs, who collaborated with the Spanish conquista-
dors,? dislocation began more recently during the post-independence era of
mestizaje (racial/cultural mixing) and other Mexican assimilationist policies.
These cultural assimilation policies resulted in political and economic margin-
alization, which in turn brought on depictions of Indigenous peoples in Mexico
as premodern peons who had to be uprooted in order to contribute to Mexico’s
growth.? Thus, calls for “modernizing” the Mexican peasantry in the 1960s dur-
ing the era of the Bracero Accords with the United States and up to the 1980s
neoliberal era are rooted in a much longer continuous thread of dislocations cul-
minating with the migration of people like Elfego. Dislocation from the commu-
nities in Tabasco that identify less with any Indigenous group began much later,
as neoliberal economic policies took hold across the country. In addition to its
racial contours, these dislocations are gendered, with primarily male members
of families migrating and most women experiencing either the “feminization of
staying” or a highly feminized pattern of dislocation.*

These racialized and gendered scripts in Mexico were echoed in the United
States, where Indigenous and non-Indigenous Mexican workers were character-
ized as both bestial and docile to justify their displacement into the U.S. agricultural
industry. Gendered patterns of displacement brought mostly men into the fields
and mostly women into food processing. As U.S. capital expanded to manufactur-
ing and carceral operations, so too did the displacement of Mexican workers into
a range of highly abusive labor markets that continued to include agribusiness in
both Mexico and the United States but now also included maquiladoras (foreign-
owned factories) that employed a highly feminized labor pool in Mexico, and the
construction and service industries in the United States with often strict gender
differentials. Alongside displacement into particular workplaces, Mexican men
were used as the racialized fuel behind efforts to expand incarceration in the 1920s
and justify expenditures on surveillance, deterrence, and detention beginning in
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FIGURE 1. Three Phases of Migration as Extraction.

the 1950s.® These displacements are most clearly visible in U.S. agribusiness’s con-
tinuous extreme reliance on Mexican labor and the consistently high percentage
of Mexican migrants among those incarcerated for unlawful entry.® The twin poli-
cies of labor recruitment and incarceration resulted in making Mexican migrants
into a “caste of illegals” who had to increasingly rely on coyotes to complete their
displacement north.” Coyotaje then emerges as a third source of extraction in the
form of ever-increasing fees charged to guide migrants to their constructed des-
tinations. Migrants went from crossing the border on their own in the 1980s to
paying up to US$8,000 in 2013.

Once in the United States, exploitation is not only situated in carceral spaces
and places of employment, but also the economic extraction from migrants’ efforts
to improve conditions in their home communities and the emotional extraction
of family separation. Formal and informal financial institutions and the Mexican
treasury extract from migrant earnings and remittances, reducing migrant com-
munities’ ability to build self-sufficiency.® Migrants like Elfego attempt to lever-
age their earnings with programs like Tres por Uno (3x1, or Three for One) to
improve conditions in their home communities and prevent their children from
migrating. However, as was the case with Elfegos son, Jaime, the programs are
not enough to overcome the gaps left by neoliberalism. Moreover, migrant fami-
lies face a severance of family ties, what one interviewee called “family disinte-
gration” and scholars have called “family dismemberment” Women, specifically
mothers, face the brunt of family separation as they navigate alienation from their
partners, new roles within their family, and economic scarcity.'” The result is an
entrenchment of family separation and migration as a mode of economic stability.
Entrenchment, in turn, leads to more migration, thus perpetuating the migration-
as-extraction cycle.

As can be seen in figure 1, which shows the dynamics present in each phase of
migration as extraction, migration is an integral part of a larger economic context
of resource extraction and redistribution. This is qualitatively different from seeing
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FIGURE 3. Migration as Extraction.

migration as impacted by extraction. Rather, it is more accurate to see migration
as extraction itself (figures 2, 3).

MIGRATION AS EXTRACTION AND RESISTANCE
IN COMMUNITIES

“Migration as extraction” refers to the structural nature of migration rather than
the act of migrating by an individual or the particular experiences of one migrant
family or even community. Thus the phrase was not explicitly used by migrant
community members. Rather, it grew out of listening closely to the ways in which
migrants, migrants’ family members, and community organizers described their
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material conditions. In explaining both their decisions to migrate and the impacts
that it had on their lives, migrants routinely referred to “the government [not]
supporting us,” with some Indigenous migrants going so far to say that “the govern-
ment does not even make it to us” Returned migrants movingly described work-
ing until their bodies gave out, being injured, being mal pagado (badly paid), and,
in the words of one Mixtec returned migrant, being “treated like slaves” Similarly,
the stories that unfold in the ensuing chapters show that the impacts of migration
are beneficial for individual family members of migrants, but, at the community
level, migration cannot overcome the structural gaps created by decades—or even
centuries, in the case of Indigenous migrant communities—of resource extraction
and facilitation of highly exploitative industries. Community leaders explained the
limits of remittances by saying that they “did nothing for the pueblo as a whole”
And even individual family members who reported benefiting from remittances
indicated that this was complicated by the “emotional loss” of family members
that some referred to as “family disintegration” Thus, though the exact phrase
“migration as extraction” was not used in migrant communities, their lived and
reported realities lead to a structural understanding of migration as part of an
overall extractive process rather than a form of resistance to it.

This does not mean that migrant communities are passively participating in the
migration-as-extraction structure. To the contrary, within the Indigenous migrant
communities in particular, extraction is being met by strong, organized resistance.
Like the individual interviewees, the migrant community advocacy groups, like
FIOB, do not explicitly use the terminology of extraction or extractivism. How-
ever, their efforts and arguments denote an understanding that the antidote to
mass migration from their communities is a return of resources and the repair of
relationships. Tellingly, one of the most advanced efforts, led by FIOB, is called
a “right not to migrate,” indicating the pernicious nature of migration and the
desire, in these communities, to build a sustainable economy that does not require
migration as part of its structure. The “right not to migrate” movement does not
completely eschew migration as a strategy but rather seeks to make it a true choice,
one that does not require a dangerous and expensive journey and that replaces the
current exploitative employment relationship with robust employment rights. This
movement and other efforts by FIOB to reverse the entrenchment of migration
have been meticulously documented by FIOB members and academics alike." In
particular, these works have recognized the role that women have played in setting
organizational agendas as well as the role the organization has played in trans-
forming gender roles and family relationships.'? This book builds on the insights
into FIOB’s organizational process, strategies, and demands by connecting those
organizational dynamics to the processes they are resisting.

This book also offers insight into a less well-documented but equally powerful
movement in Central Mexico. Like FIOB, the members of Centro de Atencién de
Familias Migrantes e Indigenas (CAFAMI; Indigenous Migrant Family Care Cen-
ter) in Tlaxcala seek to build sustainable communities that allow migration to be a
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choice. In contrast to FIOB’s membership of mostly returned migrants, CAFAMTI’s
members are all family members of migrants and all are women. This provides
critical insights into the ways in which women’s leadership, virtually unhindered
by male presence, informs the makeup, decision making, and demands of an orga-
nization. It is telling that one of the first projects that CAFAMI’s membership took
up was rebuilding family bonds eviscerated by migration. It is equally telling that
the organization sought to reclaim language and community medicines and toi-
letries. Through these projects CAFAMI’s members are resisting the extractive,
separationist forces of family disintegration and capitalist consumption by reroot-
ing their bonds with kin and land."

Even in the absence of ties to Indigenous or other forms of organized resis-
tance, returned migrant workers in Tabasco seek (re)investment by the Mexican
state in their existing entrepreneurial efforts. Farmers (mostly men) seek the
return of agricultural supports that made local production sustainable prior to
the 1990s, and restauranteurs (mostly women) seek infrastructure improvements
that would allow more customers to access their businesses. As part of these
demands, returned migrant women discussed the need to share the resources
extracted from the state by oil production occurring within view of their locales
(small restaurants) on the malecén (boardwalk). These demands, like CAFAMI’s,
have not been documented previously and provide a powerful window into the
ways in which local communities seek to resist the extractive force of migration
and demand a return of resources extracted to enrich U.S. and Mexican elites.
Figure 4 demonstrates the relationship between all of these forms of resistance and
the phases of migration as extraction.

The resistance exemplified in these communities requires some rethinking of
prevailing legal theories describing acts of migration as resistance, decolonization,
or reparations for the economically and ecologically extractive policies of neocolo-
nial states like the United States.* The international legal scholar Tendayi Achiume
has argued that individual acts of migration should be viewed as “acts of decoloni-
zation at the personal level” because they are attempts to overcome the structural
inequalities created by colonization and achieve better outcomes."> Approaching
migration with a slightly different lens, the legal scholar Carmen Gonzalez argues
that migration should be seen as one of several acts of reparations for “climate dis-
placed peoples” to provide these persons with “compensation for climate change
and for the North’s colonial and post-colonial domination of the South”* Achi-
ume’s and Gonzalez’s insights are both supported and challenged by the experience
of migrant communities. While it is certainly true that migrants move to better
their own situations and that of their families, the narratives in this book show
that their choices (whether or not to migrate and where to move) are constrained
by the political and economic structures created as a part of and to maintain the
colonial relationship between the United States and Mexico. Thus, their acts are
more accurately seen as being a part of colonial domination rather than resistance
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to it. The resistance, exemplified by the work of Indigenous migrant organizations
in particular, calls for a redistribution of resources that would lessen the need to
migrate and convert migration into a more freely engaged in choice.

Migrant community members, while not specifically discussing U.S. immi-
gration restrictions in terms of neocolonialism, did highlight the ways in which
their labor contributed to the building of the U.S. economy. A number of migrants
expressed frustration at being treated as illegal when their labor was what “built
the country”” Still others were more direct, stating that “the United States would
be nothing without us” Thus, alongside demands for resources were demands for
a more just immigration system that recognized the pivotal role Mexican workers
in particular but also immigrant workers in general play in the development of the
United States.

These demands overlap in some ways with Achiume’s notion of the
“co-sovereign” relationship between former colonies (which she calls “Third World
states”) and their colonizers (“First World states”) built by the benefits of coloniza-
tion to the colonizers and under which the “First World nation-state . . . has no
more right to exclude Third World persons from its institutions of equal political
membership than it has over its de jure citizens”"” The demands correspond even
more closely to Gonzalez’s formulation of migration as reparations for the U.S.
role in the “economic precarity that renders Central America particularly suscep-
tible to climate change” and in the “conflict and poverty” resulting from “countless
[U.S.] military, economic, and political interventions.”** However, migrant com-
munity members placed much more emphasis on the ability to remain in their
communities with their families and argued for migration only as a corollary to
just resource distribution. Thus, they agreed with Gonzalez that migration was
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not a “magic bullet” but went further, by fighting for a return of state resources
to make migration a much less dominant part of their everyday reality. This book
seeks to amplify the demands of these groups for renewed state investment and
safe pathways to migrate and to expand those demands to include the need for
the U.S. government to funnel resources to these communities and to create more
migrant-centered immigration policies.

MIGRATION AS EXTRACTION AS AN EVOLUTION
OF EXISTING CRITIQUES OF RACIAL CAPITALISM
AND NEOLIBERALISM

Migration as extraction builds on decades of work by scholars in a wide array
of disciplines. Earlier work provided in-depth but functionally separate examina-
tions of migration’s push factors (dislocation), pull factors (displacement or trans-
fer), enforcement mechanisms, and impacts (entrenchment). For example, Saskia
Sassen, Douglas Massey, Jorge Durand, Dolores Acevedo and Thomas Espen-
shade, Bill Ong Hing, and Raul Fernandez and Gilberto Gonzélez have ably shown
how U.S. interventions in the Mexican economy have created conditions pushing
people to migrate to the United States.'® Kelly Lytle Hernandez, Deborah S. Kang,
Joseph Nevins, Patrick Ettinger, Mae Ngai, Kitty Calavita, and Timothy Dunn
have meticulously documented U.S. policies that displaced people from Mexico
into certain industries in the United States.”” Ngai and Calavita in particular have
contributed to our understanding of Mexican workers, particularly agricultural
workers, as colonized or captured labor that is simultaneously recruited and
demonized.” Kevin Johnson, Yolanda Vazquez, Doug Keller, Tanya Golash-Boza,
and Nicolas De Genova have more fully developed the demonization side of dis-
placement, showing how racialized depictions of Latinos in general and Mexicans
in particular are at the root of U.S. immigration enforcement policies.” Finally,
the Mexico-based scholars Raul Delgado Wise and Rodolfo Zamora and their col-
laborators have carefully and consistently demonstrated that the remittances of
migrants, while potentially beneficial to individual families, cannot fill the struc-
tural gaps left by decades of disinvestment and resource redistribution and that
migration results in a severe fracturing of family ties.?

Building on this foundation, scholars began to connect the various processes
that make up what I call migration as extraction. Key to these connections was an
understanding of migration as part of racial capitalism, particularly as expressed in
the neoliberal policies beginning in the late 1970s. Coined by the historian Cedric
Robinson, the term “racial capitalism” explicates capitalism as requiring the cre-
ation of new or the deployment of existing racialized categories to justify the
exploitation required to sustain capitalist accumulation.?* One of the key racialized
categories that Robinson highlights in his exposition of the origins of capitalism is
the migrant laborer who becomes “raced” as a natural worker by extracting states
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(i.e., asa “natural slave” in the case of the Slavs in England or the Tartars in Italy) in
order to enrich the local elites.” Understanding the connections between racializa-
tion and capitalist accumulation proved fruitful in drawing parallels between what
had seemed to be the separate policies of pulling resources out of marginalized
communities and putting them into highly exploitative industries and policing/
securitization practices. In the post-neoliberal era, scholars have expanded our
understanding of the ways in which racial capitalism operates not only to natu-
ralize the exploitation of workers but also to normalize economic disinvestment
and the entrenchment of poverty and the creation and expansion of what Nicolas
De Genova and Alfonso Gonzalez call the “homeland security state”*® Sassen’s
notion of multiple logics of “expulsion,” Golash Boza’s articulation of the “neolib-
eral cycle,” Jamie Longazel and Miranda Hallet’s application of the concept “social
death,” and Cecilia Menjivar and Leisy Abrego’s formulation of “legal violence” all
connect the forces dislocating people from their homes with those that natural-
ize the displacement of migrants into highly racialized U.S. immigration enforce-
ment methods, leading to ever increasing resources for the homeland security
state.”” A different portion of the displacement phase—that which pulls people
into the United States—is combined with the dislocation phase in Raul Ferndndez
and Gilberto Gonzalez’s “empire theory of migration”?® And the Mexico-based
social scientists Ratl Delgado Wise and Henry Veltmeyer have urged consider-
ation of both the dislocation and entrenchment phases as part of a “development
process” that includes forging a global labor market from the economically dis-
placed and making those displaced laborers responsible for development in their
home countries.”

In even more recent years, Latin American scholars have connected migra-
tion with “extractivism.”*®® Like other foundational works, discussions of extrac-
tivism have evolved from considering one phase of migration as extraction to
considering two or more together. For example, the work of the Mexican socio-
logist Mina Navarro encompasses what I call the dislocation phase when she
posits that extractivism is “the forced separation and violent deprivation of
people from their means of subsistence”' The Argentine social scientist and
feminist scholar Veronica Gago connects the dislocation and displacement
phases in her delineation of “extended extractivism” as acting to “loot, dis-
place and redirect [people] into new exploitation dynamics”** The displace-
ment phase is connected to entrenchment by the Mexican economists Rodolfo
Garcia Zamora and Juan Manuel Padilla, who write that “the extractivist model
[in Zacatecas] has primacy in the economy of the state, first extracting massive
resources in the form of the labor force, such as migrants headed towards the
United States depleting entire populations” Zamora and Padilla further find
that depopulation leads to “family dismemberment,” which then leads to divorce,
domestic violence, and a host of other socially harmful behaviors.** These find-
ings parallel those of Abrego and Deborah Boehm, whose ethnographic works
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show that migrant or “transnational” families experienced severe affective and
economic consequences.*

These contributions have set critical groundwork by delineating the connections
between two of the three phases of migration outlined here. This book builds on
these contributions by providing a more comprehensive explanation that connects
all three phases of migration as extraction. Such a comprehensive understand-
ing is informed by the remarkable similarities in migrant community experiences
despite their ethnic, economic, and geographic differences in Mexico. Grounded
in these lived experiences, migration as extraction ties together the connecting
theories, showing that the neoliberal cycle includes displacement of people into
certain labor markets, that the empire theory of migration includes the displace-
ment of people into carceral spaces, that both of these theories can be expanded to
include the entrenchment of migration by what Delgado Wise and others call the
“development process,*® and that the existing understandings of social death, legal
violence, expulsion, and extractivism can be adapted to encompass the full tap-
estry of migration that consists of threads that dislocate people from their home
communities and separate families; displace them into exploitative work, carceral
systems, and indebtedness; and entrench patterns of disinvestment that reincar-
nate the cycle of migration and family disintegration. The argument that migration
is extraction rather than that it is caused by or has an impact on extraction further
erases the boundaries between acts of migration and the surrounding economic
and political conditions. It situates migration as one of several incarnations of
racial capitalist relations rather than as a product of these relations.

A BRIEF TIMELINE OF THE DIFFERENT PHASES
OF MIGRATION AS EXTRACTION AND RESISTANCE

Migration as extraction stemmed first and foremost from the lived experiences
in migrant communities. The ensuing chapters retell these experiences in com-
munity members’ own words. But the narratives are bound by the time in which
the interviews took place, expressing memories or experiences at that moment.
Contextualizing these experiences in a broader economic and political context
both contemporaneous with the stories and historically deepens the meaning
of the narratives. The chapters detail the surrounding context, but a brief look into
the larger pattern of resource extraction and resistance to it is necessary here to
foreground the connectivity between the different phases of migration as extrac-
tion and resistance to it. In Mexico, as in large parts of the world, racial capital-
ist accumulation began in the form of colonialism by a foreign power. From the
Indigenous perspective in Mexico, which is the perspective of about two-thirds of
the contributors to this book, the process of racial capitalist accumulation through
colonization moved from settler colonialism by Spain to political and economic
control by Mexican independistas (ostensibly compatriots of Indigenous peoples)
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to a neocolonial relationship with the United States. Each of these three phases
of colonization brought with it dislocation and forced movement for Indigenous
peoples as well as movements to defend land and achieve self-determination.
Beginning in 1521, Spain forced its way to political control by slaughtering or
enslaving Indigenous populations, stealing the subjugated groups’ land, and
replacing the dislocated or murdered with settlers from Spain. The former inhabit-
ants were often forced to work as serf laborers under Spain’s strict hierarchal racial
caste system. These colonial maneuvers played out differently in the different
regions discussed in this book. In Tabasco, different Indigenous groups, includ-
ing the Chontales, warded off Spanish invasion for some hundred years but were
eventually almost completely annihilated. This may explain the current lack of
identification with Indigenous groups in the Tabascan towns profiled. In Oaxaca,
the Mixtec, along with many other Indigenous groups, resisted Spanish forces but
were eventually forced off their land and made to adopt Spanish agricultural prac-
tices that led to massive erosion centuries later. In Puebla, the Mexica fought for
years to allay the forces of Hernan Cortés but were eventually forced into labor
for the new colonial government. The history in Tlaxcala is perhaps the most com-
plex as the Tlaxcaltecs joined forces with Cortés to wipe out their common enemy,
the Mexica Empire, leading to colonial subjugation of the entire area we now know
as Mexico. In exchange for their assistance, the Tlaxcaltecs were able to keep their
territory intact, but this did not stop extensive exploitation of their resources in
the centuries to come.

Three hundred years later, the descendants of the Spanish conquistadors
became independistas, seeking to control the land they settled without interfe-
rence from Spain. After gaining autonomy from Spain in 1821, the newly formed
Mexican government continued the caste system put in place by the Spanish in
many ways, including exploitative and repressive policies toward Mexicos Indi-
genous populations. Elfegos ancestors in particular felt the brunt of these policies
as they found themselves entrenched as peasant laborers on land they sowed freely
prior to the Spanish conquest. But all of the communities profiled in this book
were affected by policies seeking to erase indigeneity. The new government suc-
cessfully imposed mestizaje, a uniquely “Mexican” race, on its inhabitants largely
by outlawing Indigenous languages and cultural practices. Resistance to these laws
was forced underground, but many groups like the Mixtecs and Nahuatl speakers
of Central Mexico continued to preserve their language. Language preservation
continues to the present day in Oaxaca, Tlaxcala, and other places as a form of
resistance to colonial extraction.

Early in Mexicos life as an independent nation, it faced a new conquistador
in the form of the United States. Under the philosophy of Manifest Destiny, the
United States launched military operations in 1846 that forced the Mexican gov-
ernment to cede nearly half of its former territory in early 1848. The military con-
quest soon segued into neocolonialism, with the United States gaining financial



14 INTRODUCTION

control over various aspects of Mexico’s economy. As the Chicano studies scholars
Gilberto Gonzélez and Raul Fernandez remind us, building such financial control
was a distinctly American version of empire construction.”’” The first sectors of
the Mexican economy captured by U.S. financial elites under this new colonial-
ism in the 1870s were mining, cattle farming, and cotton production. This cap-
ture was made possible by the willing participation of one of the first Mexican
partners in extraction, President Porfirio Diaz (1877-80, 1884-1911). During Diaz’s
reign, company towns owned by U.S. business interests like Cananea, El Boleo,
and Nacozari “sprang from virtual wilderness” in the northern Mexican states of
Sonora and Baja California.*® Diaz paved the way not only for U.S. companies to
mine, farm, and produce cotton but also to build a railroad that would transport
these goods more readily to the U.S. market.

The early twentieth century also saw the Mexican and U.S governments col-
lude to bring “surplus” Mexican labor to U.S. agricultural areas to replace the
now-outlawed slave labor and newly barred Asian immigrants. In Mexico,
President Diaz was supportive of sending Mexican workers to the United States
as part of his effort to maintain a good relationship with his northern neighbor at
the expense of creating sustainable work in Mexico. These policies soon led to the
Mexican Revolution, which lasted for ten years, overthrew the Diaz dictatorship,
and brought about important land reforms for the benefit of peasant farmers,
including Indigenous farmers. However, even after Diaz was overthrown in 1911,
the post-revolutionary government continued to passively support emigration “as
an escape valve for revolutionary unrest and political enemies”* During the 1910s
and 1920s, the United States imported tens of thousands of Mexicans to perform
grueling manual labor in U.S. fields, casting them as “perfect workers” and “docile
birds of passage” uniquely suited to the role.*’ So powerful was this depiction that it
overcame the strong eugenics movement to bar all migration except for that from
northern Europe. However, Mexican migrants did not completely escape the
eugenicists’ exclusionary gaze. In addition to being cast as perfect workers, Mexi-
can migrants were the basis for and targets of new laws criminalizing unlawful
entry, setting the stage for the massive carceral system that would come to charac-
terize U.S. immigration enforcement.* These new laws were passed in the context
of the Great Depression in the United States and the first massive deportation of
Mexican workers.*

By the mid-twentieth century, U.S. empire building in Mexico continued to
involve cooperation with the Mexican state, including the Mexican public finance
agency, Nacional Financiera (National Development Bank). U.S. investment banks
like the U.S. Import-Export Bank, Chase Manhattan, and Bank of America began
loaning money to Nacional Financiera to finance massive irrigation projects and
manufacturing plants at the Mexico-U.S. border at the expense of smaller farming
and industrial communities. These projects benefited many large Mexican corpo-
rations, including Ceuta Produce and Negocio Agricola San Enrique, which would
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derive most of their wealth from trade with the United States. The irrigation proj-
ects also allowed large U.S. agribusinesses like Anderson Clayton to relocate their
operations to northern Mexico, profiting from cotton produced on Mexican soil
by the labor of Mexican workers.

The workers for these new ventures were migrants from other regions of
Mexico. Mexican corporate interests actively recruit Indigenous workers from
the southern part of the country, extracting their skills in agriculture, textile pro-
duction, and so on, for great profit. These programs were met with resistance by
groups that sought a more equitable distribution of resources. However, corporate
bosses had much more sway in the Mexican government, resulting in little change.

On the U.S. side of the border, agribusinesses like Mastronardi Produce (vari-
ous locations), Windset Farms (California), and Village Farms (Texas) continued
their predecessors’ long history of actively recruiting Mexican men and women to
perform the dangerous and arduous work necessary to build wealth. U.S.-based
agriculture successfully officialized their recruitment of Mexican labor through
the Bracero Accords, a series of bilateral agreements between the governments of
the United States and Mexico that created lawfully sanctioned pathways for large
farms to induce and exploit Mexican workers. Like the early agricultural workers,
braceros were simultaneously deemed necessary and demonized as illegal, natu-
rally criminal, and, ironically, taking resources from the country they are coming
to work in. Efforts to exert control over the large bracero workforce led to massive
raids with racially demeaning monikers like Operation Wetback and continued
targeting of Mexican migrants for criminal prosecution for unlawful entry. Even-
tually political pressure from both anti-immigrant forces and civil rights advocates
concerned with widespread labor abuses caused the United States to pull out of the
program in 1965.

For its part, the Mexican government was initially wary of entering into
agreements given the abuses of Mexican workers during the 1920s program and
the massive repatriation that followed. However, it eventually agreed to the pro-
gram, marking the first proactive steps to promote emigration to the United
States.*” More than five million Mexican workers labored as braceros during the
twenty-plus-year program. The Mexican government became so dependent on
the safety valve of emigration that it sought to convince the United States to
continue the program for ten years after it ended.* Its failure to do so resulted in
a return to passively engaging migration in what became known as the “policy of
having no policy”*

Faced with a large unemployed population returning to Mexico, President
Gustavo Diaz Ordaz created the Programa Nacional Fronterizo (National Border
Program) in 1965 in an attempt to create jobs. The program opened Mexico’s
northern border to foreign companies seeking to produce goods for export
in a cheap labor market. The assembly plants, or maquiladoras, did create jobs
but mostly benefited U.S. companies in search of cheap, exploitable labor and
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Mexican officials seeking a new channel for surplus labor. The first maquiladoras
were largely garment companies, but this expanded quickly to include the auto
and electronics industries. Companies such as Chrysler, Fisher Price, and General
Electric still have maquiladora operations in northern Mexico.

In the 1980s—the era in which the narratives in this book begin—racial capi-
talist accumulation began to be expressed as neoliberalism. Embraced by the U.S.
and Mexican governments alike, the basic tenet of neoliberalism was that econo-
mies would grow faster with less state regulation. The three “pillars” of neoliberal
policies were cuts to public spending, privatization of state-owned industries, and
market liberalization. Mexico became one of the first Latin American states to
agree to neoliberal reforms, known as structural adjustment after its debt crisis in
1982 forced it into a set of agreements with the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the U.S. Treasury Department. The U.S.-educated elites governing Mexico—
including Miguel de la Madrid and his minister of planning and budget turned
president, Carlos Salinas de Gortari—embraced structural adjustment, which
led to the widespread removal of social safety nets, drastic reductions in social
spending, privatization of state-run price supports for agriculture, and active sup-
pression of wages. It also led the Mexican government to enter into the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, making Mexican producers
the least protected workers in the world at the time.

While the rhetoric surrounding neoliberalism emphasized economic growth
and efficiency, in truth neoliberal policies created vast inequalities. The number
of new millionaires in Mexico soared in the years following neoliberal structural
adjustment, as did the number of small farmers, assembly plant workers, and day
laborers forced to abandon their land, families, and communities in search of sus-
tainable work. This led to widespread movements against neoliberalism, particu-
larly in places like Oaxaca where Indigenous organizers had helped launch labor
strikes in the 1970s. However, these movements were only able to slow the march
of neoliberal policies that would disinvest from agriculture, small business, and
sustainable wages. Moreover, government officials justified the spending cuts by
categorizing the work of “peasant”—largely Indigenous—farmers and other trades
as inefficient and needing “modernization” Modernization meant implementing
structural adjustment policies of dispossession, wage suppression, and service
reduction. But it also meant displacing workers into industries at the Mexico-U.S.
border or in the U.S. interior made thirsty for cheap exploitable labor by the same
desire for capitalist accumulation that drove neoliberalism.

In the United States, Mexican migrants had by now been made illegal by the
termination of the Bracero Program and the addition of quotas to migration from
the western hemisphere. This ratcheted up justifications for expenditures on what
Nicolas de Genova and others call the “homeland security state,** increasing
surveillance, incarceration, and other abuses of Mexican migrants by U.S. immi-
gration officials. But even as immigration enforcement became more and more
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entrenched in the United States, so too did U.S. dependence on undocumented
labor from Mexico and other parts of the world. Thus, more people were displaced
into both the immigration carceral system (including surveillance, border appre-
hension, criminal prosecution, detention, and deportation) and the most exploit-
ative segments of the labor market, enriching what Alfonso Gonzalez calls “the
fractions of capital that depend on undocumented migrant labor and the polic-
ing of migrants and people of color”” Border policing in particular gave rise to
a third mode of extraction from migrants—this time by compatriots and others
acting as guides for people seeking to cross ever more remote and dangerous ter-
rain to avoid detection. The fees that migrants paid for these guides skyrocketed
from lows of US$50 to $500 in the late 1980s to over $10,000 in the mid-2010s.
Even with these exorbitant fees, abuses by Border Patrol and other immigration
agents continued.

The increased abuses of migrants both by border agents and by employers in the
United States led to the formation of a number of transnational migrants’ rights
organizations like FIOB and migrant community organizations like CAFAMI.
It also included “hometown associations” made up of groups of migrants in the
United States who sought to improve living conditions in their home communi-
ties and labor rights organizations in the United States. Mexican migrants also
became more involved in Mexican politics, eventually forcing the Mexican state to
pay closer attention to their issues. One of the outgrowths of this political power
was the evolution of migrant-led projects to fund economic development in their
home communities into the Tres por Uno program, in which the Mexican govern-
ment matches the funds raised by a recognized migrant organization at a rate of
three to one. Studies of Tres por Uno have pointed out that it and other efforts by
the Mexican government have been a poor substitute for sustainable development
as they suffer from underinvestment and continued adherence to neoliberal prin-
ciples of individual responsibility.*®

The failure of Tres por Uno mirrors the complex set of emotional and economic
consequences in migrant communities. Because of heightened U.S. enforcement
efforts and the cost of crossing the border, migrants and their family members
are faced with long periods of separation, sometimes extending to decades. So
profound is the separation that one daughter and sibling of migrants called it fam-
ily disintegration. Economically, the impacts of migration are mixed. Once in the
United States, an extremely high percentage of Mexican migrants send remittances
to their families to help pay for basic necessities, schooling, and other costs. While
some individuals are able to benefit, the underlying structural economic gaps
caused by disinvestment cannot be reversed by remittance transfers. Even Elfego’s
son, Jaime, who benefited from the education his father’s remittances afforded
him, had to migrate himself to create the same opportunities for his own children.

Moreover, migrants seeking to send money to their families must contend
with the remittance transfer industry which includes multinational banks and
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corporations. These entities benefit from migrant remittances by charging fees to
transfer money and by manipulating currency transfer rates. Governments also
benefit from remittances which prop up a receiving country’s GDP and foreign
exchange reserves making it look more attractive to foreign investors. By 2006,
remittances were tied with the likes of oil exports, as the leading sources of for-
eign exchange for the Mexican government.* By 2019, remittances had become the
leading source of foreign exchange.® Thus, the only unconditional beneficiaries of
remittance transfers by undocumented Mexican migrants are the very same pri-
vate and government elites that produced the policies of dislocation.

A JUST RESPONSE TO MIGRATION AS EXTRACTION:
MIGRATION AS CHOICE

These developments have led groups like FIOB and CAFAMI to push the Mexican
government to move away from its centuries-long dependence on migration and
instead invest in communities to allow migration to be a choice rather than a
necessity. This book builds on the arguments of FIOB, CAFAMI, and individual
migrants to redirect resources from exploitative projects like maquiladoras to sus-
tainable localized economic development programs, to increase the participation
of communities in economic and political decisions, and to help families recon-
nect after decades of separation. As the history described here shows, these com-
munities are owed recompense from not just the Mexican government but also the
U.S. government and the corporations they serve as these entities have benefited
enormously from the dislocating policies of structural adjustment and the trans-
fer of Mexican men and women into easily exploitable labor pools and carceral
spaces. Making migration a choice would require replacing the current waves of
resources channeled to exploitative industries and immigration enforcement with
investments in sustainable economic programs. It would also require the creation
of strategies to help repair the damage caused to families and communities by the
migration-as-extraction cycle.

Migration as choice is a qualitatively different argument from that found in
the literature either arguing for a right to migrate with fewer state controls or
advocating financial investments that may lead to less migration. While I agree
with both arguments—migration should be more unrestricted, and states need to
reinvest in communities that they helped marginalize—as constructed, they fail
to reckon with the long history and depth of extraction from migrant communi-
ties and therefore leave in place the extractive structures that propel successive
cycles of migration. Right to migrate arguments assume that migration will be
able to solve the economic gaps that push people to leave their homes. The nar-
ratives in this book show that while migrants are able to support their families
better with earnings in the United States, they are not able to override the struc-
tural gaps in their communities. In fact, decontrolled migration “under existing
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structures of statehood and global capitalism may fully unleash the brutal forces of
[racial capitalist] accumulation,” including even more exploitative employment
practices, wage suppression, and carceral structures. Alongside the potential to
worsen the economic condition of migrants, right to migrate arguments ignore
the very real emotional costs of migration that uproots people from their families
and communities.

Policies aimed at addressing root causes of migration fail in different ways.
These policies invest primarily in buttressing law enforcement efforts, exacerbat-
ing the extraction inflicted by these efforts and making marginal investments in
human development programs. The focus on investing in security measures leaves
intact and even magnifies the impacts of disinvestment that require people to leave
their home communities. This book argues that investments must be directed at
changing the structural relationship of migrant communities with those in power
in both their home state (in this case, Mexico) and the destination state (in this
case, the United States). In other words, rather than seek to prevent the migration
their own policies fomented, Mexican and U.S. elites must replace investments in
enforcement and security with those that support community development.

METHODOLOGY

The narratives that form the basis of understanding migration as extraction were
obtained over the course of five years and were the result of a mixture of meth-
ods, including semistructured interviews; participant observation during group
meetings, events, and outings; and focus groups that included study participants
and nonparticipants. I originally set out to examine what was uprooting people
from their communities of origin. I was particularly interested in what motivated
people to migrate without authorization as debates about undocumented immi-
gration raged around me in the early 2010s. From my position as a law professor
running a legal clinic representing immigrants facing deportation, I was troubled
by the narrow view of undocumented immigrant life in U.S. media and policy
circles that began only after a person stepped foot in the United States. Analyses
in these arenas seemed limited to the impact of undocumented immigrants on the
U.S. economy and offered little insight into the relationship of the U.S. economy
to these migrants. Increasingly, as I encountered more and more people whose
reasons for departing their home communities sounded similar, I wondered what
it would look like to examine immigration policies from the perspective of com-
munities of origin. How similar were the conditions for people before (and after)
they migrated to the United States? Legal rules required my students and I to focus
on negative or harmful conditions in our clients’ home communities other than
economic harm.*? But in getting to know clients, we all knew that the full story
almost always included an economic component. I became interested in how to
tell these stories outside the confines of legal argumentation. In my work with
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various immigrants’ rights groups in the United States, I met numerous individu-
als and families that did not qualify for any immigration status largely because
they failed to fit into one of several strict categories. Through their stories, I was
beginning to understand the connections between U.S. policies and migration.
This made me curious to see how visible these connections were in communities
of origin. I also wondered how a different perspective might change the way my
students—most of whom sought careers as immigration attorneys—and fellow
immigrants’ rights advocates thought about immigration issues.

Once I began to talk with people, I found that I had to broaden my research
frame to include a more holistic picture of what migration is from the perspective
of communities of origin. This included understanding what the journeys north
looked like, how migrants fared in the United States, and what brought them back
to their communities of origin. It required consideration of the stories of family
members of migrants, including the emotional and economic impact of migration
on them. It also included taking into account the efforts that returned migrants
and others in migrant communities were making—either through community
organizations or individually—to improve local conditions such that future gen-
erations would not need to migrate. The community organizations themselves
became an additional topic of research as I learned more about their histories and
vision for a more just future. And within all of these considerations, I had to care-
fully examine the impact that identification with indigeneity had on community
conditions and community responses.

Access through Academic and Community Interlocutors

I chose communities in Mexico because I had previous experience living there
during which time I had built networks of professionals who helped connect me
with the various communities I visited. Fluency in Spanish allowed me to con-
duct all of my interviews without an interpreter, including those in Mixtec and
Nahuatl-speaking communities. Though I did not rely on formal language inter-
pretation, I was well aware that language fluency does not equate to understanding
the syntax or context of the words being spoken. As a second-generation Indian
American who is also fluent in my mother tongue, I have found that I needed my
parents to “interpret” for me in many instances when spoken words hold hidden
nuances of meanings that must be deciphered. And my work with clients from
across Latin America has taught me that the same phrases or even words have very
different meanings depending on where a person is from. I therefore sought out
local interlocutors to help facilitate introductions to people to interview as well as
to help me gain a deeper understanding of what my potential interviewees were
saying beyond formal interpretation.

The first interlocutors were graduate students working under the direction
of Jorge Durand with the Mexican Migration Project (MMP) at the University of
Guadalajara (UDG). I was a Fulbright Scholar with UDG for the full academic
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year, allowing me to participate in MMP’s well-regarded community survey in
Soyataco and Chiltepec, Tabasco. Once in Tabasco, the ability to shadow gradu-
ate students as they engaged in the MMP’s standard semistructured interviews
allowed me to observe the kinds of questions asked, the phrasing, and the extent to
which people were interested in answering questions. I then used these insights
to edit the questions I had previously planned for migrants and family members.
This served me well as I followed up with people the MMP researchers had identi-
fied as migrants and interviewed new people in Tabasco.

Once the research in Tabasco was completed, I looked for similar connections
in other communities, this time with community organizations that could facil-
itate introductions and help interpret responses. In addition to an institutional
connection, I looked for communities with differing levels of economic marginal-
ization (poverty but also factors such as the presence of running water, fabricated
flooring, and educational institutions), differing primary economic activity (pri-
marily agricultural, industrial, or other), different rates of migration to the United
States, differing levels of participation in formal community organizations, dif-
fering levels of investment of migrant remittances in community-based projects,
and demographic differences such as the rate of women who migrate and whether
community members identified as Indigenous. The reason that I sought out com-
munities that varied along so many axes was to see whether, even with these levels
of differentiation, patterns would emerge as to the reasons people migrated, the
places where they ended up working in the United States, and the extent to which
migration improved community-wide well-being. I was fortunate to be connected
to CAFAMI in Tlaxcala and FIOB in Oaxaca, communities that had the kinds of
differences with Tabasco that I sought. It became particularly significant that the
communities I connected with through CAFAMI and FIOB identified strongly
with two very distinct Indigenous groups, Tlaxcaltec and Mixtec. Their responses
and history triggered important follow-up questions for all of the interviewees.

In Tlaxcala, Itzel Polo and Norma Mendieta gave generously of their time.
Norma is responsible for introducing me to nearly every person I interviewed
in Tetlanohcan and Sanctorum, Tlaxcala, as well as the interviews I conducted in
Puebla when I returned to Mexico in 2017. She was present for some of the inter-
views and helped facilitate mutual understanding between the study participants
and me. She also invited me to various CAFAMI meetings and outings where I was
able to connect on a more personal level with many of the interviewees. At some
of these events, I would conduct trainings on U.S. immigration law as a way of
contributing to the community that was giving so generously of their time.

In Oaxaca, I was fortunate to connect with Bernardo Ramirez Bautista, the
Oaxaca coordinator of FIOB. Bernardo spent hours explaining FIOB’s organizing
strategy and introduced me to other FIOB organizers, Cipriano and Rosa Men-
dez. Together, these three organizers facilitated introductions to potential inter-
viewees and helped me interpret nuance. They also invited me to FIOB meetings,
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encuentros involving other academics and organizers, religious celebrations, and
even a wedding. This allowed me to interact multiple times and in a variety of ways
with potential study participants. It also allowed me to put what people were say-
ing in context. FIOB members are particularly well versed in U.S. immigration law.
Thus, I was less able to contribute to the community’s knowledge base but contrib-
uted financially where it seemed appropriate and to help support the celebrations.

Participant Details

Through these various interlocutors, I connected with study participants using
the purposive sampling method to interview people who had (1) a past migratory
experience to the United States, (2) a family member who was currently or had in
the past year been in the United States without authorization, or (3) experience as
an organizer in the community. Within the first two categories, I sought a hetero-
geneous sample to ensure maximum variation along key characteristics of each
group: age, gender, marital status, presence of children, ethnicity/language group,>
hailing from a low/medium/high migrant-sending state, date of first migratory
trip, and relative with migratory experience. In the states with formal community
organizations, I also sought to interview and observe the staff of these organiza-
tions and people they identified as community leaders. And in all states, I sought
to interview local political leaders. Drawing from such a varied group of migrants,
family members, and community leaders allowed for comparison of responses
from multiple angles and for common themes from these responses to emerge.

I conducted the research in two phases. The first phase lasted from August 2012
to May 2013. Over these months, I engaged in in-depth interviews, sat in on meet-
ings, and accompanied individuals and groups of migrants, family members of
migrants, and community organizers in six migrant communities. During this first
phase, I interviewed a total of 70 people: 28 in Soyataco and Chiltepec, Tabasco; 25
in Tetlanohcan and Sanctorum, Tlaxcala; and 17 in the municipalities of the Mix-
teca region of Oaxaca. Of the 70 people interviewed, 43 were returned or current
migrants, 20 were family members, and 7 were volunteers or staff at community-
based organizations in Tlaxcala and Oaxaca. There were no community-based
organizations in the two municipalities I visited in Tabasco. Of the 43 migrants,
13 were women and 30 were men. All 20 of the family members interviewed were
women. Three of the seven organizational staff members were women, and four
were men. All of those interviewed in Oaxaca and the municipality of San Fran-
cisco de Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala, including all of the organizational staff, identified
as Indigenous (33). In Oaxaca, the interviewees identified as Mixtec or Triqui, and
in Tetlanohcan, they identified as Nahuatl. The 37 interviewees in Tabasco and the
municipality of Sanctorum, Tlaxcala, identified as mestizo or ladino, as the Spanish-
origin or mixed-race peoples are called in southern Mexico.

The second phase of my research was conducted in 2017. During this phase, I
followed up with a subset of interviewees in all of the communities visited during
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2012-13 and visited two new communities of Mexican migrants in Ozolco and
San Pedro Cholula, Puebla. In this second phase, I conducted 21 new interviews;
all interviewees had some experience migrating to the United States, and 3 had
become involved as community leaders. Among these interviews, 4 were women
and 17 were men.”* All of the new interviewees in this second phase identified
as Nahuatl. By the end of this second phase of the project, I had spoken with
91 people, 64 of whom were returned migrants, 20 of whom were family mem-
bers of migrants, and 10 of whom were involved as staff or volunteer organizers
with a community-based organization. (Three of the ten organizational workers
were also returned migrants.) Demographically, the study had 54 participants who
identified as belonging to an Indigenous group, 40 women, and 51 men.

In order to gain the most holistic insights from all of these groups, I used a mix-
ture of interviews, participant observation, and focus groups to better understand
what migration meant to people. Drawing on decades of experience interviewing
clients and training students to do so, I began each conversation by building rap-
port. Building on clinical legal pedagogy’s use of client centeredness and critical
interviewing,” I then moved to broad, open-ended questions to continue to build
trust and to allow interviewees to control the information they shared. To ensure
some level of consistency in the information that I was getting from each group of
interviews, I had checklists of the kinds of information I wanted from each person.

For migrants, the checklist consisted of information concerning the following:

When they left and why.

Whether they migrated with authorization or not. For those who migrated
without authorization, whether they sought an authorized path.

Whether they were recruited by an employer in the United States.

How many trips they made to the United States and if the reasons for each
subsequent trip evolved over time.

How their journey was: What did they pay to cross? Where did they cross?
Did they encounter Mexican or U.S. border officials?

Experiences in the United States: How quickly did they find work? Did they
encounter U.S. law enforcement?

For those who returned, why they did so.

For those involved in organizations: What brought them there? What activi-
ties were they a part of, and what did they think of the organization’s efforts?
For those still in United States, what kept them there.

For family members, the checklist was as follows:

When their loved one(s) left and why.

Their experience of their loved one being gone.

How much the migrant contributed to the household financially and whether
this was sufficient to cover their expenses.



24 INTRODUCTION

Whether they themselves considered migrating.
For those involved in organizations: What brought them there? What activi-
ties were they part of? What did they think of these efforts?

For the organizers, I asked the following:

How they organized.

Why they did so.

What programs they were part of.

What the overall vision of the group was.
What challenges they faced as a group.
How the group developed over time.

In addition to the insights gained from talking with people individually, I was
able to observe the answers to many of these questions as migrants, family mem-
bers, and organizers participated in community meetings or focus groups. I held a
number of follow-up meetings with people after these larger gatherings to ensure
that I was correctly interpreting their comments.

In interpreting the responses to my questions and my observations, I looked
for points of convergence and divergence in the stories. I was struck by the level of
similarity in the various reasons for migrating; experiences in the United States,
including with law enforcement; experiences of family members; and visions of
the community organizations despite the deep differences in community makeup,
location, and main economic activity. It is these similarities that I focus on in
this book while still paying attention to the nuances of place, ethnic origin, and
individual experience.

LANGUAGE AND TERMINOLOGY

All of the interviews were conducted in Spanish, a language in which I am fluent
but not bilingual and the first or second language of all the interviewees. To convey
the ways that the interviewees communicated and to give full respect to their anal-
yses, some of the language in their stories has been left in the original Spanish. For
example, terms are left in Spanish to reflect the ways in which people talk about
migration both within a particular region and across states. Things like the way a
person migrated, the name for the person they paid to be a guide, or the manner in
which they found work in the United States are all left in Spanish to illustrate how
similar concepts are talked about using different terminology in different places.
In addition, the original Spanish is used to convey certain colloquialisms unique
to a place outside the context of migration. Therefore, the way a farmer talks about
working the land or the way a day laborer talks about basic necessities is left in
Spanish. The original Spanish term is also used when there is not a direct transla-
tion into English or the term requires some explanation.

In addition to choice of language, I use honorifics like “Don” and “Dona” where
they are used by migrant community members in referring to themselves or
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others. In some communities, like the Mixtec community in Oaxaca, these honor-
ifics are used to signify a certain status in the community, regardless of age. Most
Mixtec returned migrants have a relatively high status within their communities,
so “Don” or “Dona” is used more frequently for these interviewees. In contrast,
in the Tlaxcaltec and Nahuatl-speaking communities in Puebla and the largely
non-Indigenous-identified communities in Tabasco, honorifics were used only
to refer to those considered elders, so they are used much less frequently when
referring to people from these areas. In order to avoid confusion regarding how
people are named across chapters, an indication of the person’s age is included
in their narratives, as well as a short explanation of the use of Don/Dona in that
person’s region the first time it is described in the chapters. Though it might allow
for less confusion to use Don and Doiia in a more consistent manner, it would be a
misrepresentation of the way in which these diverse communities are organized
and therefore would provide a less than accurate picture of each place.

At the request of several of the interviewees, pseudonyms are used through-
out this book. While the names have been changed, the honorifics match what
the person is called, and all other details, including age, gender, indigeneity, dates
of migration, and other details, remain intact. There are no composite narratives
in this book.

In my analysis of the narratives, I use the term “migrant” to refer to people
who moved across international borders and the term “unauthorized” to describe
those who migrated without sanction of the destination states. I use “migrant”
rather than “immigrant” as it is a more direct translation of the term migrante
used by most of the people I interviewed to describe themselves or family mem-
bers. “Migrant” also better captures the transnational nature of the narratives,
including experiences moving back and forth across borders and family mem-
bers who may never physically move but experience migration nonetheless. The
term “unauthorized” is a descriptor of journeys that emphasizes the formal rules
categorizing them.

Finally, another set of actors important to this book are policy makers, bureau-
crats, and owners of private enterprises that set formal rules governing not just
migration but also the distribution of resources. These actors are described with
specificity and detail but are also collectively referred to as “elites” to reflect their
relationship to migrant communities.

CHAPTER PREVIEW

This book is arranged in four chapters, with the first three chronicling one of the
three different modes of migration as extraction and the fourth outlining migrant
community resistance to migration as extraction. Chapter 1 highlights the highly
localized ways in which migrant communities experienced the resource extrac-
tion policies of the United States and Mexican governments as dislocation from
their homes and families and contextualizes this dislocation in the larger story
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of U.S.-Mexico relations. Chapter 2 moves to discuss how dislocated people from
Mexico are then displaced into or relocated to highly exploitative labor markets
in northern Mexico and the United States, to carceral spaces justified by the very
movements that displace them into the United States, and by coyotes who profit
from fees paid by migrants to circumvent ever increasing border controls. Chapter 3
demonstrates how extraction is entrenched at the municipal, family, and individ-
ual levels in migrant communities. Through stories of migrant families and enti-
ties that profit from migration, chapter 3 reveals how migrants’ attempts to reverse
the flow of resources to migrant communities is undermined by wealth extraction
by U.S. and Mexican business and introduces the emotional layer of migration as
extraction in the form of family disintegration. Chapter 4 outlines the resistance
to migration as extraction, particularly in the Mixteca region of Oaxaca and the
Nahuatl areas of Tlaxcala and Puebla. The resistance comes in many forms, from
shifts in gender norms to movements for returning state resources to creating local
sustainable sources of employment and earnings. The stories in chapter 4 chroni-
cle the promise of collective action to address deep gaps in infrastructure and the
limits to successfully addressing these gaps.

The conclusion connects the various aspects of migration as extraction exem-
plified in chapters 1 through 3 and builds on the arguments and strategies of
migrant community organizations profiled in chapter 4 to argue that a reversal
of the extractive nature of migration requires the United States and Mexico to
divest from extractive policies such as immigration enforcement expenditures and
employer-controlled immigration processes and invest in infrastructures of health,
education, and work and employee-centered migration options. The conclusion
situates the analytic and material shifts that need to occur in abolitionist and repa-
rations frameworks, relating the demands and actions of migrant communities to
these larger frames. As such, the conclusion seeks to concretize demands by Indig-
enous migrant groups like FIOB and CAFAMI and by non-Indigenous-identified
migrants to make migration a choice.



Dislocation

What one earns only gets you to “mediovivir.”

—ELIAS

While . . . not[ing] the substantial drop [20%] in real income over the past
few years, success on the inflation front was likely to require continued firm
wage restraint.

—IMF DIRECTOR N. WICKS, JULY 30, 1984

Near the entrance to Soyataco, Tabasco, a sleepy rural town ensconced in lush
tropical flora, Don Pablo speaks to me in front of the house he built from his earn-
ings in the United States. Don Pablo made his first trip to the United States in 1961
and vividly described the conditions in Soyataco that pushed him to leave.

In that time, Tabasco was very backward. To get to Jalpa from Soyataco you had to
walk. It took about four hours. Also, there was no work because of the flooding. The
floodwaters used to reach all the way to the primary school that is right across the road.

I was a campesino and farmed corn and beans, took care of bulls and pigs. But this
terrain is very low and cannot sustain the growth of farm animals. I had to go all the
way to Capaculcho to earn 5 pesos a day. I only had school until the second standard.
There was no school really at that time.

Like millions of his compatriots, Don Pablo was pushed to migrate to the United
States by harsh economic conditions in his home community. The themes he
points to—lack of infrastructure, lack of support for agriculture, and lack of access
to education—are ones that reverberate in the stories of his neighbors and of those
in other rural towns more than fifty years later. Due to the time period in which
Don Pablo migrated, he was able to make the journey with authorization from the
U.S. government. But U.S. immigration laws would change in the coming decades,
transforming many journeys like Don Pablo’s into unauthorized ones.

Whether authorized or not, Don Pablos journey and those of the other
migrants in this book are part of a larger story of racial capitalist relations between
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the United States and Mexico driven by specific economic policies that act to ben-
efit U.S. and Mexican elites and to extract resources, including human resources,
from towns like Soyataco. Based in racialized characterizations of people like Don
Pablo as “backward peasants” in need of modernization, these policies construct
economic gaps in migrant communities that dislocate people from their home
communities and displace them into industries where their labor benefits large
corporate interests. The policies and practices that dislocated Don Pablo included
divestment from agriculture and infrastructure spending, which had begun in the
1950s but accelerated in the 1980s, dislocating millions of Don Pablo’s compatriots.
At the time Don Pablo migrated, he was one of hundreds of thousands of Mexican
farmworkers displaced into large commercial farms in the United States by the
Bracero Accords. By the 1980s, women and men across Mexico were dislodged
from their homes by neoliberal economic reforms prescribed by international
banking institutions like the IMF and supported by the U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment and the Mexican governing elite. These reforms—known as structural
adjustment—involved fiscal austerity, privatization of state-owned industries,
and market liberalization. Imposed on Mexican communities by the IMF and the
U.S. and Mexican governments, structural adjustment would widen inequities in
public support for agriculture, infrastructure, and education; flood the Mexican
economy with foreign-owned manufacturing plants; and suppress wages across
various labor markets. As the narratives in this chapter demonstrate, these poli-
cies and the continued adherence to neoliberalization in the decades that followed
would propel people to leave an economically diverse set of home communities,
cementing migration as part of the structure of racial capitalist relations between
the United States and Mexico.

That migration is part of the structurally unequal economic relationship between
the two countries has long been acknowledged by an interdisciplinary and inter-
national set of scholars examining Mexican migration.! The U.S.-based Chicano
Studies scholars and historians Gilbert Gonzélez and Raul Fernandez trace the
U.S.-Mexico relationship to the 1870s to formulate Mexican migration as “a transna-
tional mode of economic colonialism” by the United States.> Examining more recent
dynamics, the Mexican social scientists Raul Delgado Wise and Humberto Marquez
Covarrubius describe Mexico-U.S. migration since the 1980s as an “expression of
the growing asymmetry that characterizes contemporary capitalism.” Similarly, the
U.S.-based sociologist Tanya Golash-Boza theorizes that migration is part of a “neo-
liberal cycle of global capitalism” that both propels people to migrate and under-
girds U.S. deportation policy.* Golash-Boza focuses her analysis on the deportation
side of the neoliberal cycle, which, she demonstrates, maintains hierarchies of race.®
This chapter merges these insights on race, colonialism, and capitalism by using the
broader framework of racial capitalism. Through migrant community narratives,
the chapter demonstrates that migrant dislocation is structurally bound up with the
racial capitalist relationship between U.S. and Mexican elites, on the one hand, and
more marginalized Mexicans who are racialized as inferior, on the other. Migrant
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community members do not use the terminology of racial capitalism explicitly, nor
do they identify capitalism’s incarnation as neoliberalism or U.S. colonial endeavors
directly. Rather, they refer to the specific economic gaps that caused them to leave
their home communities, gaps that can be traced to larger political economic struc-
tures built by international banks and the U.S. and Mexican elites to benefit one set
of actors and dislocate others.

DISLOCATION IN ACTION

In the decades after Don Pablo migrated, waves of neoliberal reforms gutted eco-
nomic structures, destroying livelihoods and transferring resources, including
human resources, to large corporate interests in the “north” (northern Mexico, the
United States, and Canada). These reforms reached into every community in Mexico
whether rural or urban, Indigenous or non-Indigenous. The narratives in this book
take place in four geographically, demographically, and economically distinct areas,
yet the patterns they convey are remarkably similar (tables 1, 2). Soyataco, where
Don Pablo is from, is in a tropical floodplain near the Gulf coast of Mexico. The
other Tabascan town profiled is Chiltepec, a coastal village on the Gulf coast that
was once supported by fishing. Across this northern part of Tabasco, the landscape
is lush and green, with smooth paved roads. As one approaches the sea by road,
the densely packed tropical forest is clouded with plumes of black smoke from the
nearby oil refineries. Due west is the Mixteca region of Oaxaca, from which
another set of interviewees hailed. Here the landscape is largely hilly and arid, with
occasional specks of green interrupting what otherwise seems like earth hardened
against life taking hold. Journeys by road are long here as they wind up and down
hillsides and are pockmarked by frequent cracks and holes. Moving north, the
varied communities of Tlaxcala include those that are urban, like San Francisco
de Tetlanohcan (Tetlanohcan), which climbs a steep volcanic hill, and those that
are rural, like Sanctorum, with its the wide, flat valleys. Both Tetlanohcan and
Sanctorum are dotted with large nondescript buildings housing maquiladoras.
And Tetlanohcan houses what seems like an overabundance of abarrotes (grocery
stores). Finally, the nearby communities of Ozolco and San Pedro Cholula, Puebla,
are small and large urban areas, respectively. Like Tetlanohcan, these poblano (of
or from the state of Puebla) towns are nestled into Mexico’s central volcanic moun-
tain range. Roads in these parts of Tlaxcala and Puebla are well paved but slow as
elevations rise. They are connected by highways that move from stunning moun-
tain vistas to crowded intersections. As I would learn during my time in these
communities, these landscapes were only partially natural. The black smoke loom-
ing over Chiltepec, the gray-brown earth of the Mixteca, and the ever-present haze
wrapping the hillsides in Tlaxcala and Puebla were largely constructed.
Demographically, the three regions differ largely along the lines of indigene-
ity and diversity within Indigenous groups. Tabasco has a very small Indigenous
population, with about 18 percent of the population identifying as Indigenous and
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TABLE 1 Demographic, Economic, and Migration Rates in Communities

Tabasco Oaxaca Tlaxcala Puebla
Migration rate, 1980-89  Very low Medium Very low Low
Migration rate, 1990-99  Very low Medium Medium Medium
Migration rate, 2000-2009  Very low High Medium Medium
Poverty rate, 1980-89 Low High Medium High
Poverty rate, 1990-99 Low High Medium High
Poverty rate, 2000-2009  Low High Medium High
Leading economic activity =~ Mixed— Agricultural ~ Mixed—industrial/ Mixed—
agricultural/ small business/ agricultural/
small business agriculture small business
Community organization None FIOB CAFAMI founded =~ CAFAMI
present, 2012-17 founded 2004 2007 expansion 2016
Number of 3x1 projects, 0 35 7 20
2013
Indigenous population, 1.7% 21.6% 3% 11.7%
1980-2017

SOURCES: Migration rates: Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI), “Tendencias y caracteristicas de la
migracion mexicana a los Estados Unidos,” 1990, 2000, 2010.

Poverty rates and leading economic activity: Consejo Nacional de Poblacién, “Indice de marginacién por entidad
federativa y municipio,” 1990, 2000, 2010.

Indigenous population: Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI), Tabulados basicos, 1990, 2000, 2010.

TABLE 2 Similarities in Reasons for Dislocation across Communities

Tabasco Oaxaca Tlaxcala Puebla
Poverty rate Low High Medium High
2000-2009
Leading economic ~ Mixed— Agricultural Mixed—industrial/ Mixed—
activity agricultural/ small business/ agricultural/
small business agriculture small business
Reason for Lack of work Lack of work Lack of work Lack of work
dislocation #1 (n=18) (n=13) (n=14) (n=9)
Reason for Pay for education Pay for education Pay for education ~ Pay for education
dislocation #2 (n=7) (n=5) (n=7) (n=1)

Indigenous languages barely registering on the Mexican census.® This is in sharp
contrast to the Mixteca region where 100 percent of interviewees identified as either
Mixtec or Triqui in a state where the official Indigenous population is 35 percent.’”
Tlaxcala’s Nahuatl-speaking Indigenous population is measured at 3 percent, but
this hides a wide variation in communities.® For example, Sanctorum, Tlaxcala,
has a Nahuatl population that is likely close to the state average. However, the other
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Tlaxcalteclocality profiled in this book, Tetlanohcan, is 43 percent Nahuatl-speaking,
and 100 percent of those interviewed in that municipality are Nahuatl Tlaxcaltecs.’
In Puebla, the communities visited are also Nahuatl speaking, though they identi-
fied as Mexica, an importance difference with Tlaxcaltecs discussed further below.
Officially Nahuatl speakers make up 11 percent of Puebla’s inhabitants, but the num-
ber identifying as Indigenous is closer to 30 percent.’’ All of the interviewees in
Ozolco identified as Nahuatl, as did the majority of those in Cholula.

Finally, the various towns had very different economic profiles as evidenced
by their “marginalization” rates. “Marginalization” is a term used by the Mexican
government to measure an aggregate set of economic indicators, including rates of
educational attainment, illiteracy, and lack of access to basic necessities like run-
ning water, light, and flooring in housing.!" Rates of marginalization range from
“very high,” indicating a widespread lack of these basic resources, to “very low;’
indicating the presence of most of these resources in a majority of households.
Areas of very high marginalization are generally correlated areas with a significant
population that speaks an Indigenous language, but within the communities pro-
filed, this differed significantly among Indigenous groups. For example, the Mixtec
and Triqui populations make up the vast majority of people living in the Mixteca
region of Oaxaca, and the marginalization rates here are considered “very high”*?
This lack of basic necessities is visibly present in the villages profiled in this book.
A number of houses had dirt floors and lacked indoor plumbing and electricity.
In addition, many migrants reported having to leave school or being unable to
pay for schooling for their children. This stands in contrast to Tlaxcala, which has
a large Tlaxcaltec population but rates as having a medium level of marginaliza-
tion.” Medium marginalization was evidenced by most households having indoor
plumbing and finished floors but varying access to electricity and educational
achievement. In an even more stark contrast, the municipality of Tetlanohcan,
Tlaxcala, has a low marginalization rate despite its large Indigenous population.*
This low marginalization rate was evident in the houses that mostly included fin-
ished floors, indoor plumbing, and electricity. In nearby Puebla, the relatively
smaller Nahuatl community had a high rate of marginalization.'® This was evident
in the smaller dwellings some of which had dirt floors and no direct connection
to running water. The smallest Indigenous population was in Tabasco, which, like
Puebla, is considered to have a high level of marginalization.'® Despite these differ-
ences, the top two reasons for migrating cited by all of the migrants discussed in
this chapter were lack of work and cost of education (table 2).

The lack of work affects virtually all sectors of their local economies, from agri-
culture to manufacturing to services. The dearth of available jobs in agriculture
and the instability of jobs in the manufacturing and service sectors were due to the
mix of economic policies that made up the neoliberal incarnation of ongoing racial
capitalist relations. Touted by international institutions like the IMF, the U.S. Trea-
sury Department, and U.S.-educated Mexican elites as “efficient,” neoliberalization
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was decidedly disdainful of small agricultural and industrial producers. Neolib-
eral policies imposed cuts to agricultural supports and social spending like educa-
tion, encouraged foreign investment, and intentionally suppressed wages. As the
remaining sections of this chapter outline, migrants’ dislocation can be traced to
these policies and in particular to three specific practices: divestment from small
producing agriculture; investment in a low-wage, contingent manufacturing sec-
tor; and intentional wage suppression to offset inflation. The implementation of
these economic reforms distributed resources to large multinational agricultural
and manufacturing companies while choking off supports for small producers and
businesses. The effects of these reforms were exacerbated by the intentional
suppression of wages across all sectors of the economy, leaving little chance of
making a sustainable living in large numbers of Mexican communities. These
practices overlapped with a fourth vector of economic abandonment. When par-
ents sought to educate their children, increasing their options to thrive, they were
faced with cuts to education spending, which, like the policies disfavoring small
business and wage earners, were prescribed by the IMF the U.S. Treasury Depart-
ment and accepted by the Mexican elites governing the country. These policy
changes continued to deepen over the decades, causing more and more people to
experience the dislocation that Don Pablo experienced in the 1960s. In addition
to Don Pablo’s story, this chapter relates the stories of several migrants, family
members, and community organizers from various parts of Mexico and demons-
trates the ways in which successive incarnations of racial capitalist policies dislo-
cated them from their home communities.

Divestment from Agricultural Supports

One of the most devastating reforms engaged in by the Mexican government
during the 1980s was the reduction in supports to small agriculture. Racialized
by Mexican elites as “backward peasants,” small farmers saw supports for their
produce diminish and wages for their labor suppressed. As a result, millions of
Mexicans were dislocated from their home communities and displaced into large
agribusinesses in northern Mexico and the United States. One of these small farm-
ers was Don Margarito Santos (Don Santos). Don Santos spoke to me from the
offices of FIOB in Santiago de Juxtlahuaca, Oaxaca. Juxtlahuaca, or “Jux” as it is
called by county residents, is one of the county seats in the Mixteca, a region that
encompasses the southwestern Mexican states of Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Puebla.
The Mixteca is made up of 189 municipalities, ten of which are among the poorest
in Mexico."” Several Indigenous groups live in the Mixteca region, including the
Zapotecs, Mixtec, and Triqui. Don Santos and others interviewed in this region
were all Mixtec or Triqui and spoke Spanish along with their mother language.
According to Don Santos, 50 percent of the people in his hometown of Laguna
Guadalupe de Yucunicoco migrate to the United States “because there is no work™:
“The work there is you don’t even make $100 [MXN] a day [the equivalent of
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USs10] farming the milpa—corn, beans, and chilacayote [a kind of squash]. We do
farm but only enough for us to eat. We invest more in the farm than we harvest”
Don Santos could identify the exact years when the pueblo’s out-migration rose.
“There stopped being enough work in the pueblo in 1986-87, and that is when
migration from the pueblo really began,” he said. He migrated for the first time in
1987, because, he says, quite bluntly, “there was work there” He then added, “Not
because they [U.S. growers] paid more but because there was work, period.”

When Don Santos indicated that 1987 and 1988 were the years that migration
“really began,” he indirectly referenced the long history of out-migration that pre-
ceded the 1980s but accelerated in that decade. A leading scholar of the region,
the anthropologist Michael Kearney, has noted, “The Mixteca has never seen any
improvement in its economic infrastructure as a result of external investments—
government or private”'® One of the most crucial of these external investments
was irrigation to help access nearby groundwater. However, instead of investing
in irrigation that could allow small farmers in this area to flourish, the Mexican
government engaged in massive public spending beginning in the 1960s to help
irrigate and otherwise develop new large commercial farms in the border states of
Baja California, Sinaloa, and Sonora."” Resources from Mexico were supplemented
by a combination of U.S. businesses and food distributors that invested in the
development of fruit and vegetable farms in northern Mexico to supply the U.S.
market.?* The decision to invest in the northern regions of Mexico was clearly ben-
eficial to the United States as transportation costs across the Mexico-U.S. border
were lowest. As a result, farms in these border states saw a huge increase in public
investment for infrastructure, totaling nearly 50 percent of agricultural expendi-
tures by the late 1970s.2! As barriers to foreign investment were removed, U.S agri-
businesses moved quickly to capture the Mexican food production and processing
markets, owning about a third of such businesses by 1975.% These public and pri-
vate investments of resources in large commercialized farms and food processing
centers stand in stark contrast to the paucity of support for small farmers like Don
Santos who, as he noted, “invested more in the farm than [they] harvest”

These conditions dislocated people who, following the path of financial
resources, migrated seasonally to the industrial farms of Sinaloa and Sonora to
work as wage laborers. Many of Don Santos’s neighbors also migrated there. One
of his Triqui neighbors, Dofia Nancy, was only eight years old when she began
working in Sinaloa’s tomato fields. She migrated with her parents, part of a pattern
of entire families recruited to work the northern fields. Large agribusinesses spe-
cifically recruited poor Indigenous families like Dofia Nancy’s based on racialized
notions that they would not complain about the relatively low wages and harsh
working conditions.”

The pattern of internal migration soon shifted to international migration in the
1980s, when, as Don Santos explained, “migration from the pueblo really began”
This wave of migration was spurred by IMF- and U.S. Treasury-led interventions
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that changed the face of Mexican agriculture, social services, and business and
wage structures. The interventions came as a response to a sharp decline in oil
prices in 1982 that left Mexico in a financial crisis. Although the Mexican govern-
ment initially resisted international assistance, the weight of the crisis eventually
forced it to accept the conditional support of U.S. and international banking insti-
tutions.** The United States initiated a bailout by paying the Mexican government
$2 billion to shore up the petroleum and agricultural industries.” In the next few
months, a more permanent arrangement was reached with the IMF involving a
number of loans and attached conditions.” Later in the decade, Mexico began
to receive loans from the World Bank that were similarly conditioned on a set of
economic reforms prescribed by that agency.”

Mexico agreed to these conditions in a series of Letters of Intent sent from the
country’s Finance Ministry to the head of the IME? Despite the appearance of
involvement by the debtor country, the contents of such letters are highly con-
trolled by the IMF’s executive board, and certain terms must be addressed both
in the letter and by the government in its policies.”” Moreover, the IMF execu-
tive board is widely known to be controlled by the United States, particularly
the Treasury Department, meaning that the conditions set are the imposition
of US. Treasury policies on foreign governments in exchange for much-needed
assistance.” Thus, Mexico’s agreement to the conditions for the IMF loans was an
agreement to continue to serve U.S. interests.

The conditions imposed by the U.S. and the IMF involved the three pillars of
economic reform mentioned previously: fiscal austerity, privatization of state-owned
industries, and market liberalization. These measures, known as structural adjust-
ment, were predetermined conditions imposed on any country seeking loans from
the IMF or the World Bank. Specific measures included sharp decreases in govern-
ment supports for economic sectors such as agriculture (fiscal austerity measures),
privatization of so-called inefficient public enterprises, the elimination of trade bar-
riers, decreases in price supports, and the deregulation of industry (market liberal-
izations).” The IMF saw agricultural spending cuts as key to fulfilling the auster-
ity goals it set out for the Mexican government as a condition of its loans.”> The
Mexican government duly responded, stating in its 1986 Letter of Intent that it would
“eliminate . . . unjustified subsidies,” reduce public expenditures, and reduce the
number of public entities.” These promises translated into a reduced public role
in provision of credit, commercialization of crops, price supports, and subsidies.
As a result of these combined cuts, agricultural investment in small farms dropped
by 85 percent between 1980 and 1989.** These deep cuts had a decidedly negative
impact on southern states such as Oaxaca.*® In addition to the fiscal austerity mea-
sures, market liberalizations that opened Mexican agriculture to foreign competi-
tion caused a sharp decline in crop prices, including the price of corn, which was
cultivated ubiquitously in the Mixteca.* Price decreases, translated as wage or profit
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decreases for people like Don Santos, combined with bottomed-out public support
to dislocate Don Santos and many others from their home communities.

The village of Sanctorum, two hundred miles due north of Laguna, is one of
the few truly rural areas in the otherwise densely populated state of Tlaxcala. Even
here, small assembly plants dotted the horizon before the landscape turned to flat
farmland. Isais is a farmworker who has made many trips to Canada under that
country’s farm labor program. He made his first trip in 2000 for a variety of rea-
sons. He explained the reason that was chief among them: “My father and I were
day laborers. But we only earned about 80 to 100 pesos a day. We could not get
credit to buy our own land”

Isais’s inability to obtain credit resulted from another IMF-prescribed fiscal
austerity measure that required reducing the availability of subsidized loans.”
President Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1987-93) enthusiastically supported the mea-
sure and systematically downsized the national bank, National Bank for Rural
Credit (BANRURAL), shifting existing BANRURAL loans to the private market.*
As a result of these changes, government-subsidized loans to farmers fell sharply
in the 1990s.”? By 1992, private commercial lenders became the only option for
small farmers seeking a loan to buy seed, fertilizer, or equipment. However, small
farmers were not attractive borrowers in a commercial setting because of their low
profit margins and relatively unpredictable crop yields.* The shift from public to
private lending, according to one economist, was a “critical blow” to small farm-
ers like Isais, “whose relatively low profit margins and high-risk exposure make
them unattractive credit risks for commercial banks”*! Indeed, the privatization of
credit has resulted in only 15 percent of Mexico’s farmers having access to credit,
of which the majority are large- and medium-scale farms.** Even if private lenders
were willing to work with small farmers, it is unlikely that these farmers would
have been able to afford the exorbitant interest rates private banks charged.” When
Isais said, “We could not get credit,” he was expressing the frustration of 85 percent
of Mexican farmers and likely a larger proportion of small farmers like himself.

The economic gaps experienced by small farmers were exacerbated by two over-
lapping events in 1994: a second economic crisis in Mexico and Mexico’s entry into
NAFTA with the United States and Canada. The economic crisis resulted in a mas-
sive devaluation of the peso and another round of loans from the United States
and the IMF conditioned on further neoliberalization measures, including even
deeper cuts to public spending and privatization of additional industries.* NAFTA,
in turn, resulted in all three trading partners eliminating tariffs on imports and
encouraging foreign investment. For Mexican farmers engaged in corn produc-
tion like Don Santos and Isais, this meant placing their unsubsidized products in
competition with subsidized grain producers from the United States and Canada.
The elimination of tariffs resulted in U.S. corn, in particular, flooding the Mexican
market, reducing overall prices and driving many small farmers out of business.
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The Mexican government attempted to address the worst of these consequences
with a series of programs directed at extremely poor households.* Beginning with
PROGRESA under President Ernesto Zedillo (1997-2002) and later named Opor-
tunidades (2003-14), the programs transferred cash directly to households that
met the criteria for extreme poverty if these households fulfilled certain education
and health preconditions.* The approach was novel and held promise as it seemed
to target the poor more directly and to give recipients control over expenditures.*”
However, most of the migrant families interviewed had not participated in either
program. Isais and other migrants indicated that they had tried to participate but
were told that they earned too much. In the Mixteca region of Oaxaca, moth-
ers indicated that the program’s requirement to attend health appointments were
structurally impossible as a health care worker only visited the area once a week.
Thus, it is not surprising that assessments of the effectiveness of direct cash trans-
fers found that while it reduced levels of extreme poverty, it did not have a signifi-
cant impact on overall poverty rates.*® In fact, overall poverty rates were slightly
higher in 2014 than they were in 1994, at the beginning of the crisis.*’

It is also not surprising, then, that those who found themselves feeling the
brunt of NAFTA’s impacts on crop prices and competitiveness while also unable
to qualify for social programs continued to find themselves dislocated from their
lands in search of sustainable earnings. In fact, in many parts of Mexico, disloca-
tion accelerated in the wake of NAFTA and further IMF interventions. In Oaxaca,
out-migration increased 300 percent from the mid-1990s through 2005, and in
Tlaxcala, it increased more than 150 percent in the same period.”

The conditions that spurred Don Pablo’s journey in the 1960s and Isais’s first
trip forty years later trace a long history of divestment from agricultural supports
for small farmers raced as “backward” and therefore unworthy of public support.
Their losses corresponded with gains for corporate agriculture in the form of pub-
lic support and elimination of trade barriers. Multinational corporations such
as Maseca, Bimbo, Cargill, Bachoco, PilgrimsPride, Tysson, Nestlé, Lala, Sigma,
and Monsanto came into Mexico, gaining profits and market share while Don
Santos and his compatriots were abandoned and left.”” Ironically, many of these
women and men who were dislocated by the distribution of resources ended up
working in fields similar to their own in the United States or Canada. Thus, their
labor was distributed in a way that benefited corporate agricultural interests over
the communities from which they hailed.

Divestment from Manufacturing Support

A similar distribution of labor and wealth accumulation was constructed in the
manufacturing industry. In the 1960s, at the same time that Mexico was divert-
ing resources to U.S.-facing agricultural centers, the country also began to invest
in maquiladoras. These manufacturing plants take components made largely
in the United States, make them into finished products—from automobiles to
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T-shirts—and then export them to the United States for sale by U.S. retailers. By
1967, there were fifty-seven maquiladoras located in the border cities of Tijuana,
Nuevo Laredo, Ciudad Judrez, Mexicali, and Matamoros.*® Eighty percent of these
plants engaged in assembly or parts production for U.S. companies.** The industry
expanded in the next decades, fueled by U.S. customs rules allowing for duty-
free import of items manufactured abroad from U.S.-based raw materials and by
decreased protections against foreign investment. One of the places that the indus-
try expanded to in the 1980s was Tlaxcala.

Many maquila workers in Tlaxcala come from San Francisco de Tetlanohcan.
Due to its location in the sierra, Tetlanohcan is hilly. The main plaza is located
about halfway up the main hill. Farther up the hill is the Nahuatl barrio of Santa
Cruz, which has some adobe homes as well as some more recently built two-story
migra casas (migrant homes). “Nahuatl” refers to both an Indigenous ethnic group
and the language they speak. It is the dominant Indigenous group in Central Mex-
ico, where Tetlanohcan is located, and includes descendants of the Aztec Empire
and their longtime adversaries in Tlaxcala, the Tlaxcaltecs.

At the base of the Santa Cruz barrio, I meet Irena, a Nahuatl woman whose hus-
band has been in the United States for several years. Irena is one of thousands of
women who at one time worked in one of many sewing factories that were part
of the Malintzi Industrial Corridor near Tetlanohcan. Tlaxcaltecs like Irena were
attracted to this work because it paid better than other work in the area. “The work
is paid by the piece,” Irena explains. However, like most maquilas, the Malintzi
plants did not offer job stability. “They cannot give me more regular hours,” said
Irena of the shifts she was able to get. She goes on to tell me that between her
hours at the sewing maquiladora and her husband’s hours at a different maqui-
ladora farther away, the couple wase making $1,700 MXN a week, decidedly less
than the $5,000 MXN needed to meet basic necessities such as rent, food, utili-
ties, clothing, and school expenses for their family of five. The depressed wages
and unstable hours led Irena’s husband, Efraim, to migrate in 1998 after they had
their first child. While Efraim was in the United States, the maquiladora that Irena
worked at closed, mirroring a nationwide contraction of that industry due to even
more depressed wages in other parts of the world. When I met Irena in 2013, she
was trying to sell her Nahuatl embroidery at local markets and fairs. However,
what had once been a revered skill had fallen out of style in the era of fast fashion.
Efraim had been back and forth to the United States since 1998 and had remained
there since his most recent trip in 2007.

Irena’s and Efraim’s experiences reflect the displacement of Mexican-owned
industry that concentrated on a Mexican market with U.S. owned maquilado-
ras that generated unstable, low-paying work and whose profits were realized
by U.S. corporations. Until the 1980s, the Mexican government subsidized its
domestic textile industry through supports for domestic enterprise and price
supports in the domestic market.”® These supports greatly assisted the textile



38 CHAPTER 1

industry in Tlaxcala, considered among the best clothing makers in the coun-
try. However, regulations put in place in 1972 to protect Mexican industry were
reinterpreted during the Salinas administration to allow for complete foreign
ownership of certain Mexican businesses and to increase the share of
foreign investment allowed in others to greater than 49 percent.>® Thus, a more
diverse array of U.S. companies was now able to look to Mexican assembly plants
as a way to reduce costs.

It was during this expansion in the 1980s that maquiladoras opened in large
numbers in Tlaxcala. In particular, clothing retailers based in California saw a tra-
dition of fine sewing and clothing production in Tlaxcala and decided to invest in
maquiladoras there to assemble clothing bound for the United States.”” These
investments included maquiladoras in the Malintzi Industrial Corridor where
Irena worked. During the time that Irena worked in these factories, the amount
of products made in Mexico and bound for Los Angeles went from 10 percent (in
1992) to 60 percent (in 1997/98).” During this same time, the percentage of people
from Tlaxcala displaced into the United States jumped by five times.”

By 1997, 80 percent of maquiladora owners were U.S. companies.®® For these
companies, the maquiladoras reduced overhead expenses and increased profit
margins.%' They also allowed for what the political economist Raul Delgado Wise
calls an “indirect exportation of labor or, alternatively, the disembodied expor-
tation of the Mexican work force without requiring the workers to leave the
country.®> Maquiladoras are an isolated step in a larger supply chain that neither
controls the products made nor benefits from profits earned. They buy raw mate-
rials from abroad, usually from the same companies that seek the final products.
Magquiladora workers then assemble products such as automobiles or clothing for
wages. Finally, the finished product is exported to be sold by the usually U.S.-
based company that owns the assembly plant. This method of production allows
companies to benefit from labor without having to import it, thus Delgado Wise’s
reference to an “indirect exportation of labor”

For workers like Irena and Efraim, wages in the maquiladoras was higher than
what they could find elsewhere in Mexico. However, as Irena explained, the jobs
were unstable. U.S.-based companies seeking to maximize profits found even
lower waged labor in Central America and Asia. In addition, Tlaxcala’s physical
location far from the U.S. border did not offer as clear a geographic advantage as
the plants located just south of the United States.®® Moreover, due to pressure by
U.S. companies looking to improve their profit margins and another economic cri-
sis in 1994, the Mexican government froze wages during the last half of the 1990s.%
As a result, worker’s wages were reduced to subsistence levels.® This instability
forced Efraim to begin migrating in 1998. Unsurprisingly, given the low wages and
instability of the job market, Efraim’s journey was part of a large uptick in Tlaxca-
lan out-migration in the 1990s. Thus, the indirect exportation of labor described
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by Delgado Wise eventually became a more direct pattern of unauthorized migra-
tion to the United States for many maquiladora workers.

While maquiladoras represent a significant part of the manufacturing sec-
tor, the most significant good extracted from Mexico (other than its people) is
oil. On the Gulf Coast of Mexico, the sleepy seafront town of Chiltepec, Tabasco,
is part of the municipality of Paraiso (Paradise). Paraiso is an ironic name for a
town from which the black plumes of smoke can be seen at all angles. The smoke
is a reminder of Tabasco’s main industry. According to the Chiltepec’s delegado
(mayor), José Luis Sdnchez Dominguez, oil was found on the Tabascan coast close
to Chiltepec in 1979. After this, “the PEMEX [Petroleos Mexicanos, or Mexican
Oil] boom started,” said Sanchez Dominguez, “but skilled labor was imported
from other states—Tamaulipas, Veracruz, and Campeche—to control the power
of the oil workers’ union” Moreover, profits from the oil were increasingly real-
ized overseas. The once-nationalized oil industry, PEMEX, was opened to foreign
investment in the 1980s and privatized in line with the IMF prescriptions of the
era.* By 1997, U.S. and British investors such as Halliburton, Shell, Exxon, and BP
owned large shares of PEMEX.”

Due to Tabasco’s dependence on oil revenues for income, the state’s gover-
nors, from Enrique Gonzalez Perdrero (1982-87) to Andrés Rafael Granier Melo
(2006-11), instituted regulations with the interests of these foreign investors in
mind.®® One such regulation from the 1980s was the prohibition on shrimping
by farmers in the coastal town of Chiltepec because it would interfere with the
oil drilling operations.” In addition to prohibiting local fishing, the state gov-
ernment stopped supporting the shrimp barge cooperatives financially, thus
decimating the once-thriving shrimping industry in the town.”” Thus, local
employment and viability actually decreased after PEMEX arrived. Delegado
Sanchez Dominguez decried these policy changes: “The situation of these work-
ers [ shrimp farmers] now is terrible. There is no retirement, no insurance, no
unions who help them, and no benefits that come with the work. They simply
work, earn money, and that is it”

This decreased level of employment in Chiltepec meant that people were ready
to go to the United States when employers began recruiting in the area in 1989.
One of these people was Serena, whom I met in the restaurant that she was trying
to keep running on Chiltepec’s small coastal boardwalk. Serena was a housewife
when a cousin of her husband’s mentioned that U.S. employers were specifically
looking for women to train and work as jaiberas, or crab cleaners. Normally, Ser-
ena would not dream of migrating, especially on her own, but her husband had lit-
tle work due to the evisceration of the local shrimping industry. However, she was
convinced to migrate both because of economic need and because of the recruit-
ment efforts of a U.S. seafood company. Like the California clothing retailers that
located their maquiladora workers in areas historically known for sewing, the crab
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companies of the southeastern United States turned to areas like Chiltepec where
traditional shrimping and crabbing were destroyed to fill their workforce. Serena
became part of a massive movement of women from Chiltepec and other parts of
Tabasco to the United States.

Intentional Suppression of Wages

When migrants like Serena, Don Santos, and Irena refer to the low wages for work
in the fishing industry in Chiltepec, Tabasco, or the agricultural sector in Laguna
Guadalupe de Yucunicoco, Oaxaca, or the maquiladoras outside San Francisco de
Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala, their diminished earnings can be mapped precisely onto
the sectors of the economy that saw a loss of government support and intentional
wage depression due to the demands of the IME

Lowering wages in all sectors of the economy was a key strategy advocated by
the IMF and implemented by the Mexican government in the 1980s and 1990s. The
IMF argued that compensation needed to be suppressed (alongside other mea-
sures) in order to keep inflation down and ensure that products were competi-
tive for export.”" The Mexican government wholeheartedly adopted this approach,
even casting labor union demands for pay increases as “attacks on the country””>
By 1983, the Mexican government had adopted the recommendations of the IMF to
depress wages placing “a substantial share of the . . . burden” of reforms designed
to reduce inflation on workers.” But IMF officials were not satisfied. In the same
meeting minutes that delineated the policies that the Mexican government was
willingly undertaking, IMF board members expressed concern at what they saw
as the Mexican governments efforts to slow earnings losses in 1984.7* These
concerns translated into a promise the next year to peg any wage increases to pro-
ductivity increases rather than a cost of living adjustment.”

The policy of intentional wage suppression in some sectors while also empha-
sizing world market competitiveness had mixed results.” Some industries became
more successful, and some members of the middle class and elite were able to
rise up the economic ranks.”” For others, particularly in rural areas, real earnings
plummeted during this period.”® The economist Nora Lustig found that overall
real wages dropped by a staggering 40 to 50 percent between 1983 and 1988.” In
the maquiladora sector, compensation contracted less sharply, but there were still
losses of 26 percent during these years.** For other manufacturing jobs, wages
dropped by closer to 36 percent.® In agriculture, the patterns were slightly differ-
ent because income is based on output. In the early years of structural adjustment,
before cuts in subsidies and price supports took full hold, agricultural income
rose slightly.*> However, once these cuts went into full effect, agricultural output
declined, and incomes were reduced by over 30 percent.®

Moreover, wage suppression continued to be a strategy well into the 1990s and
2000s, as Mexico sought to keep its place as a producer of exports to the United
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States.® In particular, the Mexican government has kept payments to maquiladora
workers low in order to ensure a continued comparative advantage for U.S. com-
panies.® Overall, wages in Mexico plummeted after the peso crisis in 1994 and did
not begin to recover until 2006. Irena and Efraim felt the effects of these cuts, and
Efraim eventually migrated as a result. Even after 2006, the pace of wage recovery
has been slow. As of 2014, real earnings (adjusted for inflation and cost of living)
had increased slightly over their 1994 nadir and only barely surpassed wages from
the pre-structural adjustment era.* The minimum wage, impacting many people
like Irena and Efraim, actually dropped by almost 20% between 1994 and 2015
and unemployment increased during the same period.*” Thus, Efraim has had to
remain in the U.S. in order to help his family survive and to help his children invest
in their futures.

Divestment from Education

Another key feature of IMF-prescribed fiscal austerity measures was cutting
public spending on social programs. Between 1983 and 1988, spending on educa-
tion and health care dropped precipitously, with cuts totaling 29.6 percent and
23.3 percent, respectively (figure 5).* This was despite ample empirical evidence
at the time that suggested that education and health care spending was the key to
increasing productivity.® In the education arena, this resulted in the reduction in
payroll for teachers, reduced availability of materials, and school buildings falling
into disrepair.”® The reduction in education spending was accompanied by higher
school dropout rates, particularly in rural areas, likely due to the need for young
people to work and contribute to household income.”

Even when funding for education increased in the late 1980s and 1990s, it
was still far below levels needed to ensure access to education for the population
(figure 7).”> Moreover, the IMF advocated for the decentralization of education from
the federal government to the states.”® This led to uneven development in which
states with a higher income were able to spend more while education in states
with lower incomes or with other priorities suffered. Decentralization had particu-
larly negative impacts on southern rural states such as Tabasco and Oaxaca whose
low revenues meant there was little to allocate to supplementing federal funding
for education.”

It is no wonder then that paying school fees was the most common reason cited
by U.S.-bound migrants from Soyataco and Chiltepec, Tabasco. Serena’s main
reason for migrating with authorization in 1997 was to pay for the education of
her children. At the time, she had three children, ages twenty-one, nineteen, and
twelve. And while she had an immediate need to pay for college fees for her eldest
child, she continued to migrate for twelve years to pay for the other two children.

About an hour away from Chiltepec in Soyataco, Elias also found himself
ensnared in the migration cycle because of the cuts to educational support. Elias
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migrated without authorization in 1999, 2003, and 2006. In total, he spent nine
years in the United States, returning for good in 2008. When asked why he left the
first time, he said:

Look, there is a great inequality between what one earns and the cost of the canasta
basica [basic goods, necessities]. What one earns only gets you to mediovivir [his
own phrase but translated as “half living”]. But as for why I left, point number one
was to give an education to my children.

In 1999, Elias’s kids were sixteen, fourteen, and twelve. Elias went on to explain
that the lack of a high school in Soyataco meant that he had to pay for a taxi to take
his oldest to and from the nearest school in Jalpa. The taxi cost $20 MXN a week,
about 2 percent of his weekly income of around $1,000 MXN at the time. On top
of that, the school fees were about $400 MXN a semester, a figure that was lower
than the taxi fare but still substantial for a family that only earned about $4,000
MXN a month.

Elias made multiple trips to the United States to continue to pay for his chil-
dren’s education. Each time, he remained for several years and returned home to
see his family for a brief few months. Once his children had all graduated from
high school, Elias returned in 2008. He was very clear that he would not migrate
again, having completed his goal. Since Elias’s return, a high school has been built
in Soyataco. However, it is a semiprivate high school requiring fairly high fees.
Thus, it would be no surprise if educational costs continue to spur migration from
Soyataco to the United States.

Five hundred miles to the southwest, in the Mixteca region of Oaxaca, educa-
tional access is even more scarce. Elfego and Ricardo describe the lack of edu-
cational facilities in two different Mixtecan villages over several decades. Though
Elfego first migrated in 1985, before he had children, once the children were born,
he was determined to educate them so that they could make a sustainable living
in Mexico. By the mid-1990s, Elfego and his wife sought to send all four of their
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children to school. According to Elfego, “They had to go to Tecomaxtlahuaca, and
we had to pay for books, the subscription fee, for internet that they used at the
school, etc. But with the money I made in the U.S., I was able to educate all four of
my children through secundaria”

In Mexico, the basic educational system is divided into three parts: primaria,
or elementary school (grades 1-6), secundaria, or middle school (grades 7-9), and
preparatoria, or high school (grades 10-12). Finishing preparatoria is the equiv-
alent of finishing high school in the United States. Thus, when Elfego says that
he educated his children through secundaria, he was indicating that, even with
migration, he could not afford to help them obtain a high school diploma. He
explained, “They would have to go to Santo Domingo Tonala [about two hours
away] for preparatoria, and we just could not afford it” It was this lack of a local
school that led his eldest son to migrate.

A similar pattern unfolded in Ricardo’s family, who lived in the nearby town of
Santa Maria Natividad. Ricardo and Luna, his wife, migrated in 2004. By then, he
had experience traveling back and forth across the border. Ricardo first migrated
in 1990, when he was just thirteen years old. “I went out of necessity;” he said. “I
was not in school. There was a primaria in our town but no others. And anyway,
after that [primaria], in my time, kids went into the fields to help their parents. You
had to look for work?”

The need to leave school at a young age was fairly typical for children
in extremely poor families like those in the Mixteca. Engaging the entire family in
collective work has been part of the Mixtec economy for centuries.”” But it was also
due to a jarring lack of resources stemming from decades of economic abandon-
ment in the region. As Ricardo said, “People live on their own power because the
government does not make it to them. We invited the government to come, but
they didn't visit us. There has never been a visitor from the government here”
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FIGURE 7. Mexico Public Spending, 1994-2004.

When Ricardo says that the “government does not make it to them,” he is
making a point about both historical context and present-day realities. As other
observers of the Mixteca have noted, the Mexican government has never invested
in infrastructure, development, or other projects there, including schools that are
accessible and affordable to the local population.”® A 2019 assessment of educa-
tional attainment found that rural southern states like Oaxaca continue to have
a lower capacity to educate their residents and higher disparities in educational
funding.” In fact, Ricardo goes further to indicate that the officials from the gov-
ernment have not even appeared in the Mixteca to see what living conditions were
like and to understand the profound abandonment felt in this region.

Even in relatively richer states like Tlaxcala and Puebla, funding for educa-
tion has concentrated on the development of private schools.” Thus, even in Tet-
lanohcan and Sanctorum, Tlaxcala, a significant number of families decided to
have a member migrate to pay for the cost of education. Elisabet is the mother of
six children in Tetlanohcan. She and her husband, Rodolfo are both Tlaxcaltec
and speak Nahuatl and Spanish. When their eldest child, Manuela, was enter-
ing secundaria, the family decided that Rodolfo needed to move to the United
States to earn money for her school fees. Rodolfo left in 1998 and spent twelve
years in the United States without returning. However, when his mother became
ill, Rodolfo had to return, which meant that some of Manuela’s younger siblings
could not complete their education. When I spoke with Rodolfo in 2013, he was
trying to raise the money for a return trip to the United States. The construc-
tion work that he had done before 1998 had dried up, and work in the nearby
magquiladoras was intermittent and did not pay enough. Rodolfo and Elisabet
wanted to send their younger children to the newly opened bilingual school
that would teach them Nahuatl. The school was opened after a long campaign
by their community to recapture the Nahuatl language and Tlaxcatec traditions.
However, having been developed in the time of neoliberalism, the new school
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was semiprivate, requiring tuition as well payments for books and uniforms.
This placed the school out of reach for the family without Rodolfo’s earnings
from the United States.

The combined effects of cuts to education spending, suppression of wages
across different economic sectors, and the distribution of resources to large cor-
porate agricultural and manufacturing enterprises overlapped to construct a set of
economic conditions that squeezed communities like Tetlanohcan, Soyataco, and
Laguna Guadalupe de Yucunicoco. This newly constructed economic landscape,
built on years of repression of Indigenous communities, exacerbated colonial prac-
tices with new forms of economic domination that left people like Rodolfo, Elfego,
and Serena earning less but having to pay more for basic services whether they
lived in urban, rural, or semiurban settings. Facing a constricted set of choices,
more and more people entered the migration cycle in any way they could, whether
or not their journey was legally authorized. As a comparison of figures 5 and 6
and 7 and 8 indicates, the dislocation caused by economic policies occurred on a
large scale, impacting communities well beyond those profiled here, and persisted
for decades.

A MIGRANT COMMUNITY PERSPECTIVE ON
AUTHORIZED VERSUS UNAUTHORIZED MIGRATION

Rodolfo’s inability to pay for his children’s education led him, like so many others,
to seek to enter the United States without authorization. Tellingly, the authorized
journeys discussed in this book were made for the same reasons as the unauthor-
ized ones. Isais left Sanctorum, Tlaxcala, with authorization to help pay for his
children’s education around the same time that Rodolfo first left Tetlanohcan
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without authorization to pay for Manuela’s secundaria. Similarly, in Tabasco, Ser-
ena left Chiltepec with authorization to help pay for her oldest to continue work-
ing toward his bachelor’s degree around the same time that Elias left to help pay for
his children to complete high school in Soyataco. In Oaxaca, Don Santos migrated
both with and without authorization to help pay for his children’s education while
Elfego made numerous unauthorized journeys to educate his children. For all of
these migrants, the need to fill gaps in public education funding overlapped with
the inability to make a sustainable living due to cuts in agricultural, manufactur-
ing, and banking supports.

Thus, from the migrant community perspective, the legality of a particular
migrant’s trip was subordinate to the forces dislocating them from their home
communities. This was evident in the way migrants talked about their decisions to
leave. When asked how they made their journeys, the vast majority of migrants
simply said, “Me fui” (I went), and then mentioned the year they left or their des-
tination. To discern whether the trips were made with or without authorization,
more pointed questions were necessary. The responses to these questions were
matter of fact, whether it was “Me fui contratado” (lit., “I went with a contract”) or
“Me fui mojado” (lit., “I went wet,” referring to the historical method of crossing
into the United States via the Rio Bravo/Rio Grande).” But it was clear that all of
the migrants were much more concerned about the conditions that were compel-
ling their decision to leave. Rodolfo, Efraim, Isais, Don Santos, Elfego, Elias, and
Serena all spent much more time talking about the problems they faced paying
for their children’s education and the inability to make a sustainable living from
agriculture (in the case of Isais, Don Santos, and Elfego), manufacturing (in the
case of Rodolfo and Efraim), or other industries. Thus, the migrant community
perspective suggests that debates on immigration in the United States that focus
on the distinction between authorized and unauthorized migration do not capture
what migration actually is.

Legality did matter more for women, as many women indicated that they were
not willing to risk the dangers of an unauthorized journey. For some, like Irena,
this meant applying for permission to visit the United States and return. Irena
was emphatic that she would not migrate without authorization even if it could
help the family save more. “Migration [without authorization] is not for women,”
she said. “Some do it, but, no, it’s too dangerous” For those who did make one
unauthorized journey, subsequent journeys were ruled out. For example, Luna
was clear that when she crossed the border in 2004, she went with other people “to
feel protected” When we spoke in 2013, Luna said that she did think about return-
ing to the United States, but then, she said, “I remember the journey,” referring to
its difficulty. And finally, Serena only considered migration as an option because
she was able to obtain a visa for temporary work. Even when deciding not to make
unauthorized journeys, women focused on the dangers they would encounter on
the route to the U.S. border, not the risk of arrest or detention by U.S. border
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authorities. Like their male counterparts, they centered the needs of their families
and community rather than the possibility that they were violating U.S. laws.

All of the migrants who reported making unauthorized entries acknowledged
that their actions violated U.S. law. As Don Santos said, “One knows that a country
has its laws” “But,” he continued, “a person also has to do what he needs, what
his family needs.” In other words, Don Santos conveyed that his behavior was not
subordinate to or less important than the law but that the law and his family’s
needs were on the same level. His response is consistent with other studies that
have shown that decisions of unauthorized migrants to violate the law are made
in part based on the perceived legitimacy of the law they are violating.'” In Don
Santos’s case and in the case of many other migrants who entered the United States
unlawfully, U.S. rules were considered legitimate but no more legitimate than the
need to support their families.

Moreover, as the next chapter reveals, the dislocation of migrants like Don
Santos benefited U.S. employers who sought unauthorized labor and public and
private U.S. immigration enforcement interests that profit from the demoniza-
tion of Mexican migrants. This follows a long historical pattern traced in the next
chapter of importing Mexican labor into agriculture, mining, and other industries
while simultaneously illegalizing their journeys. Some of this historical pattern has
included authorizing Mexican labor, like the Bracero Program. However, much of
this history has evinced a trend and even desire to employ those without authori-
zation and simultaneously profit from immigration enforcement mechanisms. As
the next chapter details, several sectors of the U.S. economy have a strong, ongoing
preference for unauthorized labor while other sectors profit from trying to control
that labor’s movement. This has resulted in a pattern of permissions and prohibi-
tions in U.S. implementation of immigration policies designed to maximize profits
made from migrant workers while demonizing the people crossing into the United
States. Thus the migrants are in some ways reflecting U.S. policies. They know that
the migration is technically against the law but also that it is necessary—for them
and for their destination country.



Displacement

We were treated like slaves. They saw us as beasts, nothing more.

—DON SANTOS

We’re gonna let ’em in cause you need ‘em.

—PRESIDENT DONALD J. TRUMP

When Luna left her village of Santa Maria Natividad in the Mixteca Baja region
of Oaxaca, she was determined to cross into the United States with her husband,
Ricardo. The couple was recently married and trying to make up for the lack of sup-
port for agriculture and schools in their town. Luna felt confident leaving the village.
They had paid a coyote USs1,500 each to guide them safely across the border. That
was the equivalent of about $15,000 MXN and represented more than a month’s
earnings for the young couple. They borrowed the sum from a local moneylender,
hoping they could quickly repay the loan with their earnings in the United States.

Ricardo had previously crossed by himself in 1990. At that time, he just “swam
across the Rio Bravo,” which stretches over 1,200 miles from Ciudad Juarez-EIl
Paso to the Gulf of Mexico. Ricardo recalls that part of the journey being easy,
saying, “No tuvo que cruzar la linea, me fui mojado” (I did not have to cross
the border, I went “wet”).

By 2004, when Luna and Ricardo made their journey together, crossing the
Mexico-U.S. border had become more dangerous, and a coyote was essential. Luna
recalls being in Tijuana “looking at the other side”

I felt my nerves in my stomach. We were crossing with ten other people from differ-
ent pueblos. The first two times we tried to cross, immigration arrested a lot of peo-
ple. We had to run many times. We were turned back three times and only made it
across on the fourth. Only four of us made it across. And that time, we only made
it because it rained and the officers could not see us.

When Luna got to the U.S. side of the border, she was finally able to stop run-
ning. Only then did she notice that her knees were bloody from scraping against
48
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brush on the way. She described her journey: “We suffered a lot to cross that first
time” Once in the United States, the couple was able to find work easily picking
fruits and flowers in Washington State. They were not asked for documentation
stating that they were authorized to work in the United States. Moreover, in the
four years that Luna and Ricardo worked in different industries in the Northwest,
they never encountered immigration enforcement officials. Luna said, “We were
always looking out for the migra [Immigration Customs and Enforcement, or ICE],
but I never saw them. The real problem, according to Luna, was the harsh working
conditions and meager pay, which forced Luna and Ricardo to work several jobs
at once and required them to leave certain positions to escape abusive treatment.

It was those conditions that finally convinced Luna to return to Mexico. She
recalls living with a number of other people and having to take turns to cook and
shower. Since returning to the Mixteca in 2008, Luna has thought about return-
ing to the United States several times. However, she says, “I remember the jour-
ney, and I decide to stay here,” alluding to the high incidence of violence against
migrants, particularly women. Ricardo returned home in 2012 and says that he no
longer wishes to go back across the border. When we spoke in 2013, the couple had
begun a small business selling ceremonial animals that was providing enough for
a sustainable living. “We are fortunate that we do not have to return,” Luna said in
one of our last conversations.

IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT AS A TOOL
OF RACIAL CAPITALIST RELATIONS

Luna’s story takes place at a particular historical moment when both border and
interior enforcement efforts were escalating. However, that escalation does not
reflect a move toward stopping people like Luna and Ricardo. Rather, it reflects
a new mechanism for wealth accumulation in the form of surveillance, tracking,
and incarceration. By the time Luna made her journey, there were three modes of
extraction from migrants who sought to enter the United States. The first, exem-
plified by Luna’s story, displaces labor into industries that have long demanded
Mexican labor in particular. Policies facilitating this displacement are rooted in
historical, overtly racist depictions of Mexicans as almost bestial and therefore
particularly suited to agricultural and other grueling labor. A second, overlapping
mode of extraction involves racialized depictions of Mexican migrants as bringing
crime and stealing work,' which serves to fill public coffers and fuels private profit
through various immigration enforcement policies and practices. These policies
and practices include criminal penalties for unauthorized entry; enforcement
infrastructures such as checkpoints, surveillance devices, air and land vehicles,
physical barriers, and detention centers; and immigration enforcement person-
nel, who make up the largest federal law enforcement workforce in the country.
For migrants racialized as both perfect workers and carceral subjects, a third



50 CHAPTER 2

TABLE 3 Similarities in Displacement to Industry across Communities

Tabasco Oaxaca Tlaxcala Puebla
Migration rate* 1980-89 Very low Medium Very low Low
Migration rate 1990-99 Very low Medium Medium Medium
Migration rate 2000-2009 Very low High Medium Medium
Displacement industry #1 Agriculture/ Agriculture/ Service Service
food processing food processing (n=9) (n=9)
(n=15) (n=11)
Displacement industry #2 Service Building Agriculture  Factories
(n=7) (n=4) (n=28) (n=1)

* “Migration rate” is a measurement derived from Mexico’s National Survey of Demographic Change (ENADID) in its
quintennial report, “Tendencias y caracteristicas de la migracion mexicana a los Estados Unidos.”

extractive mechanism requires them to pay coyotes to arrive at their destinations.
Increasingly, this means that organized criminal enterprises have now joined the
more formal U.S. private and public actors as sources of extraction.

This approach to analyzing immigration enforcement mechanisms integrates
what other scholars have discussed as separate, historically idiosyncratic threads
into one theory that encompasses the evolution of modes of extraction over time.
For example, the Mexico-U.S. migration scholars Gilbert Gonzéalez and Timothy
Dunn have demonstrated that immigration policies through the early to mid-
twentieth century served the wealth accumulation goals of U.S.-based employers
and other entities.> Moving forward in time, Tanya Golash-Boza, Harsha Walia,
and Gargi Bhattacharyya have explained how twenty-first-century surges in
immigration enforcement by the United States, Europe, and Australia are part
of the racial capitalist relations between the state from which migrants originate
and the state to which they tend to migrate.’ As the stories in this chapter reveal,
the mechanisms used to import labor and deter migration are part of a singular
migration-as-extraction cycle.

To fully explicate the displacement phase of migration as extraction, this
chapter begins with an analysis of policies that first actively and then passively
recruited Mexican labor to perform agricultural and food processing work the
United States. Through historical records and migrant narratives, it shows that
these early recruitment efforts had long-lasting impacts across demographically
and geographically diverse regions (table 3). Whether a person was from a state
like Tabasco with its very low migration rate or from a state like Oaxaca with a
high migration rate as of 2000, the labor markets that migrants were pulled into
were (in order of frequency of response): the agricultural and food processing
industries; the service industry (including hospitality, home services, and janito-
rial services); and construction and factory work. Agriculture/food processing
and the service industry were the most prevalent locations of migrant labor dis-
placement, reflecting patterns of recruitment dating to the early twentieth century.
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These historical and contemporary migration patterns are analyzed against
immigration enforcement policies that allow unauthorized labor to both enter
and persist while simultaneously demonizing this entry and presence. Three
enforcement policies—enforcement of employer sanctions, border enforcement,
and interior immigration enforcement—are examined through the experiences
of migrants to illustrate the selective enforcement of these policies in order to
continue the free flow of desired labor while simultaneously profiting from the
“homeland security state”

DISPLACEMENT OF MIGRANTS
AS EASILY EXPLOITED LABOR

Scholars from various disciplines have examined U.S. immigration enforcement
efforts, particularly those targeted at Mexican migrants, as designed to help dis-
place or transfer Mexican labor into specific, segregated industries in the United
States.* Nowhere is this labor transfer more prevalent than in the agricultural and
food processing industries. The stories of several migrants—including Don Pablo,
who migrated as a bracero in the 1960s, Elfego, who migrated as an unauthorized
agricultural worker in the 1980s, and Luna and Ricardo, who made the same jour-
ney as Elfego in the 2000s—illustrate the clear preference for these workers by U.S.
and Mexican agribusinesses. Similarly, a large number of Mexicans, particularly
Mexican women, have been recruited to work in food processing such as meat-
packing and fish cleaning. The stories of women from Chiltepec and Soyataco,
Tabasco, highlight one such migration pattern: from the Gulf coast of Mexico
to the crab-cleaning plants of the Southeast. Whether authorized or not, these
migrants discussed a litany of labor abuses and exploitative practices by employ-
ers: practices facilitated by the decided underenforcement of immigration laws
prohibiting employers from hiring unauthorized workers while simultaneously
targeting workers for immigration violations.

Displacement into Commercial Agriculture

Commercial agriculture, or agribusiness, in the United States has always relied on
conscripted labor from other parts of the world. Modern commercial agriculture
has its roots in the plantation system that relied on enslaved African labor to work
lands expropriated from the Indigenous populations. Until the passage of the Thir-
teenth Amendment in 1865, the primary laborers in U.S. agribusiness were subject
to chattel slavery. After the abolition of slavery, forced labor continued in share-
cropping and other arrangements, but many descendants of enslaved Africans
sought other work. Agribusiness had to seek out new types of laborers, leading to
the importation of migrants from China, Japan, the Philippines, parts of Europe,
and Mexico. By the late 1800s, however, racist ideologies in the United States led to
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the exclusion of Asian and Eastern European immigrants, and by the 1910s, these
exclusions began to result in labor shortages on expanding commercial farms. The
same racist ideology cast Mexican workers as ideal for the backbreaking agricul-
tural work while also depicting them as “docile” workers who would not rebel
against the dreadful conditions.

There is little documentation of migrants’ experiences in their own words
from this era, but several songs included in Manuel Gamios 1930 volume, Mexi-
can Immigration to the United States recounted the recruitment of migrants in the
1920s. One such song was called “Los Betalberos” (The Beet Field Workers).

LOS BETABELEROS THE BEET FIELD WORKERS

Afio de mil nuevecientos veinte y tres In the year 1923

en el actual

Fueron los betabeleros

A ese “michiga” a lorar.
Por que todos los sefiores

Empezaban a regafiar

Y don Santiago les responde:
Yo me quiero regresar

Por que no nos han cumplido

Lo que fueron a contar.
Aqui vienen y les cuentan
Que se vayan para alli,
Porque all4 les tiene todo

Que no van a batallar,

Pero son puras mentiras

Of the present era
The beet field workers went

To that “Michigan,” to their grief,
Because all the bosses

Began to scold,

And Don Santiago says to them:
“I want to return

Because they haven't done for us

What they said they would;
Here they come and they tell you
That you ought to go up there

Because there you will have everything

Without having to fight for it.

But these are nothing but lies,

Los que vienen y les dicen. And those who come and say those

things are liars.”

The lyrics specifically refer to the “bosses” in the United States and to efforts
to recruit workers for U.S. agribusiness: “Here they come and tell you/That you
ought to go up there” But the song also describes the terrible working conditions
that these recruited workers found in the United States. This is emblematic of the
sugar beet industry, which is among the most deeply involved in the importation
and exploitation of Mexican labor.
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Sugar beet growers and refiners fought successfully to officially import Mexi-
can labor in 1917, when World War I caused a severe labor shortage. The growers’
advocacy was aimed at the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), the agency charged
with immigration management at the time. The agency responded to the growers’
efforts by authorizing a waiver of the requisite head tax and other requirements
to allow Mexican citizens to enter the United States to perform agricultural work.
Thus began the first official collaboration between the U.S. government whose offi-
cials had to grant the entry waiver and U.S. agribusiness that sent labor recruiters
to the border to fill their slots.® “Los Betalberos” refers to this agricultural waiver
era. The waivers remained in effect until 1921, when the demand for labor created
by World War I decreased. But access to Mexican workers continued after 1921 as
growers from California and Texas pushed to continue to exempt Mexico from
the national origins quotas passed by Congress that year and renewed in 1924.°
Indeed, Mexican workers would not be subject to any numerical limitations on
entry until many years later.

After this time, U.S. immigration policies continued to favor the entry of
Mexican workers even as exclusionary measures against other ethnic groups
were escalating. By the time Don Pablo, whose journey and work in the United
States was highlighted in chapter 1, migrated as a bracero, the idea that Mexican
labor was ideal for U.S. agriculture had become firmly entrenched.'® The Bracero
Program, under which Don Pablo migrated, set up an even more formal set of
procedures for the importation of Mexican labor. Rather than a discretionary
waiver for anyone who made it to the U.S. border, the Bracero Accords were a
series of formal agreements with the Mexican government that allowed U.S. com-
panies to recruit inside Mexico.!! The first agreement was signed on August 4,
1942, and was formally called “Agreement of August 4, 1942 for the Temporary
Migration of Mexican Agricultural Workers to the United States” Over the
course of the next eight years, numerous other agreements were signed. In 1951,
the contract labor system created by the Bracero Accords formally became part
of US. law as Public Law 78 and remained in place until 1965. During those
years, nearly five million Mexican men entered the United States to work as bra-
ceros in U.S. fields."

In order to be eligible to enter the United States as a bracero, one had to be
male and unmarried, have no children, and have agricultural work experience but
own no land of one’s own. In addition, applicants had to have a reference letter
from their local authorities. This left out a good number of Mexican campesinos
who needed work and excluded women completely. Moreover, not all U.S. states
were able to participate in the program. Notably, Texas—where many agribusi-
nesses were located and where Mexican labor had long been a feature of local
agriculture—was barred from participating due to Mexico’s concerns about that
state’s history of slavery and segregation. The combination of high dislocation rates
in Mexico pushing migrants ineligible to enter as braceros and the demands of
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Texan agribusinesses resulted in millions of unauthorized migrants entering the
United States alongside legally authorized braceros.”

The U.SS. government response to unauthorized migration at that time was
to apprehend unauthorized migrants, “deport” them to Mexico, and immedi-
ately return them to the United States as regularized workers under the Bracero
Accords." Thus, the pattern of public-private collaboration to provide a ready
workforce to U.S. commercial farms continued. For the workers, the program pro-
vided much-needed income. However, this was more than offset by the hazardous
working conditions. They were so toxic that they drew the attention of civil rights
and workers’ rights movements.”” Even DOL officials were concerned. Lee G.
Williams, the officer in charge of the program in the 1960s, referred to the program
as a system of “legalized slavery”'® Under pressure from social movements and
inside the DOL, the program ended in 1965.” Don Pablo does not remember the
civil rights struggles, but he referred to the substandard conditions in his charac-
teristic understated way. In explaining why he did not stay, despite his boss’s efforts
to retain him, he said, “The only thing over there is work and nothing else. One
does not feel like one is in one’s place” Perhaps the greatest evidence that working
conditions were too arduous was the fact that, despite continuing economic dif-
ficulty and despite his U.S. employer’s request that he return, Don Pablo did not
return to the United States once the Bracero Program ended.

Perhaps Don Pablo was prescient as the end of the Bracero Program meant that
most Mexican agricultural laborers in the United States became unauthorized. In
1965, the Immigration and Nationality Act was amended to place annual quotas on
the number of people who could legally migrate from Mexico to the United States
for the first time and partly as a result of fears of the population increase in Mexico.'®
Those quotas were further reduced in 1976, resulting in only 20,000 Mexicans
being able to migrate as permanent residents in a year. The quotas combined with
the termination of the Bracero Program converted the previously authorized
stream of Mexican migrants into an unauthorized stream. Though the law tech-
nically provided agricultural employers with an alternative authorized means of
employing foreign workers through the H-2 visa program, employers did not like
the program because of its bureaucratic hurdles and requirements to pay for travel
and lodging of H-2 workers. Unauthorized entries from Mexico ballooned from
an estimated 87,000 in 1965 to almost 1.5 million in 1978." This has led scholars
to refer to the period between 1965 and 1985 as the “era of undocumented migra-
tion”? This did not mean that Mexican workers were excluded, however. U.S. laws
during this time had attributes of what Gerald Loépez calls “prohibitions and per-
missions,’* including laws that formally disallowed migration as well as laws that
permitted unauthorized migrant life.

In 1986, U.S. law shifted to being both more formally permissive albeit time
limited and formally prohibitive. The Immigration Reform and Control Act of
1986 (IRCA) included several provisions that gave unauthorized migrants a path
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to legalizing their status.” The first was not limited to farmworkers and allowed
migrants who had resided continuously in the United States since 1981 to legal-
ize their status. The other three provisions were specifically geared to agricul-
tural workers. First, Congress enacted the Special Agricultural Workers program,
which allowed those who had worked in agriculture for one year as of May 1986
to legalize their status to a permanent immigration status.”® Second, Congress
allowed for Replenishment Agricultural Workers to make up for any shortfalls
in labor supply during the 1990s. And finally, IRCA split the H-2 visa into two
categories: the H-2A for agricultural workers and the H-2B for all other tempo-
rary work.* The immediate legalization provisions (including both the general
and farmworker provisions) were not limited to Mexican migrants, but the vast
majority of people who benefited were of Mexican origin because the vast major-
ity of people working in the United States without authorization at the time were
from Mexico. Three million people applied for one of the many benefits, and
2.7 million were ultimately approved. Of those approved, 75 percent, or just over
2 million, were migrants from Mexico.”® On the prohibitive side, Congress finally
passed a law preventing the hiring of workers who lacked authorization. However,
as detailed below, these prohibitions have rarely been enforced against employers
in their nearly fifty-year history.

For those who did not benefit from the time-limited legalization program, the
only option for lawful entry into the United States was an employer’s willingness
to sponsor them for an H-2A visa. The new H-2A visa had no cap on the num-
ber of temporary workers authorized to enter for work in agriculture.? Despite
this unlimited pool of visas, fewer than ten thousand H-2A visas were issued
each year before 1995, and by 2015, they still accounted for only 5 percent of
the agricultural workforce.”® In contrast, over half of the U.S. agricultural labor
force is undocumented, a majority from Mexico. Don Santos is one of many who
migrated during this period. He was able to secure an H-2A visa for one year, in
1994, but explained, “I started going back without documents because the visa
was expensive and the rent that the employer charged was very expensive. Also,
we did not earn much.” Don Santos also referred to the captured nature of H-2A
visas. He had to work for the employer who sponsored him regardless of work-
ing conditions, whereas he was able to switch employers more easily when he
was unauthorized. While Don Santos explains why a worker might decide it is
better to work without authorization, it is also beneficial to employers to have a
largely unauthorized workforce that can be disciplined more easily.? Moreover,
having a visa did not protect workers like Don Santos from brutal working con-
ditions. As he told me:

We were treated like slaves. We began working before the sun rose, and you could not
take a break. They managed us hard. You had to be fast. I was fast, but even I needed
a break! If we tried to take a moment to rest from the sun, the exhaustion, we were
yelled at, even hit. They saw us as beasts, nothing more.
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These conditions were widespread enough that they led African American Rep-
resentative Charles Rangel to comment in 2013 that the H-2A program was “the
closest [thing] I've ever seen to slavery.”*

Don Santos’s and his neighbors’ displacement into U.S. agriculture indicates the
continuing reliance on racialized patterns of exploitation in place since the 1910
waiver programs. Three of every four agricultural workers in the United States are
from Mexico, and the majority of those identify as Indigenous, showing a con-
tinued pattern of displacing Indigenous peasant farmers into U.S. agribusiness.’!
In the twenty-first century, public officials no longer have to explicitly racialize
workers as “docile” or “bestial” to call for their entry for exploitation. As President
Trump told a group of supporters in 2018, “For the farmers . . . it’s going to get
good. . . . Were going to have strong borders, but we have to have your work-
ers come in. . . . We're going to let them in cause you need them. ... We have to
have them*

“We're going to let them in cause you need them,” echoes the policies since the
early 1900s that bend immigration laws to the needs of large agricultural employ-
ers. Moreover, Trump’s reference to having “strong borders” while simultaneously
allowing “your workers [to] come in” hearkens back to depictions of Mexican
workers as both a threat and a necessity in the 1920s and points to the contin-
ued use of immigration laws to control rather than prevent entry. Indeed, in the
midst of the coronavirus pandemic, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
declared that H-2A workers were essential and would therefore be exempt from
the otherwise blanket rule barring temporary migration.*® This “waiver” for agri-
cultural work is starkly similar to the waiver programs over one hundred years
earlier. Unlike the 1920s, the Mexico-U.S. border is now fortified, and Trump
administration directives were to criminally prosecute 100 percent of those who
sought to enter without inspection. This did interrupt the flow of undocumented
workers, forcing employers to utilize the H-2A process. At the same time, DHS
issued a rule change that effectively reduced the wages of these H-2A workers,
already among the lowest paid in the United States.® The wage reductions for
authorized workers brought their wages closer to those of unauthorized workers,
essentially assimilating these two labor pools. And the pandemic choked off other
labor markets, leaving workers with little choice but to toil under even harsher
conditions. Thus, even as the border became less permeable for most migrants, the
Trump administration ensured both the entry of necessary workers and an even
more hospitable environment for exploitation in the agricultural industry, extend-
ing the century-long policy of importing colonized labor.

Displacement into Food Processing
Food processing is another industry dominated by foreign workers. One example
is the crab-cleaning plants along the North Carolina and Virginia coasts. Initially
concentrated in the Chesapeake Bay, blue crab farming and cleaning moved south
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to the North Carolina coast as waters became polluted and industrialization and
gentrification pushed crab farms out of Maryland.* The work in these plants
involves taking freshly caught and cooked blue crabs and painstakingly separating
the meat from the shell. Pickers take up one after another crab and work a knife
under and then around the rim of each carapace, lifting off the top and separat-
ing viscera and fat from meat with deft swipes of the knife. A number of women
from Chiltepec and Soyataco, Tabasco, have been working in these crab-cleaning
plants since 1989, when U.S.-based labor recruiters first began training and hiring
Mexican women.

The first people recruited to work in these plants in the early twentieth century
were African American women.* Recruitment was through an informal labor net-
work and benefited from the proximity of the plants to coastal African American
neighborhoods.” Payment was by the piece, necessitating speed to make a decent
wage for a day’s work. But speed led to injuries from the knives used to cut the
flesh from bone. By the 1980s, the low pay and propensity for injury in these plants
led many African American women to find other sources of income. The out-
flow of workers did not lead to improvements in labor conditions. Rather, much
like their agricultural colleagues, the processing industry employers began to seek
labor from outside the United States. Beginning in 1988, these plants began to for-
mally recruit women from Mexico under the H-2B visa program.*

One of the earliest recruitment firms was Mariscos Bocas, an American firm
that contracted with the crab-cleaning companies to find Mexican workers.
Mariscos Bocas, known as “Bocas” in Mexico, recruited women primarily from
Chiltepec beginning in 1989.* The company had a relationship with Chiltepec
because one of its agents, known only as “Bobby;” was married to a local woman.
That first year, about twenty-five women migrated from Chiltepec to Elizabeth
City, North Carolina.”” This number increased each year. One of the women
recruited and trained was Serena, a housewife and mother of three who was look-
ing for ways to help pay for her children’s education. She made her first trip on an
H-2B visa in 1997, by which time there were nearly four hundred women moving
from Chiltepec to Elizabeth City for the crab-cleaning season."

The H-2B visa that facilitated the movement of Serena and other workers was
split from the original H-2 visa that covered all so-called low wage work. The split
occurred in 1986 as part of the Immigration Reform and Control Act. The H-2B’s
creation coincided with the period during which crab-cleaning and other food
service industries were experiencing a loss of domestic workers. Unlike the H-2A,
which concentrates on the recruitment of foreign agricultural workers, the H-2B
allows employers to recruit workers in a broad range of nonagricultural settings.
Also, in contrast to the H-2A, the H-2B has a cap of 66,000 visas per year.* Ironi-
cally, the total number of people entering on H-2Bs has actually exceeded the total
number of H-2A entrants each year, despite the former being capped. Since 1993,
the number of H-2Bs issued has risen annually from 9,691 to a peak of 129,000 in
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2007.” The latter number reflects the George W. Bush administration’s efforts to
meet American business demand for H-2B workers by exempting returning work-
ers from the 66,000 cap. Thus, since 2003, returning workers like Serena have been
sought after as they do not count toward the total number of foreign workers that
a company can hire. More recently, the Biden administration has increased the cap
to almost double its statutory size, releasing an additional 64,716 H-2B visas for
U.S. employers.* Thus, the U.S. government has continued to facilitate the transfer
of workers into the U.S. economy through formal channels.

Migrating with authorization does not necessarily protect Mexican workers
from abusive working conditions. They are systematically underpaid, work in dan-
gerous conditions, and are subjected to sexual and racial harassment. So dismal
are the wages and working conditions of H-2B workers that several studies have
described the work as “the new American slavery;” similar to descriptions of H-2A
workers’ conditions.* This gross underpayment ostensibly should be prohibited
by the legal rules surrounding the visa application process. U.S. employers seek-
ing to hire H-2B workers must first obtain a certificate from the DOL indicating
that they have attempted to recruit persons already in the United States for the
position and that they are offering to pay foreign-born workers wages that will
not adversely affect the rate of pay for the position.* However, research has shown
that the DOL regularly certifies employers at wage rates far lower than the average
pay for the position and region.” And U.S. employers have continuously lobbied
to allow these violations to continue unabated.”® Between 2004 and 2014, wages
in the crab and other fishing industries declined. Adding to the particular issues
faced by jaiberas like Serena, the three states that use the largest number of H-2B
workers in the crab industry—North Carolina, Virginia, and Maryland—also have
among the lowest average wages in the country.®

Serena reported making up to $100 a day on a piece rate system that has existed
since the early twentieth century. Thus, her average hourly earnings were depen-
dent on her speed and accuracy in cutting the crab flesh from its shell. For Serena,
the money was sufficient help support her children to complete their education.
However, for many others, the wages are much more severely suppressed.” Ser-
enas relative satisfaction with her wages did not extend to the working conditions
at the plant in Elizabeth City, which she described as onerous: “We worked from
four in the morning to four or five at night all the time we were depulping the
crabs. It hurts your hands. The manager treated us very badly. He would insult us
a lot. He used racism?”

Though Serena did not want to expand on what she meant by “he used rac-
ism,” she later recounted that the manager would use foul language in reference to
Mexicans and women. Such abuses have been widely documented by transnational
advocacy groups.” In addition to racist comments, women have reported wide-
spread sexual harassment and abuse, as in many other industries.” These reported
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cases of abuse are likely wildly undercounted because women are afraid to speak
out for fear of being blacklisted and therefore unable to return for work the follow-
ing year. Serena did not report the abuses she experienced and witnessed, but oth-
ers have been blacklisted after complaining about harassment or even violence.*
Moreover, under the terms of her visa, Serena could not leave her employer in
Elizabeth City. She was stuck working long hours and suffering racial and sexual
harassment. Thus, the legal rules facilitate maximal extractive opportunities for
employers of workers like Serena.

Exploitation Facilitated by Immigration Laws

U.S. immigration law ostensibly prohibits employers from hiring those who are
not authorized by the U.S. government.”* There is no concomitant prohibition
against employees working without permission, though a person could become
ineligible for certain immigration benefits if they work without authorization. The
history of the employer sanction law, along with its current implementation, dem-
onstrates that it is designed as “image craft,*® giving the appearance of deterring
migration while actually seeking to control migrants and facilitate exploitation.
The U.S. Congress first considered a bill sanctioning employers who hired
unauthorized workers in the 1950s. The bill was introduced in response to pres-
sure from the Mexican government rather than any domestic efforts in the United
States and was actively opposed by legislators in Texas, Mississippi, and Louisi-
ana.”® At that time, the United States and Mexico were renegotiating the Bracero
Accords. The Mexican government was concerned that unauthorized migration
out of Mexico was causing labor shortages for Mexican agribusiness. In order
to try and continue the Bracero program, U.S. legislators agreed to try and help
Mexican efforts to stem unauthorized migration. Lawmakers from Texas were
the most vocal and effective opponents of the bill, understanding that it would
have an outsized impact on agribusinesses in that state which were excluded from
the Bracero Program and therefore employing tens of thousands of unauthor-
ized Mexican workers.”” Congressmen from Texas introduced an amendment to
the Mexican government’s supported bill called the “Texas Proviso” The Texas
Proviso turned a law focused on employers into one focused on “harboring” and
explicitly exempted employers from its reach. The amendment passed the Senate
and the House and was signed into law in March 1952.% By taking employment out of
the statute’s reach, the new law served as carte blanche to employers seeking to hire
unauthorized workers and “could not have been better suited to growers’ needs”
Lawmakers from large agribusiness states continued to successfully facilitate
employer access to unauthorized workers over the next thirty years. In the 1960s
and 1970s, these efforts were led by Senator James Eastland of Mississippi. A for-
mer cotton grower with strong segregationist roots and ties to agribusiness inter-
ests, Eastland chaired the Senate Judiciary Committee and its Subcommittee on
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Immigration and Naturalization from 1965 to 1975. During that decade-long ten-
ure, Eastland held exactly zero hearings of the immigration subcommittee, effec-
tively blocking a vote on any sanctions bills in the Senate.” Eastland’s departure
from the Senate gave space for congressional hearings on the issue, but opposition
to sanctioning employers continued to be strong.’" Organizations representing
agribusiness like the Farm Labor Alliance (FLA) formed specifically to oppose
employer sanctions.” FLA members like Matthew Durando of California testified
that employer sanctions would be harmful to their bottom lines as “probably in
excess of 50 percent of [our] labor currently are illegal aliens”®

Eventually, employer sanctions did become part of the IRCA. However, over the
course of the negotiations on the law, the FLA and its allies in Congress managed
to water down employer sanctions and create a supplementary worker program to
facilitate labor for southwestern growers. Criminal penalties were stripped from
the sanctions structure, and employers were only required to voluntarily verify
their employees’ eligibility to work. In addition, a special guest worker program
introduced by FLA allies Representatives Leon Panetta (D-CA) and Sid Morrison
(D-WA) was passed giving the growers’ lobby almost all of what it asked for.®*

Given the ambivalence in Congress over employer sanctions, it is no surprise
that there has been very little in the way of enforcement of these penalties in the
years since its passage. Only one of the more than forty migrants interviewed
reported having an employer ask for the required paperwork when they arrived
to the jobsites, and none were required to leave due to lack of paperwork.®
Instead, most migrants were hired easily. For example, Luna found work quickly
after her harrowing journey in 2004. “We knew where to go even before we
left the pueblo,” Luna reported, referring to the migrant networks that stretched
from the Mixteca through Sinaloa in northern Mexico and north along the
Pacific coast to the Canadian border. “We used to work picking strawberries,
cucumber, blueberries. This was in Seattle, Washington. Then we picked tulips
for two to three hours a day to make some extra money” When asked about
any encounters with immigration enforcement agents, Luna explained that they
were a shadow rather than actual presence, “We were always looking out for the
migra, but I never saw them.”

The specter of immigration enforcement agents contributed to the harsh
working conditions and low pay in the United States. “Life is very difficult there,’
Luna said. “We lived in a room with fifteen other people. It was so crowded. We
had to stand in line to cook” Even when she found other work, she continued to
encounter issues:

I found work in a nursery that paid better. At first the boss was nice, but then we got
another boss who was just looking for reasons to fire people. After I got fired from
that job, I got another one, this time packing potatoes. But the supervisor, she would
be looking closely to see if we even faltered a little.
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Luna said that Ricardo and she withstood the uncertainty and low wages for six
years, first to pay off their debt and then to save a little to start their own business.
“Once we had enough to build the house and buy some goats, we came back”

Luna and Ricardo knew from the stories of other people who had success-
fully migrated to the United States from their region that they would find work.
One of these people was Elfego, who had first migrated in 1985 and had spent the
next thirty years moving back and forth from his home in San Martin Duraznos,
Oaxaca, to various places along the west coast of the United States. Elfego’s first
trip took him to a ranch in Oceanside, California, where he picked tomatoes and
strawberries, two crops most commonly worked by Mexican migrants. The work
was “very tiring and badly paid,” according to Elfego. But as this was his first trip
to offset the lack of work in his home community, Elfego stayed on the ranch for
three years. In subsequent trips, he was able to find work as a gardener, which he
found “less backbreaking, but still not as well paid as I'd hoped” He asked this
employer to sponsor him for a work visa, but the employer refused. Nonetheless,
Elfego returned to this employer twice more, rationalizing that it was better than
picking fruit in California. But then, in the early 2000s, Elfego learned of work in
Washington State in carpentry. The hours and working conditions seemed better
than the gardening job. Elfego made the longer journey to the Northwest and eas-
ily found work to sustain him and his family for the next several years. Throughout
this time working in three different states and three different industries, Elfego
never encountered interior immigration officials, but their presence weighed on
him, as it did Luna. “One is always thinking that the migra can catch you,” he
explained. “But I had to keep going, to just keep working and counting the days
before I could go home.”

Even those who did not have extensive networks already in the United States
were able to find work by journeying to locations where they knew others from
their home villages had landed. Elias left his home in Soyataco, Tabasco, in 1999
without knowing anyone who was working in the United States. However, he knew
that women from Soyataco and Chiltepec were being recruited to work in coastal
towns in North Carolina and figured that he would find others from Tabasco
in that area. His first journey brought him to Morehead City, about 150 miles south
of where Serena and her coworkers were cleaning crabs. He was referred to work
in a factory farm his first week in the small town. After working there for about
three years, he moved on to cut lumber and then worked in a family-owned store.
Elias recounted that he was “treated well” by the store owner, his last employer in
the United States. This was in contrast to working on the farm and cutting lum-
ber, which Elias described as “work meant for animals.” He reported being able to
move to a different employer easily. “I was never asked for papers,” he said. Like
Elfego and the other migrants interviewed, Elias was never approached by immi-
gration officials during his nearly ten years in North Carolina.
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The combined experiences of workers like Luna, Elias, and Elfego are reflected
in the low number of employers facing sanctions. By 1990, only 8 percent of INS’s
enforcement efforts were dedicated to workplace raids.®® Moreover, the number of
fines issued against employers who hired unauthorized workers actually declined
between 1991 to 2001, from a peak of a thousand employers fined in 1991 to a low of
zero employers penalized in 2001. This is the same period that saw a huge increase
in unauthorized migration from Mexico, including first trips for many migrants
like Elias.®® And the share of unauthorized workers in agriculture exploded during
this period, rising from 14 percent in 1989-91 to 55 percent in 1999-2001.% Thus,
by the time migrants like Elias and Luna came to work in U.S. fields, almost all of
their coworkers were unauthorized. The declining enforcement against employers
at precisely the time when unauthorized migration was increasing demonstrates
the law’s continued facilitation of labor displacement despite its stated goal to the
contrary. As one INS official said in 1999, “We don’t want to have a negative impact
on the production capabilities of these companies””

In a sense, the migrants profiled in this book were lucky to never experi-
ence deportation as more than a shadow threat, operating as a backdrop to
their working lives. For thousands of other migrant workers, deportation was
a more material reality. From 2006 to 2008, the Bush administration carried
out massive raids targeting migrant workers for deportation and criminal pros-
ecution.”” As a result, thousands were deported and hundreds were subject to
criminal penalties for identity theft and other offenses. But employers contin-
ued to escape sanctions for employing these workers.”” The administration of
Barack Obama signaled a potential shift in policy in April 2009, instructing ICE
agents to “prioritize the prosecution of the actual employers who knowingly hire
unauthorized workers because such employers are not sufficiently punished or
deterred by the arrest of their illegal workforce””> However, as in past eras, the
practice was the opposite of prosecuting actual employers. Only a few hundred
employers were fined through 2014, representing only 0.2 percent of employers
nationwide.” Meanwhile, the Obama administration engaged in massive depor-
tation of workers and other immigrants.

Even the Trump administration continued to facilitate the presence of desired
migrant workers while ramping up raids and deportations. On the one hand,
the Trump administration greatly expanded the scope of interior enforcement,
making all unauthorized immigrants living in the United States priorities for
removal.”® Trump’s director of ICE, Thomas Homan, stated in 2018 that his agency
would quintuple workplace enforcement actions, but this time the U.S government
was more explicit that it would be targeting workers and not their employers.”®
Moreover, Trump publicly reassured employers that they would continue to have
access to migrant labor and continued his predecessors’ pattern of largely ignor-
ing widespread employer violations of the law. As the narratives in this chapter
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demonstrate, the lack of enforcement of this set of laws helped facilitate the dis-
placement of unauthorized workers like Luna, Elias, and Elfego into industries
where their vulnerable status was preferred for the ease with which these work-
ers could be exploited. Combined with long-standing policies displacing Mexican
migrants into particular kinds of work, the underenforcement of workplace sanc-
tions facilitates extraction of migrants as labor.

IMMIGRATION ENFORCEMENT AS EXTRACTION:
FROM EXPLICIT TO IMPLICIT PERMISSIVENESS

Extracting wealth from migrants extends beyond employers who extract from
labor to public agencies and private companies who accumulate wealth from vari-
ous forms of official immigration enforcement practices and extralegal endeav-
ors that seek to profit from manufactured illegality. The remainder of this chapter
focuses on extraction from Mexican migrants through three policies and practices:
border enforcement, including the criminalization of unlawful entry; the result-
ing boom in coyotaje; and interior enforcement, including detention and deporta-
tion. Parallel to racialized efforts to facilitate the entry and ongoing presence of
Mexican labor were efforts that raced Mexican (and other) migrants as threats to
U.S. economic, personal, and national security to justify building massive public
budgets and private contracts that accumulate wealth for public and private actors.
This section traces the development of the latter form of racial capitalist accumula-
tion and the resultant rise in the coyotaje industry.

Extraction Embedded in Border Control Policies
and Criminalization of Unlawful Entry

In 1909, almost a century before Luna’s journey across the Californias, there was
no Border Patrol and no Department of Homeland Security. At this time, manag-
ing entry into the United States was explicitly tied to the demand for exploitable
labor. As summarized by Frank Berkshire, a supervising inspector with the then
Bureau of Immigration (BOI) under the DOL:

We can exclude practically all of the Mexican aliens of the laboring class who apply
for admission at this port as persons likely to become a public charge, for the reason
that they are without funds, relatives or friends in the United States, and have no
fixed destination; at the same time, we know that any able-bodied man who may be
admitted can immediately secure transportation to a point where employment will
be furnished him.””

Berkshire’s sentiments were reflected in border control policies for nearly eighty
years. The creation of the Border Patrol in 1924 provides one illuminating example.
Separate from the BOI, which oversaw the lawful entry of foreign nationals at



64 CHAPTER 2

ports of entry, the Border Patrol was charged with apprehending those seeking to
circumvent U.S. immigration laws by entering between ports of entry. According
to government sources, the Border Patrol was created “to control illegal entry from
Mexico””® The language here is important as it indicates the intent to target not
Mexican migrants but Asian and European migrants who were taking advantage
of the porous Mexico-U.S. border to circumvent U.S. immigration restrictions.”
The new Border Patrol grew extremely slowly in its first decade. By 1925, the agency
had hired 472 agents and two years later, 781.% These efforts did little to change the
patterns of “border permeability” for Mexican migrants. As the historian Kelly
Lytle Herndndez documents, inspectors at the Mexico-U.S. border saw their role
much like Inspector Berkshire did two decades before: not to “molest” Mexican
migrants “except in the most extreme cases” because the laws “apply [chiefly] to
European aliens”® Thus, the function of the Border Patrol was to manage entry
into the United States, which largely meant facilitating the transfer of Mexican
workers into industries that preferred their labor.

Parallel to the development and implementation of permissive border
enforcement designed to extract from migrants as labor was the development of a
carceral regime that extracted from migrants as arrestees and detainees. One
of the key modes of carceral-based extraction was the criminalization of entry
into the United States without authorization. The addition of these criminal pen-
alties, beginning in 1929, was specifically designed to cast Mexican migrants as
“illegal,” despite their recruitment to the United States in the period immedi-
ately before the law’s passage. Proposed by South Carolina’s avowed segrega-
tionist senator, Coleman Livingston Blease, the law made surreptitious entry
a federal misdemeanor and surreptitious reentry after a previous deporta-
tion a federal felony. Enforcement of the new crimes was directed specifically at
Mexicans, and in the ensuing ten years, as many as 99 percent of those charged
and convicted were Mexican migrants.®> As Herndndez has argued, this shift
“had a massive social impact, rescripting the story of race in American by bind-
ing Mexicanos to the caste of illegals.”® Equating Mexican migrants with a “caste
of illegals” at the same time that they were cast as perfect workers served to both
furnish employers with their desired labor and provide a mechanism for con-
trolling that workforce.

The border’s dual role as a door through which to usher in migrant workers
and a site of criminal punishment has continued both rhetorically and materially
to the present day. As narratives from migrants who entered without authorization
demonstrate, border agents continue to facilitate the entry of a subset of Mexi-
can migrants in the same way that Berkshire and his colleagues did in the 1910s.
None of the migrants interviewed faced criminal penalties for entering without
authorization. However, other sources have documented the continued targeting
of Mexican migrants for criminal prosecution.®
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For migrants like Elfego, the threat of border apprehension barely registered in
the mid-1980s. As Elfego explained:

Back then, it was easier. I did not have any money so I just crossed on my own. I left
from Tijuana and started walking north. I was arrested once by immigration and
returned, but I remembered the way and the second time I was able to make it across
in about five or six days.

Elfego got information on how to “walk north” from cousins in Tijuana who
had made the trip in prior years. Like Elfego, Don Manto also left the Mixteca
Baja for work in the United States in 1985. “It only took an hour to cross the
border,” he said. In 1986, he moved his journey to the San Ysidro area of Baja
California and California, slightly east of his first crossing. “It was easy;” he said of
the San Ysidro crossing, which he made to avoid a new U.S. Border Patrol check-
point erected exactly where he had made his first journey.*®

Some migrants were able to continue using the route directly from the city
of Tijuana on the Mexican side to San Diego on the U.S. side. For example, Don
Santos described his first migrant trip in 1987: “A friend of mine invited me, and
I crossed the border with him. We did not use a coyote. My friend knew the way.
We arrived in Tijuana. From there it took us a few hours to walk. We were both
there for six months.” Like Elfego and Don Manto, Don Santos migrated back and
forth across the Mexico-U.S. border. His second journey was in 1988. “The second
time,” he said, “I crossed alone. I learned the route, and it took me one day walk-
ing, nothing more.”

These first journeys of Elfego, Don Manto, and Don Santos occurred in the
years following the first ever quotas on Mexican immigrants and a resulting
surge in unauthorized entries. In 1965, the year the quotas were first enacted,
experts estimate that about 87,000 entries from Mexico were unauthorized.®® After
quotas for lawful migration were reduced to only 20,000 per year, these same
experts calculated that over one million Mexican migrants entered without autho-
rization.”” This surge continued after the neoliberal economic changes gutted the
Mexican economy in the early 1980s. Elfego, Don Manto, and Don Santos were
among the nearly three million Mexican migrants entering the United States with-
out authorization each year from 1985 to 1989.% Like all three migrants from the
Mixteca, about 86 percent of these millions of unauthorized migrants returned
to their home communities within a year of arrival in the United States.® This
circular pattern of migration was largely facilitated by a continued lack of any real
border enforcement.

The porous border was about to become a more hardened line largely through the
recasting of Mexican migrants as invaders who were causing unemployment. The
language of “crisis” used by high-level immigration officials and President Gerald
Ford worked to open up a new avenue of capital accumulation through border
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enforcement spending.”® The rhetorical claim that unauthorized workers were
responsible for unemployment was the rationale for the increases in Border Patrol
funding provided by IRCA in 1986. Subsequent to IRCA’s passage, depictions of
Mexican migrants evolved again to associate them with drug trafficking, opening
even more avenues for enforcement industry profit. This resulted in Operations
Hold the Line, Gatekeeper, and Safeguard in the early 1990s and the passage of the
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) in 1996,
which targeted so-called criminal aliens. Migrants were again recast as national
security threats after the September 11, 2001, attacks, resulting in even more
resources and a reorganization of the agencies charged with immigration enforce-
ment. The Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) within the Department
of Justice became the new Department of Homeland Security, which absorbed
much of the former INS’s role and split that agency’s enforcement functions into
two agencies: Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and Immigration Customs
and Enforcement (ICE).

The evolution of migrant racialization resulted in an escalation of both pub-
lic border enforcement expenditures and private profits from the industries
of migration control. Public budgets for border enforcement ballooned from
$665 million in 1986 to $17.7 billion in 2021.°' Those budget increases include
contracts with private companies like Boeing, Elbit, Lockheed Martin, and Ray-
theon, which totaled more than $3 billion by 2018.°> These same companies help
fund U.S. congressional campaigns for both parties.” As figures 9 and 10 illus-
trate, the resulting cycle has facilitated massive capital accumulation by both
public and private actors undergirded by racialized depictions of migrants as a
threat of one kind or another.

The journeys of a number of migrants demonstrate that despite the ever-
increasing resources poured into the border enforcement measures, including
criminal prosecution, many people continue to successfully enter without
authorization. For example, Elias’ trip in 1999 involved getting to a point in
the southern Sonoran Desert by vehicle and walking across to Arizona. By this
time, Operation Safeguard had expanded to all of Arizona, with Border Patrol
agents stationed at regular intervals along the section of the border that Elias
crossed.” However, Elias described the walk as “easy” He indicated that his
group “made it across on the first try” without encountering any agents. Also,
in 1999, Rodolfo made his first trip to the United States from Tetlanohcan, Tlax-
cala, crossing from Tijuana by foot. In describing the journey, Rodolfo said,
“It was extremely difficult. It took us twenty days to a month to cross.” But
even Rodolfo’s group did not come across border agents, despite the beginnings
of a border wall in Tijuana or the fortified presence of border agents under
Operation Gatekeeper.

In addition to migrants who made their first trips, migrants like Elfego and
Don Santos continued to make virtually “unmolested” subsequent trips to the
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FIGURE 9. U.S. Border Enforcement Public Spending, 1985-2021.
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FIGURE 10. U.S. Border Enforcement Private Contracts, 2008-2018.

United States via Tijuana during the 1990s and 2000s. Don Santos did feel the policy
shifts that brought about Operation Gatekeeper. “It was in 1994 when it started to
get more difficult)” he explained. That year, Don Santos convinced his employer
to sponsor him for an H-2A visa. However, in 1995, Don Santos returned to the
United States without authorization, this time paying coyotes to help him navigate
the new border enforcement measures. His journey in 1995 was more difficult than
his trips in the 1980s. He was arrested once and sent back across the border but was
able to successfully enter the United States on his second try. Similarly, Elfego
was arrested several times in his subsequent journeys to the United States. While
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he could not remember the exact years, Elfego made three trips to the United
States between 1995 and 2009 and was able to successfully enter each time.

Elfego’s experience reflects the continued permeability of the border even in
the post-9/11 era. As Luna described, she and her husband, Ricardo, were able
to eventually enter the United States in 2004 despite being arrested three times.
As Luna explained, “The first two times we tried to cross, immigration arrested
a lot of people. We had to run many times. We were turned back three times and
only made it across on the fourth.” A similar pattern emerged in Francisco Javier’s
retelling of his journey from San Pedro Cholula, Puebla, to Philadelphia in 2001.
“We were arrested four to five times,” Francisco Javier recalled. “And each time, we
were returned immediately to the other side of the border. We finally crossed the
fifth or sixth time”

Things had changed somewhat by November 2006, when Francisco Javier made
his second journey. This time, according to Francisco Javier, “the migra took our
fingerprints and told us that we would be punished if we tried again” The “punish-
ment” in this case would be criminal prosecution for unlawful entry. In 2005, one
year before Francisco Javier crossed, the U.S. government had launched Operation
Streamline, requiring officials to prosecute 100 percent of people seeking to enter
the United States for the crime of unlawful entry or reentry. The directive was
limited to sectors in Texas, and Francisco Javier had crossed in Arizona. How-
ever, Operation Streamline was expanded to include Arizona and New Mexico by
2008. Thus, when Francisco Javier crossed via Arizona for a third time, in 2009,
his prior arrest should have subjected him to prosecution for unlawful reentry.
However, according to Francisco Javier, “I had the same experience as before. We
were arrested, immigration took photos and took our fingerprints. I already had a
record from when I tried to enter before, but they did not punish me” The Border
Patrol officers who arrested Francisco Javier, much like their forebears in the early
to mid-1900s, chose to allow Francisco Javier to try migrating again. And, like so
many of his compatriots, he succeeded.

Despite evading incarceration himself, Francisco Javiers experiences at the
southern border took place during a time of exponential growth in both the rhetori-
cal criminalization of migrants and the actual imposition of criminal penalties. As a
result of Operation Streamline, total convictions for unlawful entry across those sec-
tors of the border went from 15,000 in 2004 to over 50,000 in 2008.%° Prosecutions
for unlawful entry continued to grow under the Obama administration, reaching a
pre-Trump administration peak of over 65,000 in 2013.” Under President Trump,
Operation Streamline was expanded to 100 percent of border sectors by April 2018.”
As a result, prosecutions for unlawful entry and reentry would reach their mod-
ern zenith, with over 106,000 people prosecuted in 2019.”® And despite the fact
that unauthorized migration from Mexico was declining during this period, about
55 percent of prosecutions for unlawful entry and 75 percent of prosecutions for
unlawful reentry were of Mexican nationals.” The cost of these new incarcerations
generated nearly $1 billion in additional funding for U.S. prisons, including private
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prisons contracting with the U.S. government.'® Thus, even as the United States con-
tinued to facilitate the entry of some Mexican migrants, it added a new source of
capitalist accumulation through the expansion of the prison and related industries.'**

Extraction through Coyotaje

The various permutations of extraction at the border resulted in a parallel devel-
opment of extraction from migrants in the form of fees paid to coyotes to help
circumvent ever evolving border enforcement mechanisms. The 1990s saw the
U.S. government using new strategies that involved a much higher number of
Border Patrol agents standing at short distances along common crossings like
El Paso, Texas. These innovations had military-style names like Operation Hold
the Line and Operation Gatekeeper. Studies on the effects of these operations
showed that while the new lines of agents forced migrants to change their strate-
gies for entering the United States, they did not deter most of them from making
the journey.'” This was certainly true for Elfego and Don Santos, both of whom
had migrated several times before the Clinton-era operations and continued to
migrate to the United States without authorization until the 2000s. It was also
true for Elias, Rodolfo, Efraim, and Luna, all of whom made their first journeys
in the years after Operation Hold the Line and Operation Gatekeeper. Although
these migrants were not deterred, they had to make two key adjustments to
avoid apprehension. First, they began to take more dangerous routes through
remote and hostile terrain. Second, the dangers of the more hostile territory and
the risk of getting lost led these migrants to pay coyotes to help them navigate
these new routes.

For women, the new journeys came with a grave additional risk—that of
sexual violence.'” Researchers have calculated that up to 9o percent of women
crossing the Mexico-U.S. border in the mid-2000s experienced some form of
sexual assault.’® Only one of the women interviewed spoke explicitly of witness-
ing gendered violence on her journey. The remainder of the women interviewed
did not refer to sexual violence explicitly, but it was clearly in the background of
a number of women’s decisions on whether to make an unauthorized journey.
Luna’s first trip across the border included the harrowing chase that she described
in 2004. She was clear that she went with other people “to feel protected” When
we spoke in 2013, Luna had been back in Santa Maria Natividad for five years and
was almost ten years removed from her arduous journey north. When asked if
she would consider returning, she said that she did think about it, “but then, I
remember the journey” “Remembering the journey” was as close as Luna came
to recounting her possible experience of or witness to sexual violence. Others
expressed fear at making even one journey. Efraim’s wife, Irena, said, “Migration
is not for women. Some do it, but, no, it’s too dangerous.” The fact that some
women were deterred by the dangers of the new, longer journeys north demon-
strates that the new border enforcement innovations “play[ed] out in gendered
actions and interactions,”'” increasing the risk of violence on journeys north.
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Moreover, these innovations and the resultant risks deterred women who were
perhaps among those less desirable as workers while continuing to facilitate the
entry of needed labor.

For both men and women who did make the trip, coyotes were essential.
Coyotes operate in a complex “bastard industry” of clandestine operations at
the border.! Some coyotes are connected to criminal organizations like drug
cartels or bajadores (thieves or bandits who rob migrants in the Sonoran Desert
region).'” Others are connected to their home communities or employers in
the United States.'”® A few actually work alongside CBP agents, who are paid to
allow migrants to pass through CBP checkpoints or walk unbothered through
the remote areas between checkpoint stations.'” But, whatever the mecha-
nism by which coyotes operate, they wrest enormous amounts of money from
migrants and their families.

The price that migrants paid for an unauthorized journey varied depending on
what kind of coyote they hired and the methods the coyote used (figure 11). For
example, Elias paid USs$1,800 in 1999 to travel from Soyataco, Tabasco, to a point
in the southern Sonoran Desert by vehicle and then walk through the desert to
cross. He described the journey nonchalantly. “Although we had to walk a lot,”
Elias said, “it was easy. We made it across on the first try” Just a few months before,
Don Rodolfo made his first trip to the United States from Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala,
with “friends” who were going. In sharp contrast to Elias, Don Rodolfo paid only
USs300 to travel from Tetlanohcan to Tijuana by vehicle and cross into the United
States on foot. The journeys that Don Rodolfo and Elias made within Mexico were
roughly similar. Tetlanohcan is a little less than 1,800 miles from Tijuana, and
Soyataco is a little more than 1,800 miles from the Sonora Desert. It is likely that
the reason Don Rodolfo paid so little was that he was paying a more informal
coyote who only worked with migrants he knew. Don Rodolfo and his friends
quickly saw the drawback of using someone who did not have a vast network of
connections. In describing the journey, Don Rodolfo said, “It was extremely dift-
icult. It took us twenty days to a month to cross. We did not have any idea where
we were going, but we ended up walking to Phoenix” People who wanted to find
ways to avoid the desert and surreptitiously cross at checkpoints paid the highest
fees. Among those surveyed, the highest amount paid was USs$3,500 to hide in a
car traveling through an official checkpoint.'?

The amounts that migrants paid coyotes to try to ensure safe passage were
exorbitant given that many of them earned less than US$400 per month. In order
to pay these fees, migrants relied on loans from family members already in the
United States, family members in Mexico, or informal moneylenders who some-
times charged double digit interest. At times, the cost of the journey was more
than the price of the economic gap the migrant was seeking to fill. For example,
Elias took out loans from a local prestamista (loan shark) totaling USs$6,800 for his
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three trips to the United States. He made these trips primarily to pay school fees
and the cost of transporting his children to school, items that would have cost him
about US$4,200 over the course of his children’s educational careers. However,
the only other method for paying school fees was to seek a loan for that expense
directly. Personal loans are not available in Mexico, so Elias would have had to
borrow money from the same prestamista he used to pay for his trips to the United
States. Interest rates on these loans are high, 20 percent in some cases. Thus, one
needs almost twice the original loan amount to repay the lender. In the absence
of sufficient earning potential in Mexico, Elias had no way to pay the $4,200
he needed for his children’s education. The only way to make the finances work
was to earn in U.S. dollars.

As expenditures on border enforcement strategies rose in the 2000s, so too did
the cost to migrants of their journeys north. For example, Elias paid USs$2,500
for his second trip in 2003, an almost 50 percent increase over what he paid in
1999. As in his previous journey, Elias managed to cross the border without being
detected by U.S. border agents. In contrast, Luna and Ricardo paid significantly
less in the same period. Their journey cost them USs1,500 each. However, their
journey was also marked by more interaction with U.S. authorities. Eventually,
the couple was able to cross but not with the same ease that Elias crossed with his
more expensive guide.

Still others remained in the United States for longer periods to pay off their
debts to the coyotes and to avoid having to pay a second time. Indeed, in Tetlano-
hcan, all but one migrant interviewed were still in the United States, sometimes
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several decades after leaving. For example, Efraim made his most recent trip to the
United States in 2007 and has remained there since. Efraim had paid US$3,500 in
2007 to cross, and it took him three years to pay off the debt. Similarly, on his last
trip in 2009, Francisco Javier paid USs$2,500. This was a 28 percent increase from
the price he paid to cross the border just three years earlier. And prices rose rapidly
after Francisco Javier returned.

By 2013, fees had risen so high as to create a barrier to crossing into the United
States. That year, Efraim said that the main reason he could not return to Tetlano-
hcan to visit his family was “the cost, the expense. It is like $80,000 [MXN] (the
equivalent of US$8,000) to cross now. I don't have that, and I cannot ask for that
much” Luna and Ricardo quoted the same sum if they were to try to get to the
United States in 2013. “The line is very difficult now;” Ricardo explained. Though
he himself was not interested in crossing again regardless of the cost, Ricardo
thought that many of his neighbors in the Mixteca would have trouble repaying the
loans they would need to take out to pay the high fees. Figure 11 shows how these
costs changed over time based on community of origin.

The amounts that migrants paid rose at the same time that U.S. enforcement
methods picked up. However, they also reflect the changing nature of coyotaje. In
some parts of the border region, coyotes became increasingly involved with inter-
national criminal organizations that dealt not only in the smuggling of people, but
also drugs (to the United States) and weapons (into Mexico).""! These efforts raised
the cost of unauthorized migration exponentially.'* Thus, extraction from migra-
tion benefited organized crime as much as it did U.S. employers and U.S. business
and government interests involved in border enforcement.

Extraction Embedded in Interior Enforcement

Once in the United States, Mexican migrants found they were haunted by the
specter of detention and deportation. These interior enforcement mechanisms,
like border enforcement, were designed to facilitate access to and control migrant
workers. Just as the dual system of permitting entry while simultaneously crimi-
nalizing it developed at the border, massive raids in the 1930s saw the repatriation
of 500,000 Mexican workers who had entered to work on farms, to build railroads
and to mine copper.'” The repatriation efforts were couched as necessary to expel
“illegal invaders”'* These “invaders were described as having “nothing higher
than animal function” and acting, ironically, “to the ultimate ruin of American
agriculture . . . and to the detriment of . . . political and racial characteristics of the
native American people of these regions.”'* In the 1950s, former army commander
turned INS commissioner, Joseph Swing, repeated the “invasion” metaphor to jus-
tify a multiyear, derisively named Operation Wetback that would expel six million
Mexican migrants.''s

These operations correlated with economic downturns in the United States,
including the Great Depression of the 1930s and recessions of the 1950s and
1960s."” Like the justifications for border protection, they characterized Mexican
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migrants as stealing work. However, the stated justifications masked justifications
to hold on to the Mexican workforce, particularly in agriculture. Even as Commis-
sioner Swing was carrying out the largest mass raid in history, he was guaranteeing
employers that he would find replacements of any unauthorized workers who were
removed with authorized ones.® These guarantees were acted on, as most of the
six million migrants expelled from the interior were “dried out” at the border and
returned as braceros.'”® Thus the massive raids, justified through racialized char-
acterizations of Mexican workers as stealing jobs, operated less to expel Mexican
migrants than to exert dominance over this workforce, particularly during times
of economic downturns.

Both the racialization of Mexican migrants and the mechanisms of inte-
rior enforcement evolved over the next decades but continued to garner more
resources for immigration control. In the 1980s, associations of Mexican and other
migrants with crime brought new interior enforcement resources to the public
and private sectors, matching similar spending increases and its justifications
at the border. Interior enforcement began to include detention, a tactic that mir-
rored the rise of mass incarceration in the criminal legal system a decade earlier.'*
In the post-9/11 era, migrants became associated with threats to national security,
and interior enforcement was expanded through the reorganization of the for-
mer INS into the Department of Homeland Security and the creation of ICE as
an agency solely dedicated to interior immigration enforcement. These evolving
associations of Mexican and other migrants with crime and national security con-
cerns alongside ongoing association with the loss of U.S. jobs have coincided with
massive increases in resources for interior enforcement. As shown in figure 12,
successive legislation from 1985 to 2021 has increased interior enforcement spend-
ing on arrest, detention, and deportation by 2,700 percent, from $300 million to
$8.3 billion. The largest single-year increases came in 1997, 2003, 2009, and 2018.
As was the case with the large-scale removal operations in the 1930s and 1950s,
these larger jumps in funding coincide with economic recessions in the United
States, evincing the need to manage the supply of workers and to maintain their
subordination. Like border enforcement measures, interior immigration enforce-
ment does not just fatten public coffers. It also funnels funds to private contrac-
tors, like CoreCIVIC, Inc., and GEO Group, Inc., that garner over $1 billion in
profits from operating private immigration prisons (figure 13).'*!

Luna and other migrants profiled here escaped direct experience with interior
enforcement, but the specter of detention or deportation loomed large in their
consciousness. As Luna indicated, “We were always looking out for the migra”
This “looking out” prevented Luna and many others from complaining about sub-
standard working conditions, low pay, and even employers’ abuse. One of those
other migrants was Elfego, who labored in strenuous and exhausting conditions
without complaint because, he said, “one is always thinking that the migra can
catch you” Even those who migrated with authorization felt the weight of possible
deportation. Serena, who migrated with a visa, did not report the racist insults and
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FIGURE 12. U.S. Interior Enforcement Spending, 1985-2021.
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FIGURE 13. U.S. Interior Enforcement Private Contracts. Credit: ACLU. Reprinted with
permission from American Civil Liberties Union.

grueling working conditions she experienced in part to avoid being blacklisted but
also to avoid being fired and therefore subject to deportation. Thus, the massive
spending and profits from interior detention and deportation operated to main-
tain the segregation of migrant workers in industries that preferred their labor—
unauthorized or not—and exacerbate the harsh conditions migrants worked in
while in the United States.
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JOURNEY HOME

The other side of migrants’ journeys to the United States were their journeys
home. The vast majority of migrants interviewed had either already returned
to Mexico or were contemplating return. Unlike many of their compatriots, the
southward journeys of these migrants were voluntary, reflecting a broader pattern
of largely voluntary return migration to Mexico in the late 2000s. Migrants regu-
larly reported “voluntarily returning” to Mexico because their ability to perform
the work available to them was exhausted. Elfego, for example, though he was only
forty, said, “I returned because of my age and the work there [in the United States]
was too difficult” Still other migrants returned because they became ill or injured
at work and could not obtain health care. Don Santos returned for good in 2008
because he broke his back laying electrical wire in Tennessee and could not obtain
necessary treatment there. Dofla Mathilde, one of Elfego’s and Don Santos’s neigh-
bors, had to return after only one year in the United States because she learned she
had a heart condition.

Returned migrants were then confronted by the limits their contributions
could make to the overall economic health of their home communities. Elfego
had to return to preserve his physical health despite not being able to complete
payments for his son’s high school degree. This led his son to migrate. Don Santos
noted the irony of being injured laying electric lines in the United States when his
own pueblo lacked electricity and a proper school building as late as 2013. Even
those who returned after completing their goals for their families saw the limits of
their contributions. Elias returned after completing the payment of his children’s
school fees in 2008. “I always knew I would come back, and when the time came,
I did,” he declared. But many others from his town continued to migrate to pay
those same school fees. Luna and Ricardo also returned to Mexico in 2008 after
saving enough to start their own business. But their business could not lift up their
entire community. These migrants’ journeys north had enriched U.S. employers,
government contractors, and coyotes much more than they enriched their home
communities. This was not for lack of trying on the part of migrants. But the sys-
tems that migrants were operating in sought to entrench the gaps left by neoliberal
disinvestment and the subsequent need for successive groups of people to move—
the next phase of migration as extraction.



Entrenchment

The family also migrates and is completely transformed.

—MANUELA

Twenty-nine-year-old Manuela is the director of the Centro de Atencién de Famil-
ias Migrantes e Indigenas (CAFAMI; Indigenous Migrant Family Care Center) in
San Francisco de Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala.! Manuela was born and raised in Tetla-
nohcan. Her father migrated to the United States without authorization when she
was fourteen years old.> As the oldest of six children, she saw firsthand how migra-
tion affected her family. “It was really hard emotionally for my mother. She had to
play two roles, the role of mother and father. And it was also hard for my siblings.
They needed both parents, you see,” she explained. Manuela went on to say that
her younger siblings were able to finish high school because of remittances that her
father sent from his work in the United States. When asked what it was like for
her, she said, “Well, for me, I suppose it was different. I was older when he [my
father] left. And I was able to go to university. But yes, it was also hard” “Also hard”
was about as much as Manuela was willing to say about the impact of her father’s
migration on her. She was much more comfortable describing how hard migration
was for her siblings and for other people in her community: “When I was young, I
saw people just destroyed emotionally. It was really hard to see. And it continues,
you know? Migration is not just about the migrant . . . the family also migrates and
is completely transformed.”

Manuelas current thinking about migration as transformative for families
resulted from her participation in activities that would lead to the formation of
CAFAMLI. In 2001, a group of anthropology students from the Instituto de Inves-
tigaciones (Research Institute) in the neighboring state of Puebla conducted a
one-year project in Tetlanohcan. The project sought to build relationships with
youth through activities like photography and video. Manuela explained why she
joined: “I liked what they were saying, that they wanted to help us build capacity
and communicate how we were seeing things in our community” Soon it became
clear that the main issue facing most of the youth was that one or both parents had
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migrated. Manuela and her fellow students chose to use their new videography
skills to document life in Tetlanohcan for their parents in the United States. They
interviewed their grandparents and others who were helping care for them. “We
wanted to show them what life was like at home,” Manuela said, “to help them con-
nect to us but also for us to feel connected to them.” Through this project, Manuela
learned of the many difficulties other youth in her community were facing as a
result of migration. She also saw how to open a space for dialogue and healing the
wounds of family separation.

Manuela took a pause from the project to attend university but returned
to her hometown in 2007, determined to build the same kind of community
that she had been part of for women like her mother. Though migration from
Mexico generally includes a significant number of women, migration from Tet-
lanohcan was male dominated. Tetlanohcan follows a pattern in many Mexi-
can communities in which staying behind is feminized.> Many of the women
Manuela worked with described themselves as amas de la casa, or housewives.
Most of their husbands had migrated to the United States in the 1990s and had
not returned. In more recent years, these women saw a second generation of
migrants in their children. This new generation included many more women,
but the family members they left behind tended to be their mothers and
younger female siblings. This meant CAFAMI’s membership remained almost
exclusively female.

Over several months, many of these women spoke of their own multifaceted
experiences of the migration of their family members. Those experiences and
the experiences of their compatriots in other communities were encapsulated by
Manuela when she said, “The family also migrates . . . and is completely trans-
formed” Manuelas words describe the intersectional impacts of migration on
both the emotional and economic levels, robbing migrant communities of their
closest familial relationships and their ability to thrive economically. “The family
also migrates” means that family members experience the same extractive forces
that dislocate their loved ones and displace them into exploitative labor markets
or as a justification for border fortification. For family members of unauthorized
migrants in particular, dislocation and displacement are experienced as family
separation prolonged by the illegalization of migration. Thus, spouses, parents,
and children and a variety of other kinship ties are transformed into transnational
relationships that are stretched and strained.

Dislocation and displacement are also entrenched through development poli-
cies that hold transnational families responsible for improving the very condi-
tions that dislocate migrants and displace them into exploitative and/or carceral
settings. Development policies touted by international banking institutions and
the U.S. and Mexican governments seek to make migrant remittances central to
economic betterment. Racialized as backward or economically unviable while in
Mexico, migrants are characterized as “heroes” once in the United States because
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of the large sums they send to their families. The reliance on remittances sent by
these “heroes” to improve living conditions reinforces the state’s abandonment
of its responsibility to provide for basic human needs and shifts such respon-
sibility from the state to the very individuals feeling the brunt of divestment.
Migrant community narratives expose the pernicious side of the hero metaphor
and the myth that reliance on migrant remittances can lead to development.
While remittances did improve access to certain basic human needs—clothing,
food, housing, and education—they did not reverse the extractive forces of
decades of economic abandonment. Though Manuela was not being strictly lit-
eral when she said “the family also migrates,” the children of migrants often
had to migrate because their parents’ remittances could not fill the gaps left by
neoliberal divestment. Thus, migrant families are “transformed” into successive
generations responsible for undoing the harms of state divestment and reliance
on migration.

Most studies examine one of these two intertwined dynamics—either exploring the
impact of migration on familial relationships or its economic consequences*—but
rarely talk about how the two intersect. One exception is Leisy Abrego, whose work
on transnational Salvadoran families sheds light on the mixed economic and emo-
tional impact of migration on parents who journey to the United States and their
children in El Salvador.”> Abrego writes that for migrants, “remittances are more
than mere economic markers; they represent a sense of obligation between family
members and often the expression of deep emotional bonds between relatives
across borders” This chapter examines the corresponding experiences of family
members who receive remittances in both economic and emotional terms. It also
broadens the analysis of migration’s interwoven economic and emotional impacts
beyond individual families to the community level. As the Mexican authors
Rodolfo Garcia Zamora and Juan Manuel Padilla have illustrated in their work
on Zacatecan migrant communities, migration leads to depopulation, which has
an impact on both family structures and economic opportunities.” This chapter
builds on these insights in the context of diverse communities in Oaxaca, Puebla,
Tabasco, and Tlaxcala where out-migration rates are more mixed but where migra-
tion’s impacts on family relationships and community-wide economic health are
similarly adverse. As the narratives here demonstrate, the impacts of migration
mirror the dislocation and displacement of migrants with a third phase of the
migration-as-extraction cycle—one that entrenches economic underdevelopment
and family separation for those left behind.

To delineate the ways in which migration as extraction is entrenched in migrant
communities, I first trace the emotional impacts of migration on family mem-
bers of migrants and then move to the intersecting economic impacts on these
same families. The stories of various actors in migrant communities—including
family members, returned migrants, and community leaders—reveal the over-
whelming emotional loss suffered by migrant families and the limited economic
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gains that entrench patterns of migration. It also compares the limited benefit of
remittances to migrant communities with the clear benefits to the Mexican trea-
sury and private financial interests in Mexico and the U.S. Just as unauthorized
Mexican labor migration benefited U.S. industries, including the immigration
enforcement industry, remittances benefited private and public elites in Mexico
and the United States far more uniformly than it advanced the economic health of
migrant communities.

MIGRATION AS EMOTIONAL EXTRACTION

Like Manuela, many migrant family members addressed how they “migrated”
through the loss of their loved one, changes in parenting and other caregiving
structures, and changes in their view of themselves. One of the people who was
most outspoken about the sense of emotional loss that accompanied migration
was Gabriela, a young member of CAFAMI whose father and older siblings had
all migrated to the United States. During a CAFAMI meeting in her aunt’s house,
Gabriela said, “When I think of migration, I think of family disintegration. It is
a wound that a mother cannot overcome.” Like Manuela, she saw the pain that
migration caused her own mother. And Gabriela felt the pain of family separation
both for herself and for others in her community.

For us, as young people it [migration] is a disaster. I see lots of young people who
are addicted to drugs because they do not have parents here. Even the priests at our
church are talking about it. About how our feelings can no longer be left to the side
when talking about migration.

The “disaster” that Gabriela spoke of was unfortunately evidenced through-
out Tetlanohcan. As Gabriela mentioned, one aspect of this was a high rate of
drug addiction among young people. Tlaxcaltec youth (defined here as between
the ages of twelve and seventeen) report using drugs such as alcohol, tobacco,
marijuana, and inhalants at nearly twice the rate of the national average.® Though
statewide statistics do not provide reasons for this, CAFAMI organizers were
very clear that most youth are using drugs to help manage the separation from
their parents.

Drug use was one of the more dire consequences of migration. But other, seem-
ingly mundane consequences had a serious impact on migrant families. Irena,
whose husband, Efraim, had been migrating to the United States since 1998, spoke
about the impact of Efraim’s absence on herself and her children: “While he was
gone, it was very hard for me. I am not from Tetlanohcan. I did not know anyone
and was always just in the house” When her children began attending school, it was
even harder for her. “I am like a single parent;” she said. “But the children don’t
listen to me like they would their father. Sometimes, I just have to let them do what
they want” One of the hardest things for her was the uncertainty: “Efraim will stay
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in the U.S. a little longer so we can build a business, but we don’t know how much
longer. And that, yes, it hurts me”

The disastrous effects that Gabriela discussed and Irena’s extended single par-
enthood are directly related to the U.S. policies that have made earlier patterns
of circular migration from Mexico all but extinct. Migrants like Gabriela’s family
members and Irena’s husband must remain in the United States for extended peri-
ods because they cannot afford the cost or the physical risk of crossing the border
multiple times. The migrants’ entrenched displacement into U.S. industries has a
mirror effect in Mexico, where illegalized migration entrenches family separation
and is social consequences. Moreover, these emotional losses are not made up
for by economic gains. Gabriela attends school thanks to remittances from her
older siblings. And Efraim has been able to support his children’s education and
build a house with remittances from his salary in the United States. However, these
limited economic benefits do not erase the pain expressed by Gabriela and Irena.
Another CAFAMI member put it succinctly: “Migration built the house I live in,
but on balance, [migration] was not beneficial because it does not help me to have
a house and not have my family together”

The pain of family separation also extends to parents who remain behind while
their children migrate. This was the case for Celia, whose two sons had followed
in their father’s footsteps and migrated to the United States. When we spoke, Celia
had not seen her sons for over ten years. “To me,” Celia said, “it is the saddest
thing. It is like little knives in my chest all the time. And I worry. It is so hard
not to see my sons, to not know how they are doing” Celia’s children were the
second generation of her family to migrate. Her husband had been able to send
enough remittances to support their children through high school. However, their
diplomas did not allow them to obtain stable jobs. Stuck in Tlaxcala’s volatile
and underpaid maquiladora industry, Celia’s sons decided to make the journey
together to the United States. Celia’s family, like many families throughout Mexico,
was experiencing the multigenerational nature of the migration cycle.

ECONOMIC EXTRACTION

The inability of families like Celia’s to stop the migration cycle is rooted in economic
development policies that do not aim to reverse the policies of dislocation outlined
in chapter 1 but rather seek to entrench those policies and displace responsibility
for development onto migrants. By “development,” I mean the ability of commu-
nities to meet basic human needs such as nutrition, education, health care, and
housing and to have a social safety net.” International financial organizations, the
Mexican and U.S. governments, and some migration scholars have long posited
that remittances sent by migrants could be used to improve access to these basic
human needs in migrant sending communities.'” Stephen Castles and Raul Del-
gado Wise have dubbed this malapportionment of responsibility the “remittances
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to development agenda” because of the extent to which it “places the role of remit-
tances at the forefront in . . . development”*! In the context of ongoing neoliberal
economic restructuring, the remittances-to-development agenda emerges as a
means to entrench state divestment from migrant communities, privatizing and
outsourcing development to the very people dislocated by such divestment.

Mexico in particular has developed policies like 3x1 that require investments
from migrants in order to obtain state resources for development projects. This
excludes most migrant communities, including the majority of communities pro-
filed here. Thus, in practical terms its impacts are extremely limited. But even in
the communities where 3x1 projects have been successful, the theoretical basis of
the program is circular: it relies on migration to solve the economic problems that
caused migration. Moreover, it offloads the state’s obligation to provide for its citi-
zens' basic human needs onto migrants, counting on “some of the most exploited
workers in the world [to] make up for the failure of mainstream development poli-
cies”*? Thus, 3x1 and other remittance-to-development programs are not designed
to counteract neoliberal economic abandonment. Rather, they are new forms of
neoliberalism that act to extend and concretize the cycles of dislocation and dis-
placement as they cause communities to become reliant on remittance transfers
from abroad rather than facilitate the development of local sustainable sources of
income. The remittances-to-development agenda serves to entrench migration as
a solution to the economic gaps left by neoliberal development.

Migrant community narratives expose the extent to which the remittances-to-
development agenda is a myth. As Irena and Celia describe, remittances help fami-
lies meet basic necessities, build better homes, and educate their children, but they
do not sustainably increase access to food, shelter, and education for the commu-
nity as a whole. Rather, the remittance-led development model results in further
dependence on migration and remittances, entrenching the economic gaps that
dislocate people from their home communities and displace them into exploitative
industries in the United States.

The Myth of the Remittances-to-Development Agenda

Some 228 miles south of Tetlanohcan, Don Margarito Santos, one of the auto-
ridades (public officials) for Laguna Guadalupe de Yucunicoco (Laguna), sum-
marized the impact of migration on communities as a whole. In talking with me
about conditions in Laguna, Don Santos lamented: “People think that migration is
a benefit, but we don’t have anything in my pueblo. If we can get good work [in the
United States], we can build a house for ourselves, buy clothes, a car. But it does
nothing for the whole pueblo”

One of the other key resources “the whole pueblo” needed was water for
the small farmers, which would require an irrigation line. Once an area that
could thrive on rain-fed agriculture, the Mixteca region where Laguna is located
had seen climate change-induced reductions in annual rainfall from the 1980s
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on. The lack of irrigation in this region is tied to resource distribution poli-
cies beginning in the 1960s that favored government support for large commer-
cial farms close the U.S. border and actively disinvested from small farms like
those in the Mixteca. These policies destroyed the livelihoods of almost all small
farmers, forcing them north to find work. Don Santos and many others had
migrated from Laguna precisely because of this lack of irrigation and cuts to
agricultural supports from the 1980s. To try to help other community members
stay in Mexico, Don Santos and other migrants had raised about $150,000 MXN
on top of the moneys they sent to their families to participate in 3x1. The basic
structure of 3x1 is to match private funds collected by migrants from a particular
community with equivalent levels of public funding from the three government,
federal, state and municipal levels with jurisdiction over that community. The
community’s governing municipality collects funds from federal and state agen-
cies and then disburses these “three” parts to match the migrants’ funds. To be
eligible, migrants have to form a hometown association in the United States that
collects funds exclusively for use in the 3x1 program. Don Santos was a member
of a hometown association and raised money for the association over and above
the amounts he sent to his family members.

Because Don Santos was part of an Indigenous community that had set
up an autoridad (collective governing council) under the usos y constumbres
(ways and customs) form of government,” the funds for the 3x1 program
should have been disbursed through the budget line item Ramo 33."* But as
Don Santos explained, “The resources do not get to us. We were supposed to
get $325,000 MXN in 2012, but we were left with only $120,000 MXN In this
case, Don Santos was describing the unwillingness of the state government of
Oaxaca to release funds to the municipality of Santiago de Juxtlahuaca, which
in turn could disburse funds under Ramo 33. The efforts of Don Santos and
his fellow community members finally forced some resources to be released in
2017, which allowed the pueblo to build an irrigation system. However, even
those funds were not fully distributed.

This year [2017], we were able to get resources for infrastructure projects, but the
money did not cover all the expenses of the project. We got $57,000 to $67,000 MXN
under Ramo 33. But it did not cover all the cement that we needed. We got water to
come to the lower half of the village, but those that live up the hill don’t have water.
They have to draw water from the well below and walk up with it.

At least part of the reason for the delays was the political disagreement between
the autoridad that Don Santos and others were part of and municipal government,
which was led by the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI; Institutional Rev-
olutionary Party). The PRI in Mexico has a long history of selectively distributing
funds only to those who supported them in prior elections,'” and Don Santos and
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others supported the opposition party. Thus, a combination of patronage politics
and what seemed to be bureaucratic inefficiency was impeding rather than sup-
porting the project that so many migrants had contributed to. The result was that
nearly ten years after migrants raised funds, half of the community in Laguna was
still left without the necessary resources to make their land usable.

Similar patterns played out across the Mixteca region of Oaxaca. In the vil-
lage of Santa Maria Natividad, years of work by autoridades in Mexico and the
community members in the United States resulted in the approval of a 3x1 proj-
ect in 2009 to build a drainage and sewer system. The hometown association had
raised $250,000 MXN, and the project was decided on by a process involving
the autoridades in the village and migrants living in the United States. Like the
irrigation project in Laguna, it took years for the federal, state, and local govern-
ments to disburse their share of the funding. And as in Laguna, the residents of
Santa Maria Natividad had supported the candidate opposing the then-mayor
of their governing municipality, Ixtapantepec Nieves. By March 2013, when I
visited Santa Marfia, the autoridades held a day-long meeting to discuss how to
obtain the funds that remained undisbursed. Their discussions included poten-
tial political as well as legal interventions. Their efforts worked to some extent
as they were able to receive some funds. However, by 2017, it had become clear
that there were insufficient funds to complete the project. Pipes had been laid,
but they had not yet built the water treatment system for sewage. This led one
of the organizers working with the autoridades in Santa Maria to lament, “All
that work will amount to nothing if we can't finish the project” In effect, the
enormous financial contribution made by migrants themselves was in danger of
being wasted due to bureaucratic maneuvering.

While the communities in the Mixteca were able to participate in 3x1, the vast
majority of communities in Mexico cannot. As Manuela’s father, Rodolfo, indi-
cated, “We had a hard time trying to use 3x1 [in Tetlanohcan] because the mini-
mum contribution from us is $100,000 MXN, and many people do not have that
kind of money. You also need a club in the U.S. with a permanent person to help
organize the funds” Empirical data show that Rodolfo and his neighbors’ inabil-
ity to participate in 3x1 was not unique. Only one percent of remittances sent by
migrants is matched through 3x1."° In 2013, about 584 municipalities participated in
3x1," whereas 1,123 municipalities showed at least a medium level of out-migration
during the same period.” Tlaxcala, the state that Rodolfo was from, had a few
3x1 projects listed. However, Tabasco, the state where many of the migrants inter-
viewed were from, did not have a single project.

To put into perspective the level of state involvement in development proj-
ects, Rodolfo Garcia Zamora points out that in 2006, the Mexican govern-
ment spent $15 million pesos (the equivalent of about USs$1.3 million) on 3x1
for the entire year, while Mexican migrants were remitting $62 million pesos
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TABLE 4 Similarities in Use of Remittances across Communities

Tabasco Oaxaca Tlaxcala Puebla
Community None FIOB founded =~ CAFAMI founded CAFAMI
organization present 2004 2007 expansion 2016
2012-17
No. of 3x1 projects 0 35 7 20
in state in 2013
Uses of remittances #1 ~ Basic necessities ~Basic necessities Basic necessities Basic necessities
(n=21) (n=10) (n=14) (n=6)
Uses of remittances #2  Education Education/build Education Build house
(n=7) ahouse/buyland (n=7) (n=4)

(n =5 for each)

(or USs6 million) a day." Consequently, the entire amount spent by the Mexican
government equaled not even 10 percent of what its citizens from abroad contrib-
uted to Mexican households. As the stories from the Mixteca region show, the low
levels of support provided by 3x1 and the political corruption that exists in many
municipalities have led projects to stagnate. Meanwhile, the gaps left by neoliberal
underdevelopment—gaps like lack of irrigation or basic sewer drainage—remain
intact and even entrenched.

Dependency on Migration

The failure of remittance-to-development programs like 3x1 to reverse struc-
tural economic gaps parallels the more widespread inability of remittances
from individual migrants to lead to economic development for communities
as a whole. Where access to 3x1 was limited, all of the migrants and migrant
families profiled participated in individual remittance transfers. The amount
of money that migrants remit each year is quite significant, whether viewed
at the individual, familial, community, or even countrywide level. Individual
migrants like Rodolfo and Irena’s husband, Efraim, reported sending close to
half their earnings to their families in Mexico. Their narratives are consistent
with studies showing that undocumented migrants sent 49 percent of their
earnings and documented migrants sent 44 percent of their earnings to fam-
ily members.*® Rodolfo’s and Efraim’s family members—Manuela and Irena,
respectively—reported being able to meet some basic human needs like food,
shelter, clothing, and access to education with these remittances (table 4). At
the community level, individual remittance transfers are even higher. For exam-
ple, the communities of Soyataco and Chiltepec, Tabasco, received as much as
USs10 million a year from 2013 to 2018.! And at the national level, remittances
provide a significant infusion of income for the Mexican economy overall. In
2018, Mexico received US$33.4 billion in remittances from its citizens abroad,
making remittances one of the largest contributors to Mexico’s gross domestic
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Million USD

51,586 2021

40,605 2020

36,439 2019

33,677 2018

30,291 2017

26,993 2016

24,785 2015

21,304 2010

21,688 2005

6,573 2000

3,673 1995

2,494 1990

1,157 @ 1985

699 | 1980

FIGURE 14. Remittances Sent from the United States to Mexico, 1980-2021.

product (GDP) (figure 14).”2 Despite these very large distributions of funds from
relatively low-income individuals, it is clear from the collective experiences of
people in migrant communities that these funds were insufficient to build up the
industries destroyed by neoliberal economic restructuring. In particular, remit-
tance investments in agriculture or land, in small businesses, or in education
made important improvements for individuals or families but were unable to
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reverse state divestment from agriculture, manufacturing, and education (see
chap. 1). They left intact the dependence on migration.

Abandonment of Small-Producing Agriculture

One of the most important uses of individual remittances, from the migrants’ per-
spective, has been the acquisition of land. Land has historically and contemporane-
ously been viewed as a source of financial security and freedom in rural Mexico.
Indigenous communities have struggled to maintain control of land since the six-
teenth century. In the more recent past, after decades of land confiscation and con-
solidation under Porfirio Diaz (187680, 1884-1911), the Mexican Revolution broke
out in large part to wrest control of land from large plantation owners. As a result
of the Revolution, the Mexican Constitution contains Article 27, a unique provision
that in its original form declared that all land belonged to all people in Mexico and
gave the government power to seize large landholdings for the purpose of redistrib-
uting it to agrarian communities as ejidos (collectively owned parcels of land with
usufruct rights).” The same provision restricted the amount of land that could be
owned by foreigners.* In the twenty-first century, access to land continues to have
deep meaning for many small farmers, hearkening back to the revolutionary strug-
gle engaged in by many of their ancestors. However, the ejido system established
by Article 27 only redistributed a small fraction of the arable land and that small
fraction has been subdivided into ever smaller parcels for successive generations. To
realize their dreams of landownership, then, small farmers take work in northern
Mexico or the United States to earn enough money to buy additional tracts that they
aspire to make profitable. These aspirations have been stymied by the interests of
Mexican and U.S. elites who successfully cast these small farmers as less economi-
cally viable and therefore less worthy of support than their large, corporate coun-
terparts.”® These characterizations resulted in far more support for large, irrigated,
export-facing commercial farms than the small producers who became migrant
farmworkers. Thus the promise of Article 27 has been undermined by a continued
effort to enrich large corporate interests at the expense of small farmers.

One of these small farmers was Don Remedio, who took work as a contract farm
laborer in the United States to realize his dream of owning his own land. With his
earnings in the United States, Don Remedio was able to buy a one-hectare parcel
after he returned from his first trip in 1980. For the first few years, Don Remedio was
able to make enough profit from this small parcel to pay his family’s expenses. How-
ever, those earnings dropped dramatically after the neoliberal reforms of 1982-88
gutted agricultural supports for small farmers. Don Remedio explained:

T used to farm cacao and coconut. The government co-op used to buy from us for
about $2.50 MXN a kilo. We used to harvest so much that we would get about $3,000
MXN biweekly but no more. The government stopped supporting us. The co-op
closed about twenty years ago [approximately 1993]. We were losing huge amounts
of money, like $7 million MXN.
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When Don Remedio said “the government stopped supporting us,” he was refer-
ring to the decreases and eventual termination of price supports for small produc-
ers like himself. These supports, along with other agricultural subsidies for small
farmers, were cut sharply—by 85 percent—between 1980 and 1989.% At the same
time, large commercial farms continued to enjoy stable or even increasing levels of
public support, effectively distributing resources away from small producers like
Don Remedio to large corporate farms like Anderson Clayton. The impact of these
changes on small farmers in the South and Southeast in particular was devastat-
ing. The price of the cacao that Don Remedio grew on most of his land dropped a
colossal 70 percent between 1984 and 1992.”

Exacerbating the manufactured drop in prices for locally produced goods
was the elimination of existing public support for stabilizing agricultural earn-
ings. In saying that the government co-op was “no more,” Don Remedio was
referring to the elimination of the cooperative store run under the now-defunct
Mexican agency, Compaiia National de Subsitencias Populares (CONASUPO;
National Company of Popular Subsistence).? CONASUPO’s main role prior to
1986 was to provide fairly intense support to agriculture in the form of import
tariffs and quotas, price supports for producers of stable crops, and subsidies for
agricultural inputs like fertilizer and machinery.?® It also guaranteed a market
for farmers and a minimum price in those markets.*® However, the IMF saw
cutting CONASUPO’s budget as key to fulfill the austerity goals it set out for
the Mexican government as a condition of its loans.*! By 1991, CONASUPO had
severely reduced its supports for all crops other than corn and beans, and by
1999, the agency was terminated altogether.”? Don Remedio, like millions of
other small producers, were caught in a vicious cycle labeled economically unvi-
able for failing to thrive in these austere conditions while funding continued to
flow to large corporate agribusiness.

The inability of small farmers like Don Remedio to make their lands profit-
able was exacerbated by NAFTA in 1994. Because of NAFTA, small grain farmers
in Mexico (e.g., corn, wheat, and sorghum producers) would soon face compe-
tition from highly subsidized and mechanized U.S. imports. Due to widespread
public pressure, the Mexican government introduced a program they said would
counteract NAFTA’s most disastrous impacts. The Programa de Apoyos Directos
al Campo (PROCAMPO; Program for Direct Support to the Countryside) would
subsidize farmers at a level amount per hectare, ostensibly targeting supports to
the smaller producers. However, access to the program was limited in ways that
actually excluded small producers like Don Remedio. The payment by hectare
model extended and exacerbated Mexican policies benefiting large agribusinesses.
Don Remedio’s one hectare would only have drawn about US$68 a year,* less than
one-tenth of what he had invested from his own earnings in the United States
a decade earlier. Meanwhile, many large corporate farms could stand to obtain
upwards of US$10,000 a year.
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Political corruption added to the inability of returned migrants to make
use of PROCAMPO, even when they had more land. Don Remedio’s neigh-
bor, Don Pablo, had secured eight hectares with his earnings from the United
States in the 1960s. But making the land profitable was challenging because, as
he said, “[the government] do[es] not want to risk giving you money because
there is no irrigation so you are at the mercy of the rains,” and “there are no
banks that give agricultural credit. There is not that custom.” These structural
barriers, faced equally by farmers in the Mixteca, made sustaining a living
from the land difficult for Don Pablo. After many years, Don Pablo was one of
a few small farmers to gain access to PROCAMPO but never saw the funds he
was promised, much like the communities in the Mixteca never saw their 3x1
funds materialize. Don Pablo detailed his experience with PROCAMPO as we
toured his landholdings.

About six years ago [approximately 2006], [the] government . . . took us to a meet-
ing and said that they were going to give us $10,000 MXN annually. They gave us a
card that we could use to go to the bank and get the money that they deposited. But
after the first time, they never deposited money again. The money just stays between
themselves. There is little help for the farmland. They say that they are spending mil-
lions but it does not arrive.

The theme of money not arriving unfortunately resounds through all of the areas
profiled in this book. In Tlaxcala, Don Isais experienced impediments similar to
those of Don Pablo and the returned migrants in the Mixteca. Don Isais said that
when he attempted to apply for PROCAMPO, “They told me no, they will not help
me because I went abroad.” Clearly, prior experience as a migrant is not a disquali-
fication as Don Pablo was able to participate in the program as a returned bracero.
Both Don Pablo’s experience of being promised money that never arrived and Don
Isais’s experience of being blocked from applying altogether highlight the myriad
ways in which the implementation of these policies is corrupted. These political
manipulations, combined with the paucity of funds available for distribution to
small farms, means that very few returned migrants can make agriculture profit-
able even with investment from abroad.

Where migrants like Don Remedio, Don Pablo, Don Isais, and those in the
Mixteca continued to face roadblocks to materializing sustained benefits from
their remittance-based investments in agriculture, large corporate farms enjoy
the majority of government support. More than half of all agricultural supports
still flow to large commercial farms in northern Mexico, despite the fact that the
majority of producers in Mexico are small. This skewed distribution of resources
is rooted in paternalistic characterizations of larger corporate enterprises as
“economically viable” and small producers like Don Remedio as requiring “a
social welfare approach.”* The resulting flow of resources entrenches patterns
of divestment from migrant communities that dislocate and displace people
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into the extremely exploitative agricultural labor markets in northern Mexico
and the United States.

Abandonment of Locally Based Manufacturing

The remittances-to-development agenda extends beyond agriculture to maintain
that remittance-based investments in small businesses should be able to produce
sufficient income to replace migration as a source of sustenance and economic bet-
terment.” However, as with remittance-based investments in agriculture, migrants
faced unfair competition from larger businesses, impeding the returns they could
garner from their investment. In Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala, for example, migrant fami-
lies like Irena and Efraim’s were unable to overcome the “maquiladorization” of
their community with local businesses. Parallel to its investments in large commer-
cial farms, the Mexican government has invested since the late 1980s in expanding
the maquiladora sector in Tlaxcala. In particular, large U.S.-based clothing retailers
located assembly plants in Tlaxcala, displacing the local artisanal embroiderers into
contingent, low-paid work. Irena was one of thousands of women displaced from
local production into the maquiladoras with unsafe conditions and unstable hours.
Efraim also worked in the sector, but the couple found that they could not meet
their expenses with the unsteady and low-wage work. The displacement of local
industry and investment in corporate retailers eventually displaced Efraim into the
United States, separating the family for a lengthy period. When Irena and I spoke,
Efraim was trying to remit enough to cover both the family’s expenses and a busi-
ness selling shoes and embroidered blouses. The money that Efraim sent allowed
Irena to purchase materials and a storefront with the goal of showcasing her goods.
However, the remittances are not sufficient to allow Irena to stop working full-time
in the maquiladora. “T hardly do any business,” Irena lamented. “[So] we are depen-
dent on remittances.” Thus, despite Irena and Efraim’s sacrifices, their ability to turn
their investment into a sustainable income was elusive.

A similar pattern emerged in Chiltepec, Tabasco, where multinational oil com-
panies had pushed small shrimpers out of business starting in the 1980s. One of
the most well-resourced returned migrants to Chiltepec was Serena, who had
worked in the United States as a jaibera for over a decade. Serena tried to use some
of her earnings to open a business. “With the money that I made in the last years
[in the United States], I bought a restaurant on the malecén of Chiltepec called
El Costeno,” she said. Serena’s investment was significant, using almost half of the
USs20,000 that she had saved from her work in the United States. But she also
invested wisely. As she explained, “I bought [the restaurant] from my mother-in-
law, so I did not have to pay alot” Serena and I were speaking in the restaurant for
the better part of a day, but there were no customers in El Costefio or other nearby
restaurants that had been opened by returned jaiberas. After talking several times
similarly uninterrupted by customers, Serena conceded, “The restaurant does not
make much money”
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The lack of customers on Chiltepec’s malecén stemmed from the same mal-
distribution of resources as that found in the agricultural and manufacturing
sectors. Just as the Mexican state provided disproportionately higher support for
corporate agribusinesses and maquiladoras, public support and infrastructure
were distributed away from small local businesses like Serena’s toward multina-
tional oil companies. As outlined in chapter 1, foreign corporations like Exxon
and British Petroleum benefited from the privatization of Mexican oil refining
and regulations prohibiting shrimp farming. These policies devastated Chiltepec’s
historic fishing and shrimping industries and spurred massive out-migration.
Migrants like Serena who tried to invest in the local economy were thwarted by
ongoing support for those same multinationals that spurred the building of U.S.-
based hotel and restaurant chains in nearby El Bellote. These chains bustled with
activity while Serena’s and the other jaiberas’ restaurants remained empty. A fitting
metaphor for the distributive inequities was the road to Chiltepec. A two-lane,
paved highway from Tabasco’s capital ends in El Bellote, a physical marker of the
support for that enclave and the economic abandonment of towns like Chiltepec
on the other side of the highway. Serena and other returned migrants were trying
to push for the highway’s expansion so that travelers could patronize their local
businesses, but as of 2013, they had not been able to secure meetings with any
state or federal officials. Just as with agriculture, the distribution of state support
away from small enterprise created a structural barrier to the success of remittance
investments like Serena’s.

Even businesses that had more success for their immediate owners had limited
impacts on the surrounding community. When Don Santos said, “People think
migration is a benefit, . . . but it does nothing for the whole pueblo,” he was explic-
itly referring to his pueblo, Laguna. But his words encompass the experience of
many of the communities in the Mixteca. In nearby Santa Maria Natividad, for
example, Luna and Ricardo had returned to their hometown with several thousand
dollars that they were able to save from their time in the United States. Ricardo
was now an autoridad, one of the governors of the town, and I spoke with Luna
and him during the autoridades meeting at which they discussed the 3x1 drainage
pipes project. Luna and Ricardo had a business raising and selling goats. “There is
a market for these goats,” Luna explained. “We sell them for festivals and celebra-
tions. We used to sell to a wholesaler in Huajuapan [the closest town], but he paid
cheap so now we sell them directly to people because they know us” Indeed, as we
spoke, one of their goats was cooking as part of the formalities for the autoridades
meeting. According to Luna, large goats like the one being cooked for the meeting
we were attending sold for $1,800 MXN or about US$175. Luna and Ricardo and
Ricardo’s cousin Juan raise and sell about three hundred goats a year, netting the
business associates about US$45,000 annually. From this, they have to maintain
their own families, pay for festivals as autoridades, and help support other family
members who have not migrated. The total sum Luna and Ricardo earn in a year is
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lavish for Santa Maria Natividad. Yet their earnings do not necessarily have what
economists call “multiplier effects” that benefit the community as a whole.® Luna
and Ricardo’s business did allow them to earn a sustainable income for themselves
but not enough to employ or create adjacent sources of income for neighbors.
As long as large-scale support was limited to multinational corporations, migrant
investments in smaller enterprise would continue to spur more migration but
would not be able to offset the divestment from migrant communities.

The Education Gap

Migrant investments in land and small businesses cannot overcome one of the
most widespread gaps left by neoliberal restructuring and still experienced
by migrant communities despite decades of out-migration and remittance invest-
ments: the lack of funding for education. Nearly all of the migrants interviewed
indicated that at least part of their earnings went toward paying for educational
expenses for their children. This was equally the case for migrants who journeyed
north in the 1960s as it was for those whose journeys occurred over forty years
later. Education is underfunded in rural areas of Mexico, and people must pay
fees. AsIlearned from Don Santos, even in 2017, after large sums of migrant remit-
tances had been invested in community projects in Laguna, “there are a lot of
necessities in the community” He went on to specify, “The school needs work,
we need electricity. The school we have is only a primaria, and it is not comfort-
able because there are no windows. We don’t have a secundaria or preparatoria in
the town. The kids who can go to Santa Maria, which is about 35 to 40 minutes
[away]” Don Santos’s description of his particular locality reflects larger patterns of
divestment from education in rural states like Oaxaca that mirror other patterns
of resource maldistribution favoring industry in the north of the country.”” These
patterns pushed successive generations of parents to migrate from all of the areas
profiled. And it also pushed some of the children whose education was funded by
remittances to migrate themselves.

A significant gap left by educational divestment, as outlined by Don Santos, is
the lack of support for building schools in rural areas. As a result, parents in places
like Laguna are required to pay to transport their children to schools in far-off
villages or city centers. These additional expenses, not faced by parents in larger
urban settings, exacerbate educational inequality in rural areas. Don Santos’s
nearby neighbor, Elfego, related that the lack of schools in San Martin Duraznos
pushed him and now his two oldest children to migrate. Elfego began migrating
in 1985 before he had children. However, he continued to migrate for much longer
than he had planned to try to help his children receive more education than he
had. When we spoke, Elfego beamed as he told me, “With the money I made in the
U.S. I was able to educate all four of my children through secundaria” Because of
the slowdown in investments in education, there was no secundaria in San Martin
Duraznos. He had to send his children 30 kilometers (about 18.5 miles) to Santiago
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de Juxtlahuaca. Elfego and his wife decided to have their children commute rather
than stay in town because the journey was about an hour each way. But this added
to the expenses for the school. “We had to pay for the travel to Jux, and we had to
pay for books, the subscription fee (tuition), pay for internet that they used at the
school and other things” With all of these expenses, Elfego was not able to pay for
his children’s education beyond secundaria. “The oldest started to attend Santa
Domingo Tonala [about two hours away on the road to Huajuapan] for prepara-
toria, but we just could not afford it” As a result, Elfego’s oldest two children jour-
neyed to the United States to work, entrenching migration as a survival strategy
for Elfego’s family.

The experience of Elfgeo’s immediate family mirrors the reliance on migration
at a community-wide level in all of the regions profiled. A closer look at migrant
narratives from Soyataco shows how migrant investments in education have
devolved from supporting children to complete higher education to requiring
support for children to enter and complete high school. Those like Don Pablo and
Don Remedio who migrated from the 1960s to the late 1980s were able to facili-
tate significant social mobility for their children through a bachelor’s degree. Even
then, some of these children migrated due to suppressed wages. But as adher-
ence to neoliberal economic policies became entrenched, migrants who sought to
replicate these returns in the 1990s and 2000s were thwarted by deepened cuts
to education spending. In these later years, people were pushed to migrate to pay
for basic pre-college educational fees.

In the 1960s, Don Pablo had used his earnings from the Bracero Program to
“achieve sending my eight children to school. . . . They all finished their studies,
and we are at peace, thank God.” But this “peace” was not achieved immediately.
Don Pablo described how one of his children had to migrate despite becoming a
doctor. “He actually went to the U.S. illegally because he could not find work here.
But he did not like it there, did not like having to look for work every few weeks, so
he came back. He works in Nacajuaca now but has a very low salary”

Almost twenty years later, as the IMF-led economic transformation was under
way in Mexico, Don Remedio was remitting money from his trips to the United
States and Canada. He told me about one of his key achievements from these trips:
“I educated all nine of my children. They are all professionals now.” Like Don Pab-
lo’s family, Don Remedio’s family experienced a significant step up the economic
ladder thanks to the investment of remittance dollars. However, by the early 1990s,
the Mexican government decentralized school funding and governance, resulting
in a sharp decrease in education funding in rural areas like Soyataco. Primary
and secondary schools began charging tuition to support their budgets. The enor-
mous sums remitted by Don Pablo and Don Remedio could not counteract these
ongoing cuts to education. Their neighbor, Elias, migrated in 1999 precisely to pay
for the additional costs of high school brought about by neoliberal disinvestment.
Elias explained:
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I never intended to go to the United States. If the basic education was more afford-
able or I was able to earn enough to pay the fees, I never would have gone. I agree that
parents should pay something for an education. People should contribute. But right
now, the fees are ridiculous.

The “ridiculous” fees that Elias had to pay were new in Soyataco and forced many
more people to migrate. Though Elias eventually succeeded in supporting his chil-
dren to complete high school, he could only do so by migrating to the United
States, and his separation from his family lasted much longer than Don Pablo’s or
Don Remedios. Thus, while Elias’s family certainly benefited from migration eco-
nomically, they endured an emotional cost. And like Don Pablo’s and Don Reme-
dio’s private investments in their family, Elias’s investments did not improve access
to education in Soyataco as a whole.

A similar pattern emerged in Sanctorum, Tlaxcala, another rural community
that was abandoned by Mexican policy makers in the drive toward neoliberaliza-
tion and the remittance-to-development agenda. As in the rural communities of
Oaxaca and Tabasco, schools in Sanctorum began to charge fees when their public
funding was reduced in the 1990s. Isais, a migrant from Sanctorum, explained,
“Before you did not have to pay for these schools. But now you do. Now you have
to pay for fees, uniforms, books, internet. And sometimes they collect money
for other things for the teachers.” These fees could total as much as $2,500 MXN
(USs250 USD) a year for primaria, $3,000 MXN a year for secundaria, and $5,000
MXN a year for preparatoria. For small farmers like Isais, this represented close
to 30 percent of their income. Since 2000, Isais had been migrating to Canada
as a contract laborer to pay for his children’s education. Seventeen years later,
he was still working so that his children could complete college degrees. As Isais
explained, his continued migration was necessary in an economy that had simul-
taneously decreased support for basic education and increased the credentials
necessary to obtain almost any kind of work. “It is different today, the type of life,”
Isais indicated. “You need a college degree now for any work. If you have a college
degree, you can get paid”

Isais’s neighbor Julio exemplified the need for ever higher educational levels for
a wider range of jobs. Julio was the child of U.S. returned migrants. He had grown
up in Sanctorum and was able to complete high school thanks to his parents” con-
tributions to his educational fees. However, he was not able to turn that diploma
into a sustainable job in Sanctorum. Julio described applying for jobs in offices and
even at restaurants and being turned down for a lack of credentials. The one job
that Julio could get was work in a maquiladora, but Julio said that the pay was low
for what they wanted and more importantly, “the work was too temporary” As a
result, even after the investment that Julio’s parents made in his education, he had
to migrate to the United States to “get ahead”

About 22 miles from Sanctorum, in the more urban center of Tetlanohcan,
Rodolfo was reflecting on his ability to help Manuela and her younger siblings
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attend school. However, Rodolfo also saw the larger economic picture, beyond
his family and even beyond his community in Tetlanohcan. “Migration benefited
my family,” he said. “I sent money to maintain my children. But I think that the
remittances helped the government more than my own family. It helps the govern-
ment to say all this money is coming into the country” Rodolfo was describing
the importance of remittances as a source of foreign exchange for countries like
Mexico. The availability of foreign exchange in developing countries is seen as a
sign of the country’s overall economic health and leads to better credit ratings and
the ability to attract foreign investment and loans.”® By 2006, the nearly US$26
billion sent in remittances had joined oil exports, foreign direct investment, and
the maquiladora sector as the leading sources of foreign exchange for the Mexi-
can government.”” And by 2019, remittances had reached USs$36 billion, surpass-
ing oil exports to become the leading source of foreign exchange.*” As longtime
scholars of the Mexican economy have observed, “For Mexico’s macroeconomy,
remittances are the most dynamic source of foreign exchange and the mainstay
of the balance of trade*! “Migrants’ hard currency; argue others, “helps repo-
sition the country in the global financial world, subsidizes the import of goods
and services to modernize national industries, and maintains the consumption
of foreign goods”** Remittances from migrants like Rodolfo, Elias, and Elfego are
the vehicle by which the Mexican government has managed to leverage additional
foreign debt and maintain a good credit rating. And while the foreign investment
this attracts could theoretically assist in improving overall economic conditions,
it actually operates to redirect resources from small local enterprises like those of
Serena, Irena, and others and toward multinational corporations.*

In addition to shoring up the Mexican treasury, the billions of dollars remitted
by migrants help families subsist and partially cover the social costs and mini-
mal infrastructure previously supported by public investment.* As exemplified by
the stories in this chapter, remittances helped cover the costs of basic necessities
for families like Irena and Efraim’s, helped pay for educational expenses for the
children of Elias, Elfego, and others, and helped all of these families build better
homes. Thus, remittances enrich the Mexican state in two key ways—by allowing
it to continue to show the world an economically stable face and by allowing it to
argue to its own citizens that it is pursuing economic development for their benefit
without taking responsibility for that development.

Migrant remittances also contribute to the profits of U.S.-based institutions
involved in the transfer of funds from migrants to their families. By 1996, Western
Union and MoneyGram controlled the transfer of 97 percent of moneys remit-
ted from the United States.* These two companies abused their market share and
extracted from migrants through transaction fees, temporarily investing migrant’s
hard-earned funds before transferring them and artificially establishing exchange
rates disfavoring the dollars migrants were seeking to transmit.* Though these
practices were eventually curtailed, they laid the groundwork for what would
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become a “remittance transfer industry;” involving a number of U.S.-based cor-
porations in the delivery of funds from migrants to their families abroad.”” In the
2000s, the bilateral Partnership for Prosperity encouraged migrants to use formal
banking institutions, transferring much of the profit made by money exchanges
to multinational banks. Companies like J. P. Morgan Securities and Merrill Lynch
and Company made hundreds of millions of dollars by securitizing the expected
amount of remittances that would enter the formal banking system as a result
of the Partnership for Prosperity.® The remittance transfer industry became so
profitable that a wide range of corporations, from AT&T to CitiBank to WalMart,
became involved.” These companies joined their counterparts that extracted from
migrant labor or migrant incarceration with extraction from migrants’ efforts to
support their families.

Migrants like Rodolfo and migrant family members like Manuela see the ben-
efits that inured to U.S. corporations and Mexican governmental interests while
their communities suffered. They recognize the effects of the remittance-to-
development agenda as foisting migrants into the role of heroes that can develop
the nation while the state continues to forgo its obligations and successive gen-
erations are dislocated and displaced. They experience the pain of family separa-
tion, even family disintegration, as migration became entrenched as the model for
economic development. And migrant communities are responding to the aban-
donment of their communities with organized demands and programs to wrest
resources from the state, create local alternatives to migration, and build bridges
to reconnect families. These efforts are highlighted in the next chapter, showing
that migrants are not passive participants in the migration-as-extraction cycle
but rather actively seeking to disrupt that cycle and replace it with greater self-
determination and greater economic and emotional stability.



Resistance

We need the government to see us and invest in us.

—SERENA

Dona Mathilde was sitting with her sister and father outside their joint family
house in Santa Maria Asuncién, Oaxaca. The house was on a hillside and had a
sweeping view of the steep valley below, including the family’s farming plots and
the road we had traveled to arrive at their house. The road was uncharacteristically
well-paved, making the journey from the county seat in Santiago de Juxtlahuaca
(“Jux”) relatively quick. Dofia Mathilde’s greeting conveyed warmth. “Ven, ven,
sientate” (Come, come, sit), she gestured to me. After recounting her one and only
journey to the United States in 1990, Dofla Mathilde began to tell me about why
and how she joined the FIOB: “There was a staff member who came and inter-
viewed us, had meetings, and engaged in trainings about the rights of women.
I started to change my way of thinking with the organization. And the pueblo
changed too. Now there are women at the assemblies”

The changes that Dofia Mathilde made as a result of the FIOB meetings and
trainings were profound. She contrasted her experiences when she first returned
from the United States more than twenty years earlier: “At that time, I was stupid.
I did not even leave the house. Women at the time had to be in the house all the
time. You could run to give food to your husband, but you had to come right back
to the house. Women used to be hit. I was not, thankfully, but I know a lot of
women who were.”

Though Dofla Mathilde did not report suffering physical violence, she said she
was subject to the control of her movements that characterizes many women' lives.
Dofia Mathilde says she only began to recognize how this manner of living was
oppressive when she began working with FIOB. Once this process of realization
began, Dofia Mathilde’s thinking and actions evolved rapidly. From not leaving
the house, Dona Mathilde had become a local community leader, participating in
both economic projects and political decision making. She was involved in a wide
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range of income-generating projects, including a mole paste-making project with
other women, a cloth-making venture with other women and an organic farming
project that included men and women. She also indicated that she and the other
women had a savings club which they used like a bank to help each other in times
of need. In addition to these projects, Dofia Mathilde had begun to participate in
the autoridad assemblies in Santa Maria Asuncién. It was through these meetings
that she reached the conclusion that “the pueblo changed too” In describing the
current work of the autoridad assembly, she characterized it as falling on the more
democratic side of the spectrum, allowing for women to express their opinion
alongside men. “We are discussing now how we are going to ask for more work
in the town so that people do not have to go to the U.S.,” she said.

Two hundred twenty-five miles due north of Dona Mathilde’s family farm in
Santa Maria Asuncién stood a small, freshly painted house at the top of a hill
in San Francisco de Tetlanohcan, Tlaxcala. Tetlanohcan is one of several towns in
Central Mexico with a majority Nahuatl population, and this house stood at the
edge of a densely populated barrio. The house is the central meeting place for
CAFAMLI. Inside the house, several members of CAFAMI were talking about an
upcoming market where they would be selling their line of herbal beauty products.
After the meeting, I walked home with Celia, one of CAFAMT’s earliest members.
She told me that she had joined with her sister. They had both heard about a group
of college students who were working with migrant families. “I heard that a
group had been able to visit their families on the other side, and I wanted that
opportunity too.” Celia was talking about a group organized by CAFAMI that had
brought a culturally unique performance to the United States in 2007, including
a play produced according to the methods of Theater of the Oppressed.! These
workshops wrought a “script” from the words and movements participants used
to describe their experiences.

When it came time for Celia to participate in the theater workshops, however,
she found it challenging. “It was hard at first,” Celia said, “Normally, we do not
talk about these things. But I took strength from the others, especially my sister.
I did not know that we had the same experiences. Now I feel that I can speak
about things” The “things” that Celia found hard to talk about were her experi-
ences with migration and domestic abuse. Her realization that her sister had the
“same experiences” was echoed by many women who participated in the theater
workshops. Celia went on to be part of the second group to visit the United
States, bringing a production about the pain of family separation in migrant
communities like San Francisco de Tetlanohcan. But her “speaking up” was not
limited to speaking of her experiences. She also participated in efforts to lobby
the state and federal governments for more resources for the Nahuatl communi-
ties of Central Mexico. She described one of the most recent efforts over dinner
in her house.
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We have a workshop to generate demands for a senator in Mexico City. We are going
to demand more work, and to allow people over the age of forty to work in the plants
here in Mexico. We also need a health center where the doctors come in the morning
and afternoon. Right now, there are only fifteen appointments each day, and then you
have to wait to the next day.

In stark contrast to the dusty hills where I met Dofia Mathilde and Celia, Ser-
ena spoke to me from her restaurant on the malecén in Chiltepec, Tabasco. Over
400 miles southeast of Tetlanohcan and over 500 miles northeast of Jux, Chiltepec
was surrounded by a riot of tropical green on one side and the sea on the other,
a view that was pockmarked by the black-gray plumes of smoke from the nearby
oil refinery. Serena had migrated to the United States many times on a visa for
temporary unskilled workers known as the H-2B.> She worked as a jaibera and
was one of many women from Chiltepec and nearby Soyataco to do so. These jour-
neys to the United States changed her view of herself, her domestic relationships,
and her desire to advocate for more resources to reach her town of Chiltepec. She
described the process that unfolded over the many years that she journeyed to the
United States: “There they see your work. Even after my children finished school,
I went back for another three years. A person gets used to working and having
their own money” “There” referred to the United States. In saying that her work
was seen abroad, she was also referring to the unseen work she had been doing for
years as a housewife. And by “getting used to . . . having [her] own money;,” Ser-
ena drew a distinction from her experience before migrating when her husband
was the person in charge of the household finances despite the fact that Serena
worked part time outside the house at a nearby school. When Serena returned, she
looked for ways to remain financially independent from her husband. She started
her own business, the seafood restaurant where we first met. Her decision did not
come without conflict with her husband, who expected her to return to a full-time
role as a housewife. However, Serena prevailed, involving her mother-in-law in
what Deborah Boehm would describe as a “series of negotiations through which
women are exercising increased power in some circumstances but also facing the
reassertion of male dominance.” Unlike Dofla Mathilde and Celia, Serena did not
have an organization to plug into when she stopped migrating. However, Serena’s
experience running the restaurant also shaped her interest in organizing other
women to seek resources from the state. “We need the government to see us and
invest in us,” she said.

Women’s Transformations and Community Resistance

Dona Mathilde, Celia, and Serena experienced massive shifts in their self-
perception as a result of their experiences with migration, either as a migrant
themselves or as someone whose family member had journeyed to or settled in the
United States. These shifts in self-perception led all three women to renegotiate
their positions within their families and communities and to create and join efforts
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to establish economic self-sufficiency and repair the emotional loss of family sepa-
ration. These shifts, moreover, carry into their families and towns as a whole,
galvanizing entire communities to confront the various threads of migration as
extraction with efforts to make migration a choice. Their efforts are beginning to
reverse the harms of divestment, displacement, and entrenchment embedded in
the extractive process of migration through demands for state resources, creation
of sustainable local sources of income, and transformation of emotional loss into
new forms of connection. This chapter therefore begins with a deeper description
of the ways in which women’s experiences and initiatives inform the organizing
strategies of FIOB and CAFAMI and inform demands coming out of less formally
organized migrant communities like Chiltepec.

In the Mixteca, the experiences of women like Doila Mathilde were consciously
channeled by FIOB organizers, increasing women’s participation in existing asam-
bleas (assemblies or meetings) but also informing the development of existing and
new projects that sought to wrest resources from the state and create alternative
sources of income. FIOB District Coordinator Rosa Mendez put Dofia Mathilde’s
story in a larger context.

They began to understand their own experiences of exclusion within male-domi-
nated autoridad assemblies despite being the majority of people present. We also
organized consciousness-raising workshops that started with what the women
wanted to talk about. And, for many women, it was their own experience of migra-
tion that brought them to FIOB.

The efforts that Rosa described began in the late 1990s when women’s participation
in the governance of Indigenous municipalities was abysmally low despite com-
prising the vast majority of people attending the decision-making asambleas.* The
efforts began to build steam by 2004, as Centolia Maldonado Vésquez and Patricia
Artia Rodriguez, two scholars and FIOB members, observed:

The women of the FIOB have made significant gains in finding ways to improve their
well-being and to advance their social economic and political rights. After a long
journey, the women have begun to create and enter spaces where they can exchange
experiences, speak their minds and gradually build leadership.®

These “significant gains” continued to build over the years. When I last spoke with
Rosa in 2017, she described the change in women’s roles throughout the region.

In Santa Maria Asuncion [where Dona Mathilde lives], there has been an increase in
participation from women who were migrants. Some of them went to the U.S. Upon
their return, they have started a project in organic vegetables. They also have projects
to make mole, and fotopos [tortilla chips] from the organic corn they grow. In San
Miguel Tlacotepec,® the women rose up, and now there are 80 percent women in the
[autoridad] assembly. In Benito Judrez [Yucunicoco], women began to vote in their
local assemblies after FIOB did a consciousness-raising workshop with them.
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Thus, the interrelated process of women’s changing self-perception and FIOB's orga-
nizing efforts have moved women toward equally interwoven expressions of self-
determination, both political and economic. For another returned migrant, Dofia
Nancy, the decision to join FIOB was mostly about “having her own money.
Doifia Nancy was Triqui, and her family had migrated to Santiago de Juxtlahuaca
from their home community in Putla, Oaxaca, because of violent political conflict
there. Like many others, she experienced multiple dislocations, moving with her
family to northern Mexico to pick tomatoes as a child and finally moving to the
United States with her husband in 2002. Dofla Nancy had not liked her experi-
ence in the United States, indicating like many others, “It is not the same being
in your country as in another country that is not yours” And being in the United
States meant that Dofia Nancy had to work in arduous conditions. Despite these
hardships, the ability to earn her own income afforded Dofia Nancy a level of inde-
pendence that she did not want to give up when she returned to Jux. She told
me about the decision to join FIOB at her stand in the main plaza of Jux where she
sold embroidered blouses and purses.

I joined FIOB three years ago [2010]. I joined because I had been accustomed to
having my own money when I was in the United States. I did not want to depend on
a man. My husband started to work when we came back, but I did not. So I liked to
have my stand in the main plaza where I can sell my things. I also work with FIOB
to make blouses and purses to sell abroad.

In not wanting to “depend on a man,” Dofla Nancy was expressing the same desire
for self-sufficiency described by Donia Mathilde and Serena. The economic activity
led to leadership development. The other women in the collective clearly regarded
Dofia Nancy’s experience as valuable as they elected her president of the collec-
tive for the purposes of filing legal paperwork. Dofia Nancy’s and Dofna Mathilde’s
leadership in various aspects of FIOB’s work mirrors the leadership of women in
transnational Mixtec movements to improve local living conditions in Mexico and
the United States.” As Abigail Andrews has documented, women in various parts
of the Mixteca who have very different organizing goals are moved to leadership
by their experiences of and reactions to migration, which have in turn resulted in
critical shifts in their self-perception and the way they interact in their homes and
communities.® These women’s participation in political processes means that the
demands that organizations like FIOB make are being informed by a more inclu-
sive contingent of the community.

CAFAMI presents an even more clear-cut example of the power of women’s
organizing. Whereas FIOB initially focused on male-centered organizing and has
come to include women over the years, CAFAMI originated and continues to be
an organization dominated by women. These are the women who have been left
behind as fathers, husbands, older brothers, and, increasingly, older sisters migrate
to the United States. CAFAMI opened up a physical space for these women to



RESISTANCE 101

gather and discuss issues of importance to them. As expressed by Celia, this
resulted in women beginning to express themselves more openly. Like Celia, Dofia
Silvestre participated in the Theater of the Oppressed workshops that invited
women to share their experiences and build a “script” for a play from those expe-
riences. Dona Silvestre shared how the theater workshop energized her to speak
up. “At first, it was difficult for me to speak up in public,” she said. “But then it was
easy because it was just telling our experiences. I feel very good having been part
of these works. Now I speak up more”

Through the theater workshops, Celia, Dona Silvestre, and the other women
expressed their dialectical experiences of loss and freedom from abuse that
accompanied the migration of their husbands and sons (and fathers in the case
of other members). These were then translated into a series of performances that
covered themes of domestic abuse and the loss of family members to migration,
showing the prevalence of pain from both family violence and family separation.
The second play was named La Casa Rosa (The Pink House) in reference to one
of the migra casas that had been built by a migrant in the United States but was
sitting empty waiting for their return. Each of the women performed her stories of
loss inside this empty house, a powerful metaphor for the abandoning experience
of migration. Even more profoundly, the women of CAFAMI produced the play as
a way of reversing that experience of loss and reconnecting with loved ones in the
United States. As Celia indicated, “Seeing my children again was the most impor-
tant . . . part of being in the play” Thus, women’s willingness to access profound
sources of pain transformed into an ability to mobilize a creative and powerful
mode of repair for those wounds and a restoration of community connections torn
apart by migration.

These investments in building community also resulted in organizing to wrest
resources from the state and create new sources of economic stability. Irena con-
nected the emotional need that brought her into the group with the demands and
projects she participated in. “I joined CAFAMI two years ago,” said Irena. “I liked
the atmosphere. I could find people to talk to about raising my children without
their father, my worries for my husband [in the United States]” Irena soon found
herself engaged in much more than communing with other women about her
experiences. She became involved in a theater project with Celia and Doia Silves-
tre, a documentary about life in Tetlanohcan, with similar goals of reconnecting
migrant families, and an income-generating alternative medicines project, which
sought to both reestablish local sources of income and supplement the often-
insufficient remittances from family members abroad. The opening of a space for
women to share experiences has resulted in tangible efforts to repair the emotional
damage wreaked by migration and invest in new ways of relating to family mem-
bers and new sources of economic stability.

In Tabasco, there is yet a third dynamic at work, this one among largely female
migrant community members who have returned but who have not as yet formally



102 CHAPTER 4

begun to organize collectively. As outlined in previous chapters, the communities
I visited in Tabasco did not have the same strong Indigenous identities I witnessed
in Tlaxcala and Oaxaca. This may be part of the reason that collective organizing
was not as present in this region. Another factor may be the difference in access
to lawful migration methods. Women from Tabasco generally migrated to the
United States with visas, whereas men from the area tended to migrate without
authorization. The community may not have the same set of collective experiences
from which to draw cohesive organizing strategies. However, the lack of formal
organizing did not stop individual returned migrants from expressing many of
the same demands as FIOB and CAFAMI members. When Serena commented
that the government needed to “see” people like her, she was expressing the invis-
ibility she felt that was brought on by the profound abandonment of migrant com-
munities like Chiltepec. This abandonment was particularly stark in a place like
Chiltepec, which was less than three miles from a bustling hotel and restaurant
plaza serving the oil industry. Since the 1970s, when oil extraction began, the
local fishing industries that once sustained Chiltepec have been dismantled, and
almost every working-age adult has migrated to the United States. Thus, when
Serena indicated that the government needed to “invest in us,” she was expressing
a desire for a return of resources directed at oil production and benefiting largely
foreign corporations.

The stories of Dofia Nancy, Dofla Mathilde, Serena, Celia, and Dona Silvestre
point to profound shifts in gender perceptions and norms as a response to the
extractive process of migration. Each of these women confronted migration in
different ways, but all took steps toward self-determination. In most cases, these
women did not act alone. Particularly in FIOB, women and men worked together
to push for change, but even in Tetlanohcan, where CAFAMI is exclusively female,
and in Chiltepec, where the experience of migrant women dominated, women’s
experiences were creating change for everyone in the community. Their efforts
both initiated and supported campaigns to redistribute state resources, create local
and sustainable sources of employment and income, and repair the emotional
damage wrought by migration.

The remainder of this chapter details specific ways in which these highly varied
migrant communities are resisting migration as extraction. Though none of the
communities used the term “extraction” or specifically saw “migration as extrac-
tion,” their efforts are clearly aimed at reversing the three phases of migration as
extraction that dislocate their communities, displace them into exploitative and/
or carceral spaces, separate families, and entrench migration as the purported
solution for economic development. Despite the differences in identity and level
of formal organizing, the chapter illustrates that these communities have built
similar analytic frameworks and projects that seek to (1) wrest resources from the
state, as a reinvestment of resources dislocated to support large corporate entities;
(2) create local sustainable sources of employment and income that counteract the
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FIGURE 15. Extraction and Resistance in Migrant Communities.

displacement of community members abroad; and (3) repair familial bonds torn
by migration (figure 15).

RESISTING EXTRACTION WITH THE RIGHT
TO STAY HOME

Of the communities I visited, the most long-standing and analytically developed
response to what I call migration as extraction was FIOB’s campaign for el derecho
de no migrar, or the right not to migrate. In claiming a right not to migrate, FIOB
was drawing attention to the various intersecting policies and practices that compel
people to move. FIOB cofounder, Gaspar Rivera Salgado, has defined the right not to
migrate as expressing the need to recognize economic rights like “the right to go
to school, the right to make a living from farming, or the right to health care and
decent housing” Underlying this assertion of rights is a call for sufficient resources
directed at things like education, agricultural supports, health care, and housing,
alongside other economic projects like job creation. Moreover, as Rivera Salgado
has also indicated, the right not to migrate expresses a demand for autonomy,
meaning that “people in communities of origin, therefore, not banks and corpora-
tions, should control the economic development choices that . . . make it possible
for people to stay”'® Thus, the right not to migrate encompasses demands for self-
determination over economic and political decisions and campaigns asserting that
autonomy to reclaim resources appropriated by economic and political elites.

The right not to migrate is fundamentally different from the right to free move-
ment, rooted in liberal political theory."! However, it is not the opposite of the right
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to migrate, nor does it contradict arguments in favor of free movement. Argu-
ments for the right to move freely challenge border controls and deportation pow-
ers as inconsistent with the commitment in liberal polities to individual rights.'?
Where the right to migrate challenges a nation-state’s power to exclude, the right
not to migrate excavates further, surfacing and challenging an economic and polit-
ical ordering that compels migration for accumulation of profit and then spreads
this wealth accumulation to include control of migration. Thus, the right not to
migrate is not so much about regulating migration in ways that are consistent with
an existing regime of political rights but rather requires a fundamental rethinking
of what migration is and what rights are. Migration, in the context of the right
not to migrate, is a part of racial capitalist relations that redistribute wealth and a
labor in ways that benefit economic elites. Thus, when Gaspar Salgado argues that
there is a right to go to school, a right to make a living from farming, and a right
to health care and decent housing, he is arguing for a fundamental rethinking of
rights as economic, cultural, and social. Framing education, earning a living, and
health care and housing as rights, moreover, challenges the normalization of state
policies divesting from these institutions in the name of modernization and struc-
tural adjustment. Under the right not to migrate framework, investments in these
institutions are required, and it is the state’s responsibility, rather than migrants’
responsibility, to invest.

Even as the right not to migrate seeks to make it possible for more people to
thrive in their home communities, it is not an argument for no migration. Rather,
it is an argument that migration should be a choice. This fundamentally challenges
the ability of corporations, and the governments supporting them, to determine
who is allowed to migrate and where with a framework in which migrant commu-
nities, critically in this case, Indigenous migrant communities, have more control.
Thus, the right not to migrate is both a set of material demands and a political
project seeking to realize these material demands through reclaiming the right
of Indigenous migrant communities to self-determination, including migration if
that migration is by choice.

The struggle for political control and demands for economic investment that
make up the right to migrate movement are rooted in a long history of decolonial
struggles in the Mixteca. Mixtec communities have been resisting colonization
since the sixteenth century. Twentieth-century resistance has seen the formation
of organizations like the Union Nacional de Organizaciones Regionales Campesi-
nas Auténomas (UNORCA; National Union of Autonomous Regional Peasant
Organizations),”* which, since the 1970s, have fought (at times in literal violent
conflict with state leaders) to demand better agricultural working conditions, con-
trol of the use of land, and control of local political decision making free from the
intrusion of political parties.'* Part of what emerged from these various move-
ments was the call for a return to a system of governing indigenous municipalities
known as usos y costumbres. This is a form of self-governance for Indigenous
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communities who had been excluded from the formal Mexican state. It provides
an official entity through which to demand resources and to demand autonomous
decision making over the use of land and other resources.

Oaxacan communities had been fighting for this form of self-governance for
decades. In 1994, the Ejército Zapatista de Liberaciéon Nacional (EZLN; Zapatista
National Liberation Army) in Chiapas gained international attention. The short-
lived armed rebellion was followed by years of negotiations with the Mexican
government, which produced a mixed set of recognitions of Indigenous rights
to self-governance.” In Oaxaca, where many indigenous groups supported the
EZLN, the armed rebellion and the negotiations that followed paved the way for
an amendment to the Oaxacan constitution making the usos y costumbres system
of self-governance official state law in 1995.'® Two years after that constitutional
reform, 418 of Oaxaca’s 570 municipalities had chosen to adopt usos y costumbres
as their electoral system. Many of those, including Laguna and Santa Maria Nativi-
dad, are located in the Mixteca.

Under usos y costumbres, the municipality would be able to run their own local
elections independent of the political party system, making decisions through
participatory democracy, and monitoring compliance through a parallel (and
often informal) system of law enforcement and community justice.'” Elections are
run by a general council made up of elders from the community who have success-
fully served in a submunicipal level of governance, an autoridad. Autoridades are
groups of individuals from the same village within a municipality.

It is in this context of increased localized political power that the precursor to
FIOB was formed in 1991. The Binational Mixtec-Zapotec Front was initially orga-
nized in the United States by migrants from these two Indigenous communities
who sought to improve working conditions for people displaced and transferred
into agricultural positions in that country. The movement soon expanded through
circular migration and cross-border communication to take on the forces of dis-
placement more directly, in a process that Andrews calls “remitting resistance.”*®
As the group expanded to include members from Indigenous groups other than
the Mixtec and Zapotec, it became known as FIOB. In this earlier formation, FIOB
sought to promote effective community development projects in the Mixteca that
would allow people to remain in their communities and with their families.” Thus,
even before the right not to migrate was named, FIOB resisted dislocation of its
community members. As the group evolved, it “developed a framework for see-
ing the connection between the displacement of people in their countries of ori-
gin and exploitation and repression of those communities in the countries where
they go to work”? This framework informed the connections made in this book
between the dislocation and displacement phases of migration as extraction.

By 2013, when I visited, the framework connecting dislocation and displace-
ment had matured to also include a critique of so-called development policies that
worked to entrench migration as a survival strategy. FIOB’s work had expanded
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to encompass a wider range of strategies including gaining access to information,
campaigns to demand more state resources, and the creation of autoempleo (com-
munity-created jobs). Their analytic framework was mirrored in calls by CAFAMI
to make migration a choice, invest in local sources of income, and to repair the
economic and emotional damage wrought by migration as well as the calls by
migrants like Serena for the government to “see” communities like hers. These
calls translated into three concrete strategies for reversing the extractive dynam-
ics of migration: 1) wrest resources from the state, as a reinvestment of resources
dislocated to support large corporate entities; 2) create local sustainable sources
of employment and income that counteract the displacement of community
members abroad; and 3) repair familial bonds torn by migration.

Wresting Resources from the State

Tucked into the foothills known as the Sierra de Oaxaca, Jux houses the Oaxa-
can office of FIOB. It was here that I met Don Margarito Santos, one of the
autoridades of Laguna. Don Santos was at the office to meet with Bernardo
Ramirez Bautista, state coordinator of FIOB, to discuss plans to ramp up efforts
to obtain resources from the state and municipal governments. Laguna had
been allocated funds under Ramo 33, a funding line for Indigenous communi-
ties. However, the funds were not forthcoming. “We have to protest to get them
to pay,” explained Don Santos. He went on to describe protests in 2012 and the
state’s reaction: “We went to the municipal presidency last year, but the govern-
ment sprayed us with gas instead of doing anything. They did not do anything.
We also went all the way to Oaxaca [the state capital] last year, but they did not
do anything either”

Despite the violent reaction of municipal officials and the indifference of
state officials, Don Santos and others from FIOB persisted in pressuring the state
and local government until they were able to get some funds disbursed in 2017.
As outlined in chapter 3, this resulted in the partial construction of irrigation pipes
channeling water from a valley into the mountainside where most farming was
done. The efforts to obtain state funds is one of many ways that FIOB organizes to
build migrant community power and reverse the extractive forces of migration.

Reinvestment of state resources is a key demand of FIOB, CAFAMI, and indi-
vidual returned migrants in Tabasco. As Don Santos of Laguna outlined, resources
that have been allocated for the community’s benefit do not always make it to the
intended beneficiaries. Bernardo indicated that an investigation by FIOB mem-
bers, including Don Santos, had uncovered that between a quarter and a third
of the resources that had been allocated to Jux under Ramo 33 never arrived.
This information led to the protests that Don Santos described to obtain sorely
needed revenues.

Moreover, each pueblo participating in FIOB is spurred on by the knowledge
that other involved communities have prevailed in getting the full resources
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they are owed. For example, in Santa Maria Asuncion, access to information has
resulted in real infrastructure improvements. Don Manuel, who is Doila Mathil-
de’s husband and one of the autoridades in that pueblo, reported, “We learned
more about what we were promised. And we went to the municipal heads and the
state officials and we talked to them, we protested. Now the government gives us
more support under Ramo 33. For the last six years, they have done more. They
paved the road that passes through the town, for example” Paving a road may
seem like a small victory, but in a region like the Mixteca, this is an enormous
improvement. Most roads are either dirt or were paved so long ago that they are
badly damaged and difficult to pass. Journeys of 30 to 40 kilometers (16 to 26 miles)
take hours, and some routes are circuitous. This makes it particularly difficult for
farmers and other makers to bring their products to markets in larger towns and
cities. The new roads in Santa Maria Asuncién paved the way for these makers to
improve their earnings.

The fight to reinvest in communities includes a participatory democratic pro-
cess about what projects to pursue, in contrast to the top-down decision making
involved in government-run projects like 3x1. For example, Don Santos recounted
the process used in Laguna.

First, we hold an assembly to ask the people what they are going to do this year. We
take proposals from the community and then ask the people to decide. It is done
through community discussions. Sometimes this takes a few days. The community
gathers, discusses, and comes to a decision, “This is what we want to do this year”
Then we [the autoridades] go to the municipal presidency to ask for the project. We
do the application. It used to be hard to fill out, but now we have a form created for
us [by FIOB staff], and we just have to fill in blanks with the name of the munici-
pality, the name of the authority, the community, the work, and the quantity of
materials requested.

As Don Santos described, sometimes the democratic process is slow. But the
process for completion of projects can be even more drawn out, requiring the con-
stant vigilance of community members. In the case of Laguna, the irrigation proj-
ect voted on in 2012 was still not completed as of this writing. A similar dynamic
played out in nearby Santa Maria Natividad. In March 2013, I attended a meeting
of the town’s autoridad at which officials discussed progress on a project begun
with the help of FIOB. The project had been approved by the community’s assem-
blea, similar to the one described by Don Santos in Laguna, and entailed build-
ing a sewage and drainage system. Funds for the project came from the Mexican
government’s 3x1 program, which required a financial commitment of $250,000
from community members and matched those funds with equal amounts from the
municipal, state, and federal governments. All of these steps had been completed
over years of close collaboration between the autoridad and FIOB organizers to
ensure democratic participation in the selection of a project and to ensure that the
promised funding from the public entities materialized.
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Funding for the 3x1 project had been approved in 2009, and work had begun
shortly after, thanks to constant pressure by the autoridad and FIOB. By 2013, one
of the autoridades at the meetings I attended indicated that the pipes had been laid
but they had not yet built the water treatment system. Most of the conversation
during the half-day meeting (translated from mixteco baja to Spanish by an FIOB
organizer, Cipriano) was about how to complete the water treatment system. It
seemed that the municipal government, charged with disbursing funds, had finally
done so and that work was progressing slowly but steadily.

After the meeting, everyone gathered for a meal of earthen roasted goat, a spe-
cialty made possible by Ricardo and Luna. Both Luna and Ricardo were happy
about the work being completed in the village, but Ricardo emphasized that the
investment from the government had come only after a lot of pressure from
the people. Ricardo’s comments speak to the ways in which Indigenous communi-
ties continue to lack political power despite the gains in autonomous governance
since the 1990s. Government officials do not feel the need to visit Santa Maria
Natividad because they do not feel accountable to people in this area. Don Santos
similarly spoke of the lack of attention of government officials when they failed
to disburse funds allocated under Ramo 33. This results in the need to constantly
pressure state officials through protests and other means. FIOB regularly used pro-
tests as part of a larger strategy. On February 18, 2013, there was a peaceful march
in Oaxaca to get resources for projects that were promised in 2011. Five years later, in
2018, FIOB was again having to threaten to protest in order to get work completed
that had been promised in 2017. As Don Santos points out, the protests alone are
often not enough to get the work done. But they are an important part of the overall
strategy of political and economic power building, which includes learning what
resources were allocated, meeting with government officials, and street protests.

Demanding resources from the state is also an imperative in Tlaxcala. Though
basic infrastructure is better here than in Oaxaca, decades of divestment have
left gaps in education and health care funding. Similarly, the development of
the maquiladora industry with its insecure and dangerous work has resulted in the
lack of sustainable employment opportunities in the area. As in Oaxaca, divest-
ment has displaced thousands of people from the community. It was this disloca-
tion that led to the formation of CAFAMI in 2007 to serve as a space for those left
behind by migration. Like FIOB, CAFAMI’s organizing vision has evolved based
on the demands of the migrant communities in Tlaxcala and the collaborations
they have with migrant communities in other parts of Mexico. And like FIOB,
CAFAMI fundamentally seeks to reverse the migration as extraction cycle by
fighting for sufficient investment in local communities that would allow people
to remain in Mexico. As Itzel Polo, one of the organization’s supporters remarked:
“We can create an economy from the local, from the communities, and not from
the perspective of [globalizing] forces like large corporations. The phrase we
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organize around based on the community perspective is ‘migration should be an
option, not a necessity. ”

CAFAMI members have sought to “create an economy from the local” and make
migration a choice in a number of ways. For example, CAFAMI has participated
in a number of protests in Mexico City seeking better employment creation and
other investments from the state. As described by Celia, one of these was a work-
shop to generate demands for a senator in Mexico City. CAFAMI’s advocacy has
long sought to have the Mexican government reinvest in migrant communities.
This includes fighting for greater resources for job creation, education, and health
care to allow more people to remain in Mexico. In more recent years, CAFAMI
has also joined with other organizations to make life for returned migrants easier.
However, they face indifferent bureaucrats and lawmakers.

Gabriela was only fourteen years old when she had her first taste of the difficul-
ties of this advocacy work. “We have been demanding a lot,” she said of her work
with CAFAMI. “We visited Congress after the trip to the U.S. We demanded a law
to help create jobs, make it possible for people to continue working after forty, but
the government does not care” She got the impression that the senators represent-
ing Tetlanohcan did not care because they only met with them for a few minutes
and then only praised the all-woman delegation’s migrant relatives. “They don't
take responsibility. They could do a lot of things but they don’t do it,” she lamented.

Both Celia and Gabriela emphasized demands for more work and opportu-
nities for employment. These demands carry deep and substantial meaning in a
place like Tetlanohcan where available work has become more and more fleeting
as neoliberal reforms dug deeper into the community. The once-stable agricultural
and wage labor work evaporated as structural adjustment policies removed sup-
ports for agriculture and suppressed wages. Available work became even less stable
as trade protections crumbled and U.S.-owned maquiladoras moved in with their
contingent positions, low wages, and high lay-off rates. The rampant age discrimi-
nation that Celia described was a sign of the search for “perfect workers” inside
Mexico in much the same way U.S. employers sought “perfect” Mexican workers
across the border. Older workers were considered too feeble or slow to carry out
the punishing demands of work in the maquiladoras. And the focus on maquila-
dora development meant the absence of investment in other industries that could
create more stable jobs and whose profits could remain in the community rather
than benefit large corporate interests in the United States.

Even in Tabasco, where there are no formal organizations like CAFAMI and
FIOB, returned migrants understand that the key to a sustainable future for their
communities is to redirect state resources. For example, Serena’s experience
with migration showed her that self-sufficiency was possible. Unlike most of the
migrants I interviewed, Serena had been migrating to the United States on a visa
and was therefore able to have a bit more control over when she stopped working.
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She had used her remittances to buy a small restaurant offering a number of local
seafood specialties. However, disinvestment and pollution in Chiltepec brought
on by the incursions of the petroleum industry meant she lacked the customer
base needed to make her business profitable. When we spoke, Serena identified
the issue as rooted in a lack of resources from the state. “We need the government
to see us and invest in us,” she said, referring to the lack of infrastructure that
would allow people to access Chiltepec. A two-lane, well-paved highway ended
in Paraiso, only a few miles from Chiltepec but boasting an oil refinery and a
U.S.-based hotel chain. Thus, Serena’s call for the government to “see” her was
a call for more government investment, echoing the demands of more mature
organized groups like FIOB and CAFAMI.

Creating Alternatives and Filling Gaps

At the same time that communities fought for more state investment in job cre-
ation, they also took it upon themselves to create local sources of income to coun-
teract the need to migrate and satisfy the economic gaps that remittance income
could not quite fill. A key feature of these income-generating programs was their
noncapitalist nature. Rather than reinforce the structures that captured surplus
value from workers in agriculture, manufacturing, or other industries, migrant
communities created cooperative structures in which those performing the work
were in charge of the means of production (whether that was producing food,
herbal medicines, or leather bags) and in which all members shared in the profits
of the venture. Though they operated in the larger context of capitalism, and more
specifically, neoliberal capitalism, the projects are examples of attempts to carve
out niches of more egalitarian and democratic relationships than those present in
the larger economic system. FIOB’s Rosa Mendez described two employment cre-
ation programs in the Mixteca. One project sought to help farmers grow organic
products. Rosa indicated that this project was funded by the Ford Foundation,
whose materials describe the project’s goals thus: “Help small farmers in Mexico
increase crop production and access U.S. and Mexican markets; and demonstrate
more productive use of remittances in poor rural communities where migration
is common.?' The foundation’s description of project goals is consistent with his-
torical neoliberal understandings of the need to “modernize” Indigenous com-
munities so that they can be more productive and better participants in capitalist
markets.”? The last goal, “productive use of remittances,” is a direct reference to
the remittance-to- development mantra touted by international banks and the
Mexican government that seeks to absolve the state of its obligation to support its
citizens and instead saddle migrants with the responsibility.?

In practice, FIOB members operationalized these projects in ways that cre-
ated worker-owned cooperatives in which profits were distributed equally among
members. Thus, while the project operated within the confines of existing mar-
kets that may themselves have been exploitative, the project itself was arranged to
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distribute resources in a more egalitarian and democratic manner. Elfego, who had
returned to San Martin Duraznos in 2009, said he had the idea with his friends
to cultivate organic mushrooms, or setas, which were becoming a delicacy in the
more touristy parts of the state. “We started to organize ourselves to go on a bet-
ter path [than migration], and from there we were introduced to FIOB,” he said.
In 2011, with FIOB’s support, he was able to obtain a starter kit for the setas and
training on how to plant, care for, and harvest the fungi. During our conversation
in 2013, he walked me through his son’s half-finished house, which was serving
as storage for his first harvest. “These have come out well,” he beamed. “The plan
is to talk to restaurants in Oaxaca about buying these and maybe get a contract”
Elfego was well aware that one way to realize the employment-creating potential of
setas was to tap into the global market that visited Oaxaca. But Elfego was also
thinking about local sustainability. Mushrooms were a relatively sustainable prod-
uct in the soil-eroded Mixteca as they do not require planting directly in the earth.
Moreover, they can withstand the eight-hour bouncing, winding ride from San
Martin to the capital, making them well suited to the underdeveloped infrastruc-
ture. And Elfego and his friends would share equally in the profits from selling to
upscale Oaxacan businesses.

In addition to mushrooms, Elfego and his companions had planted basil,
pomegranate, and Mexican limes. In describing these efforts, Elfego discussed the
potential for simultaneously expanding community involvement and increasing
income. “We need a big greenhouse so that more people can come and work on
the organic products project,” he said. “It would create more employment if we
had a greenhouse and could grow more things. We could also do more business
because we would have more to sell.” But he also saw challenges in getting people
to join the project. “The seeds we get from Mexico City do not always produce,”
he said. Those seeds were provided by the Ford Foundation’s Mexico City office,
according to Rosa. Elfego went on to explain, “We lose a lot of crops. For that
reason, many of the other farmers do not want to bother with organic. They want
to continue doing things their way.” Continuing to do things “their way” involved
the use of fertilizers and pesticides, which became common in the Mixteca in the
1980s as rainfall began to decline. Continuing to use these products, despite know-
ing that they might harm the soil in the long run, spoke to the precarious eco-
nomic health of these farmers and their families. A bad crop could be devastating
in an environment void of economic security nets. Despite these issues, the proj-
ect persisted, and Elfego continues to try to convince his neighbors to return to
organic methods.

Similarly, Dofia Mathilde worked on a number of different projects to create
employment and supplement remittance income. Some of the projects are with
other women from Santa Maria Asuncion, and others are projects that she is doing
alone. One of the group projects was to cultivate organic produce, similar to the
one Elfego was involved with in his community. Looking out over her family’s
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property, Donia Mathilde described the variety of products her group was able
to cultivate, “We are planting tomatoes, tomatillo, lettuce, cilantro, radish, chard,
broccoli” Despite the fact that it was Dofa Mathilde’s family that owned the land,
“everyone shares in the income” In another of her groups, Dofia Mathilde told
me, “we are making mantel [cloth used for women’s blouses] to sell during our
fiestas, especially August 15 [the feast of the assumption of the Virgin Mary, for
whom the town is named]. We make about $10,000 MXN during the fiestas”
These proceeds are distributed among the group. That amount can stretch to cover
about two months of expenses in this region. In some of her ventures, the spirit of
collective work and profit sharing was not as successful. In a third project, Dona
Mathilde explained:

There used to be a group of five of us who made and sold mole paste, but two died
and another one left the organization with $9,000 MXN of our money. The invest-
ment for the paste is pretty big—$5,000 to 10,000 MXN—so we need to be able to
make a profit. I decided to continue without the group to see how it goes. Now I sell
in the market in Juxtlahuaca by order.

Even with these risks, Dofia Mathilde’s involvement in various employment cre-
ation projects was not unique in Santa Maria Asuncién. She indicated that
134 people from her village (with a population of 1,600) were engaged in different
ventures, mostly through FIOB but also some independent projects. She proudly
stated, “My entire family is involved, including my ninety-year-old father” Dofa
Mathilde connected her family’s efforts to larger efforts to create more locally sus-
tainable sources of income for the entire community. She said, for the upcoming
municipal-wide asemblea, “we are discussing now how we are going to ask for
more work in the town so that people do not have to go to the U.S” The “ask” was
a demand for state investment in employment creation in order to reverse the
migration as extraction cycle.

In addition to agricultural projects, FIOB organized its members, particularly
women, to try to leverage Indigenous artistry as a source of income. One such
project was to train existing artisans how to make blouses and bags that could be
sold in the United States and Canada. Rosa described the overall project: “Oxfam
Mexico funded us to help the artisans make designs and stitching of a quality that
would be bought for export. Oxfam is helping by giving tips based on work they
did with a group in Zacatecas. They also have bought some of the material for the
women to use in the project and have other resources” Among the other resources
were industrial sewing machines, which were being set up during my first week in
Jux. Another resource was a trainer from the nearby state of Puebla who came to
help the women learn about how to make sure that their purses and bags would
be appreciated on the international market. The profit-sharing structure of this
project, like that of agricultural projects, was democratic. The women would share
equally in the profits made by their collective sale of the bags. However, in this
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situation, the women did not have as much control of which products to make or
how to make them. Rosa spoke to the challenge that posed for attracting women
to the project and keeping their interest.

Most of the women already make crafts but in their own form. These do not sell
that well, and so they are learning how to make their work more marketable. One
of the key things the women are learning is how to measure with a measuring tape so
that products turn out the same size every time. . . . There were twenty-two women
involved in the project at first, but that decreased to twelve and now to six. It is diffi-
cult when they have so many other things going on. It is also personality dependent.
Some do not like to change their design. Others like learning new things.

In describing the need to change these women’s artistry from “their own form”
to something “more marketable,” Rosa was articulating the shifts needed to par-
ticipate in the globalized capitalist market. The resistance of some who “do not
like to change their design” shows that these singularly profit-seeking shifts were
not overwhelmingly welcome and that the participants sought to maintain their
designs as an artistic expression. Moreover, the lack of control over the designs
meant that the women themselves did not feel as enthusiastic as Elfego and Dofa
Mathilde did about their endeavors. “I'd like the women to take charge of the proj-
ect themselves and not depend on FIOB so much,” said Rosa. However, in the
months that I visited the sewing site, one of the other FIOB staff members, Isabel,
was initiating sewing sessions and regularly checking in on the women to see how
they were doing. Though it was not clear exactly why women did not take owner-
ship in the way that Elfego and Dona Mathilde did, it may be that they felt less
included in the decisions about what kinds of products to make and how they
should be made. It may also have to with the fact that the women on this project
were Triqui, a different Indigenous group than the Mixtecs that formed the major-
ity of Jux’s population and FIOB’s staft.

One of the women involved in the sewing cooperative was Doiia Elena, a Triqui
woman who moved to Juxtlahuaca from San Juan Copala with her mother and
older brother. We spoke in her stall in the main plaza of Jux where she sold Triqui
blouses, purses, and bags of her own design. “Originally, I got to know FIOB
because they helped the plaza venders when the municipal president tried to
make us leave the plaza” Once she joined, she learned about the project that Rosa
described and decided to join because of the possibility of selling her products to
a wider market. However, Dofa Elena soon faced challenges trying to adapt her
craft for an international market. “We had a workshop with the store owner from
Puebla where she showed us how to cut the leather and make patterns so we could
sell them to fancier places,” she explained.

Iliked learning the new techniques, but they are very difficult. The cuts and weaving

have to be exact. With our traditional products, we just make the things in square

forms, sew them up, and there it is. Because it is difficult, we are losing women
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from the group. There were twelve, and now there are only six. I don’t know if I can
continue with the project. My back may not be able to handle the work. Also, I don’t
know if this woman [the trainer] knows what she is doing. I took her advice on one
of my bags, and it turned out so badly.

Doiia Elena was not alone in expressing frustration with the project. Dofia Nancy,
who is also Triqui and also moved to Juxtlahuaca at a young age, said, “The work
is difficult. The blouses are especially difficult. The work is very fine, and I am not
sure my back can stand the work” Like Dofia Elena, Dofia Nancy learned about
FIOB from others in the plaza and joined in 2010. Though she was not enthusiastic
about the work, she was interested in the cooperative aspect and the possibility of
creating income streams for herself and other Triqui women. “FIOB is helping us
become a legal cooperative,” she indicated. The application had already been sub-
mitted, with Nancy listed as president of the cooperative.

Two hundred twenty-five miles due north of Juxtlahuaca, in San Francisco
de Tetlanohcan, a different organization was helping a different Indigenous
group create income to help fill economic gaps left by structural adjustment.
Here the women of CAFAMI initiated a business venture on their own, with-
out assistance from or decision making by outside funders. Like the project in
Juxtlahuaca, CAFAMT’s business venture drew on Indigenous knowledge and
practice. CAFAMTI’s cooperative cultivated medicinal plants to create a vari-
ety of health and beauty products for sale. In this alternative medicines proj-
ect, the collective made products that addressed a variety of issues, from body
aches and infections to acne and dandruff. The knowledge of plant-based
medicines itself was cultivated by CAFAMI’s programming. Early in its his-
tory, migrant families sought to reclaim their language and hired a teacher to
give classes in the Nahuatl language and other aspects of Nahuatl culture. One
of those cultural lessons was about traditional plant-based medicines. Thus,
the confluence of affirming Indigenous culture, building connections between
women, and seeking local sources of income merged to create the alternative
medicines project.

One of the unofficial leaders of the group was Dofa Luisa, who did not have
any migrants in her family but joined CAFAMI because she “liked the atmo-
sphere” Dorfia Luisa’s family was one of the few large landholders in Tetlanohcan,
and she provided some of that land to CAFAMI for growing medicinal plants. She
had some knowledge of these crops from her family but also learned a lot in the
workshops at CAFAMI. She was the first to experiment with using the products
when she traveled with CAFAMI to the United States in 2008. Dofia Luisa took
part in the organization’s production of a “carnival” showcasing regional dances,
foods, and herbal medicines. While she was in the United States, she “adminis-
tered a lot of this traditional medicine to people from the community.” The ail-
ments she treated ranged from dandruff to back pain.
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Helping her community members in the United States made Dona Luisa and
others think about investing more in the knowledge and cultivation of medici-
nal plants for profit. Like the structures created by FIOB members, the women in
the alternative medicines project are worker-owners. They do all the work to culti-
vate the plants and formulate the various products and share in the profits equally.
The challenge that they face is that state structures continue to favor large cor-
porations over smaller enterprise and favor goods from transnational U.S.-based
corporations over locally produced goods, making profitability a distant goal. As
Dofia Luisa theorized:

There needs to be support for the creation of natural products. They sell all the
American brands here, but these natural products, Indigenous products are better.
Instead of products from the U.S. coming here, we should be able to find a market for
our products in the U.S. Then maybe the children, they would not have to go there.

The difficulty of getting support for a local, Indigenous product mirrors the
larger economic shifts in Mexico that continued colonial forms of extraction. Since
the 1960s, resources have been allocated to large-scale agriculture and industry,
while supports for local farming and manufacturers evaporated. This has famously
resulted in the replacement of diverse varieties of locally produced Mexican corn
with an influx of government-supported, commercially farmed monoculture
corn from the United States. It has also resulted in the replacement of local manu-
facturing and enterprise. A key example is the textile industry in Tlaxcala, which
has been replaced by maquiladoras where textiles are assembled rather than made
for U.S.-owned retailers. This same pattern affects the ability of the alternative
medicines group to obtain the support they need to launch a full-scale business,
much less one that can market its products outside their local economy.

Organizers with CAFAMI have taken note of these limitations. In 2013, Norma
Mendieta spoke of CAFAMTI’s efforts to connect with pro bono counsel to obtain
business licenses and apply for funding for the project. By then, the product line
had a name, Herbalini, and included six women. However, the licensing process
wore on for several years. By 2017, Dofa Luisa and the other women were less
hopeful, almost resigned to distributing the herbal medicines locally and to their
family members in the United States as a service rather than a business. But the
continuation of this project, despite these setbacks, demonstrates the resilience of
CAFAMI members in general. Dofia Luisa and others expressed their frustrations
at a fair in the capital, Tlaxcala, where they were able to inform a number of people
about their product line and make a few sales. And one of the members, Leticia,
expressed hope. “Many people stop and ask questions, but not a lot of people are
buying yet,” she said. Leticia believed that with increased awareness of the health
risks of factory-manufactured products and the health benefits of herbal remedies
like the ones produced by Herbalini, they would attract more paying customers.
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Whether or not the efforts were financially successful, the creation of locally
based income streams represented an important step within migrant communities
to disrupt their own or their family members’ displacement into extractive indus-
tries that generally created income for others. By coalescing around the develop-
ment of products drawn from Indigenous knowledge—like the mole pastes that
Dona Mathilde and her colleagues made, the blouses and purses made by Dofa
Nancy and others, or the herbal products of Herbalini—migrant communities
were seeking to root themselves against forces that would uproot them. And the
collective income-sharing structures that they created helped form niches of more
egalitarian resource distribution even as they grappled with how to fit those niches
into the larger system of racial capitalism operating around them.

Reintegrating the Disintegrated Family

Perhaps one of the most distinct set of community-led projects stemmed from the
uniquely female membership of CAFAMI, a membership that was also made up
of the family members of migrants. In addition to campaigns for state resources
and organizing around local income streams, the women of CAFAMI explicitly
sought to repair familial bonds that had “disintegrated” (in Gabriella’s words) due
to migration. Like Gabriella, most women joined CAFAMI largely as a way to
help them navigate the pain of family separation and loss. One of the projects
born from this desire to heal the wounds of separation was a documentary about
everyday life in Tetlanohcan.

Irena was one of the leaders of the documentary project. Her husband, Efraim,
had left for his most recent trip to the United States in 2007 and had not returned
because the enforcement dynamics in the United States would make a return trip
north too costly and dangerous. Efraim preferred to “stand it” in the United States
until he felt he could invest appropriately for his family. This meant that Irena had
been left with the task of being both mother and father to their three children and
of filling the gaps in economic resources when Efraim’s remittances did not cover
all the bills. She was deeply involved with the economic projects, but the project
she talked about most was the documentary. “We recorded the streets, traditions,
carnival, school, and school parades,” she said. The project was part of the reason
that Irena joined CAFAMI: it was a way to “connect with Efraim and miss him
a little less” Thus, by bringing the life in the town to Efraim, she was seeking to
rebuild the family bonds that had frayed due to migration. In the process, Irena
also built a deeper connection to her surrounding community. “I am not from
Tetlanohcan,” she explained. “So, for me, joining meant I could meet other women,
talk to them. It is the only thing I do outside the house”

The other project that grew out of the entrenchment of family separation
brought about by ongoing divestment and increasing investment in U.S. immigra-
tion enforcement was the Theater of the Oppressed workshops described by Celia.
The workshops allow women to identify issues that are particularly pressing for
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them and to explore these issues collectively through the process of producing a
play. As Celia explained, “A teacher from the U.S. came to talk about immigration,
how people cross the border, and then asked us to talk about our experiences. We
were interviewed on what we thought about migration.” The responses were devel-
oped into a show, including movement and spoken lines, that told the story of
how migrant family members were dealing with the absence of their fathers, hus-
bands, sons, and others. Celia joined the production because it meant that she
might be able to see her two sons. “I knew that another group had gone to the
United States, and I wanted that opportunity as well,” she explained. Celia was refe-
rring to a group of women that CAFAMI had organized to visit the United States
in 2008. The group put together a carnival of different food products and Nahuatl
dances and songs to be performed at certain venues in the United States. They
obtained visas under a program designed for “culturally unique” performances.*

For Gabriela, who was only sixteen when she worked with the group on La Casa
Rosa, the journey meant the end of a fourteen-year separation from her siblings.
“It was a start,” she said, “but one trip cannot erase the wounds of all these years”
Her siblings, who had last seen Gabriela when she was a baby, were consumed by
the need to work and had little time to spend with her.

“My sister [who worked as a server],” she sighed, “only came home to eat or
sleep. Otherwise, she was working” And her youngest brother “does a double shift
every day” and uses all of his time away from work to take care of his daughter
who was born in the United States. Through these observations, Gabriela began to
understand how entrenched migration had become for her siblings and her fam-
ily who depended on their earnings and how much effort it would take to truly
rebuild bonds with her siblings.

Celia had a similarly complex set of emotions at seeing her sons. She was grate-
ful to have been able to spend Christmas with them, but she said, “There is no life
there” “It was very impactful for me,” she continued. “I was really happy because I
got to see my son, who I had not seen for seven years. But at the same time, it was
sad because I saw in reality how they lived. They stay three to a room, and they
work all the time?” Celia’s and Gabriela’s experiences reinforced their desire to fight
the extractive policies that had dislocated their family members. They saw the con-
nections between dislocation and displacement firsthand, though they would not
have used this exact language. And their responses were to reinvigorate efforts to
reunite with their families more permanently by organizing for more resources.

Celia and Gabriela’s work to bridge the emotional and economic gaps of migra-
tion were mirrored throughout the communities profiled. Communities across
Mexico are seeking to reverse the entrenched dislocating effects of divestment by
fighting for more state resources. For Indigenous communities in particular, this
includes fighting for the ability to determine how to use those resources. Similarly,
communities are seeking to create local sources of employment that can help pre-
vent the displacement of workers into exploitative industries in the United States,
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exposing them to risks of surveillance, violence, and detention, and counteract
the entrenchment of migration as the only means to economic stability. At the
same time, groups like FIOB understand that migration has become so entrenched
that no amount of local investment will completely obviate the need to journey
north. Thus, they are combining efforts to improve local conditions with efforts to
improve working conditions in their displaced destinations and make the journeys
north more secure. Finally, families that have been torn apart by migration seek
to re-form through programs that rebuild connection and repair emotional harm.
Just as migration as extraction is multidimensional and layered, so too are the
efforts of communities resisting this vicious cycle. In all of these efforts, migrant
communities confront extraction with creativity, resilience, and steadfastness. But
it is not the responsibility of migrant communities alone to reckon with the harm
that migration as extraction has wrought. In Mexico and in the United States,
those that have benefited from migration must account for the benefits they have
reaped from these communities in material ways. Moreover, migrant community
resistance alone cannot transform migration into an act that is chosen. Transform-
ing migration as extraction into migration as choice requires a fundamental reor-
dering of public policy and corporate practices.



Conclusion

Whether through nascent or mature organizing, migrant communities are con-
fronting migration as extraction with demands and efforts to make migration a
choice. In particular, migrant communities are engaged in struggles to redirect
resources, create local sustainable sources of income and employment, and repair
relationships wrenched apart by migration. Embedded in these struggles are
efforts to democratize local decision making and create egalitarian structures that
increase the participation of women in particular in leadership positions. In their
work, migrant communities have sought more resources from the Mexican state
but have theorized the need to address larger dynamics of racial capitalist rela-
tions that locate decision-making power in multinational banks and corporations
and their allies in the United States and Mexico that profit from the dynamics of
migration as extraction. As Gaspar Rivera Salgado, FIOB cofounder, has argued,
“People in communities of origin, not banks and corporations, should control
the economic development choices”! The people profiled in this book are seeking
control of economic opportunities from a diverse array of perspectives, whether
rooted in Mixtec autoridades and cooperatives, Nahuatl traditional knowledge,
or non-Indigenous businesses. Similarly, migrant community organizing includes
efforts to counteract economic extraction from their labor in the United States and
repair the emotional extraction of family separation caused by U.S. immigration
laws and border enforcement measures.

Migrant community organizing in Mexico understandably focuses its efforts
on Mexican public and private institutions, with some attention to U.S.-based
employer practices and U.S. immigration laws. However, as outlined in the pre-
vious chapters, the dislocation and displacement faced by these communities
are constructed as much by U.S.-based actors as Mexican ones. As outlined in
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chapter 1, U.S. and Mexican elites collaborated with international banks to imple-
ment policies that depressed the economies in migrant communities, including
policies that divested from agricultural supports, education funding, and other
social programs and intentionally suppressed wages. People dislocated from
their homes by these policies were then driven into exploitative industries in the
United States or used as the justification for ever greater expenditures by the U.S.
state on immigration enforcement, as detailed in chapter 2. The very people who
were dislocated and displaced into exploitative industries were then charged with
the responsibility for improving economic conditions in their home communities,
as evidenced by chapter 3’s analysis of the remittances-to-development agenda. As
shown in that chapter, the remittances-to-development agenda benefited U.S.
and Mexican financial institutions and Mexican public coffers while entrenching
migration as the only strategy available to families for “getting ahead”” These inter-
secting dynamics of dislocation, displacement, and entrenchment, driven by both
U.S. and Mexican actors, combined to produce migration as extraction.

Given the deep involvement of US. actors in the formation of migration
as extraction, actualizing migrant communities’ conceptualization of migration as
choice will require radical changes to both Mexican and U.S. institutions and poli-
cies that facilitate “wealth concentration, dismantling of public services, and . . .
manufacturing and disciplining of surplus populations” while simultaneously
“consolidat[ing] . . . spatial carcerality through borders and prisons”* Specifically,
migrant community narratives from Tlaxcaltec, Mixtec, and non-Indigenous
communities point to the need to radically alter policies that divest from
agricultural supports, education funding, and other social programs, as well as
policies that shift responsibility for economic development from the Mexican state
onto the backs of migrants and their families. They also point to the need to recon-
figure an interrelated set of institutions that profit from migrant exploitation and
“spatial carcerality; including U.S. employers who control methods of entering the
United States and prefer unauthorized migrants and U.S. state and private insti-
tutions that profit from the criminalization of migration, militarized migration
management, and detention and deportation.

Two frameworks—abolition and reparations—ofter theoretical grounding for
these expansive analytics and arguments. Though the migrant communities pro-
filed have not explicitly called for abolition or reparations, these two frameworks
are particularly useful for supporting their demands because they both seek to
address structural harms and are broad enough to encompass the full scale of
dynamics that make up migration as extraction. Particularly for the Indigenous
migrant communities, which make up the majority of communities profiled, abo-
lition and reparations offer a means to analyze centuries of extraction that predates
but evolves into migration as extraction. Through these frameworks, this conclu-
sion offers a vision for supporting and expanding migrant community efforts to
make migration a choice, as well as examples of the kinds of redistributive shifts
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FIGURE 16. Migrant Community Resistance as Abolition Democracy/Reparations.

necessary to fully move from migration as extraction to migration as choice. In
particular, it lays out two sets of resource distribution and decision-making shifts
that could help fully realize the potential of the new institutions that migrant com-
munities have built. The first set of shifts would require a reversal of extractive pol-
icies that underresource migrant communities and overresource the “homeland
security state” by fundamentally redistributing resources from extractive policies
toward beneficial ones. This redistribution would require increasing the decision-
making power that migrant communities have, what levels of funding are neces-
sary to improve material conditions, and how resources are allocated. The second
set of changes would need to occur in U.S. migration policy, replacing the extrac-
tive policies of employer-controlled displacement of migrants into segregated and
exploitative labor markets with a policy that gives potential migrants control over
their own movements. This employee-initiated migration process would quite lit-
erally make migration more of a choice and contribute to the self-determination
of migrant communities. As illustrated in figure 16, the specific policy changes
required by each of these shifts are theoretically grounded in the frameworks of
abolition and reparations.

MIGRATION AS CHOICE AS ABOLITION DEMOCRACY

Abolition offers a two-step understanding of the need to undo “inevitable and
permanent feature[s] of our social lives™ that cause harm and the need to replace
those features with “new institutions, ideas, and strategies”* Migration scho-
lars have recently drawn on abolitionist literature from the slavery, policing and
prison contexts to problematize the “inevitable and permanent” militarization
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of borders,” criminalization of migration,® detention of migrants,” and deporta-
tion.* While acknowledging that the “build[ing] up . . . of new institutions” is
more fundamental to beneficial social change, this literature tends to focus on
policies and practices to dismantle rather than alternative, beneficial institutions
to support.” Migrant community organizing efforts and vision, in contrast, offer
concrete examples of what could be invested in both in terms of “re-imagining
institutions, ideas, and strategies, and creating new institutions, ideas, and strate-
gies” for replacing migration as extraction with migration as choice. It is these
new institutions, ideas, and strategies that are analyzed here as abolitionist with
attention to undoing extractive policies as a way to support these initiatives.

The work in migrant communities exemplifies abolition democracy. Coined by
W. E. B. Du Bois in the context of the abolition of slavery and further explicated
by the leading abolition scholar Angela Davis, “abolition democracy” is the under-
standing that true abolition of a harmful institution, like slavery, can only be accom-
plished with the creation of new institutions such as those that “provide [people]
with the economic means for their subsistence[,] . . . educational access[,] . . .
and political rights”!! It is no accident that the most robust new institutions, strat-
egies, and ideas stem from Indigenous migrant communities, as those are the
communities that feel the greatest impact from policies that have stripped local
economiies, barred education in local languages, and usurped political structures.
Studies of migrant community organizing in Oaxaca have formulated the strate-
gies of these groups as political but have not necessarily focused on the institutions
being built through their work.”? In terms of political rights, one example of the
new institutions being built in migrant communities is the reclaiming of historical
Mixtec asambleas, or direct democracy forms of governance, in Oaxaca that allow
for broad participation by community members in decisions about development
priorities. These asambleas have the potential to act as sovereigns, claiming self-
determination rights and political power for the Indigenous Mixtec communities
on par with what they consider colonial government structures at the national,
state, and municipal levels in Mexico. Outside of alternative formal governing
structures, Indigenous migrant communities in particular have also built non-
governmental organizations like FIOB and CAFAMI that exert political pressure.
These nongovernmental organizations are structured around community-led
decision making and have intentionally developed the leadership of women. In
Oaxaca, FIOB works in conjunction with asambleas to set priorities and advocate
for public resources. CAFAMI operates in areas of Tlaxcala and Puebla that do not
have asambleas or other Indigenous sovereign structures but organizes around
Nahuatl identity and membership in a migrant family to assert subtler forms of
self-determination such as the recapture of language, culture, and resources.

One of the key ways that these institutions exert political pressure is to push
for state resources. Efforts like FIOB’s to ensure the distribution of resources allo-
cated under Mexicos Tres por Uno (Three for One or 3x1) program or CAFAMI’s
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demands for more state-funded job creation are rooted in migrant communities’
understanding that they have rights to functional infrastructure; to accessible edu-
cation, housing, and health care; and to earn a sustainable living. Even the less
formally organized demands of returned migrants in Tabasco call on the Mexican
state to invest in infrastructure to support community-run businesses. These
demands, similar to demands from Oaxaca’s asambleas, are assertions of self-
determination, demanding a voice in decisions about how resources are allocated
and what levels of funding are necessary to make migration a choice. And like the
institutions formed by migrants in other states, migrant communities in Tabasco
could benefit from contributions by both Mexican and U.S. actors implicated in
their migration dynamics.

Through these new institutions, community members are also creating the
“economic means for subsistence” from locally available materials that do not
require migration. In Oaxaca, Tlaxcala, and Puebla, workers’ cooperatives are cre-
ating economic opportunities rooted in Indigenous knowledge and practices and
resisting both the racial capitalist wealth accumulation that harms all communi-
ties and the colonial domination of Indigenous peoples in particular. Agricultural
cooperatives in Oaxaca are returning to Mixtec farming methods that are organic
and sustainable and carving out new markets for these methods. In the same
region, women’s cooperatives are turning Triqui crafts into profit-sharing enter-
prises. In Tlaxcala, CAFAMI’s notion of “creating an economy from the local,
draws on Nahuatl knowledge of herbal medicines to build up local enterprises like
Herbalini. In Tabasco, the efforts are still in formation and are not associated with
particular Indigenous groups. But even in the absence of formal institutions or
Indigenous identity, returned migrants here are seeking to recover the local fishing
industry decimated by decades of environmental devastation. These projects are
directly confronting migration as extraction with programs to allow community
members to thrive economically at home.

Migrant communities are also building abolition democracy through the for-
mulation of important new rights, such as the right not to migrate, which chal-
lenges the normalization of migration and exposes its constructed nature. In this
discourse, the right not to migrate is not articulated as the elimination of migra-
tion; rather it calls for making migration a true choice, one that occurs in con-
ditions of sufficiency rather than scarcity. Migrant communities understand that
some migration may be necessary indefinitely. For this reason, they also chal-
lenge the exploitation made possible by employer control over their movement
(if authorized) and working conditions (whether authorized or not). Finally,
they challenge the harms of protracted family separation, which is created by
laws illegalizing migration and requiring illicit, expensive, and dangerous journeys
north. CAFAMI in particular has established a project that simultaneously allows
its members to build community with each other, practice the Nahuatl language
and culture, and mend familial relationships torn apart by migration. Together,
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this formulation of rights, demands for state funding, and creation of alternative
institutions and strategies for economic sustenance evidence a robust articula-
tion of abolition democracy, even in the absence of explicit reference to this term.
To support these efforts, the harmful institutions detailed in preceding chapters
could be dismantled, allowing for a reallocation of resources and a shift to more
worker-controlled migration options.

Replacing Dislocation and Carceral Displacement
with an Abolitionist Redistribution of Resources

The agricultural and craft cooperatives in Oaxaca, the herbal medicines enter-
prise in Tlaxcala, and the businesses in Tabasco are all examples of endeavors that
have potential but whose potential is constrained by policies that make people
in these communities “surplus” through reduced funding for social programs
and abandonment of job creation and infrastructure and then “discipline” their
labor as migrants through exploitation and incarceration. In order to fully real-
ize the potential of the various efforts of migrant community organizing, these
constraints—imposed by various policies assumed legitimate—must be examined
and reversed.

As chapter 1 details, divestment from small farms, advocated by an interrelated
set of U.S., Mexican, and international banking elites, dislocated people like Don
Pablo, Don Santos, Elfego, Isais, and Luna who could no longer earn a living from
their own land and displaced them into low-paid, highly exploited farm labor. The
maquilization of the Mexican economy, pushed by the same set of U.S., Mexican,
and international actors, replaced local industries like the Tlaxcaltec textile indus-
try with U.S.-owned maquiladoras, turning artisans like Irena and Efraim into
low-paid assembly line workers with little job security. The maquiladora industry
was so unstable that it eventually displaced people like Efraim into menial jobs
in the United States necessary to the U.S. economy. And all over Mexico, cuts in
social spending, including education and health care, displaced people like Isais,
Elfego, Don Santos, Serena, and Elias into U.S.-based agribusiness, food process-
ing, and service work to pay for basic education for their children.

Even as the harms of this economic restructuring became evident to both
Mexican and U.S. officials, both governments doubled down on neoliberalism,
continuing to adhere to economic austerity and individual responsibility as a
means for solving the crises these policies had created. Chapter 3 documents the
various ways in which proposed solutions to the crises created by neoliberal eco-
nomic restructuring were fashioned to entrench the economic abandonment of the
state and shift responsibility for development onto marginalized communities.
The cuts in education spending, for example, were entrenched by defederalizing
education spending and incentivizing private education over the development of
public schools. Migrants like Isais, Rodolfo, Elfego, and Elias filled the gap in pub-
lic education funding with their own funding from earnings in the United States.
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This led to some socioeconomic mobility, as Isais’s, Rodolfo’s, and Elias’s children
were able to make careers in Mexico. But as austerity measures were entrenched,
even migrant earnings could not offset education gaps. Elfego’s eldest son, Jaime,
had to migrate after completing secundaria. Similarly, in Tlaxcala, where Isais’s
and Rodolfo’s children attended school, and Soyataco, Tabasco, where Elias’s chil-
dren graduated, education was not made more accessible to the community at
large. Rather, education spending continued to be cut and new schools were struc-
tured as semiprivate, transferring education financing on already burdened fami-
lies. Thus, out-migration continued to rise in efforts to offset the entrenchment of
economic abandonment.

In agriculture, the withdrawal of public support was even more stark and
affected Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities alike. Just a short time
after the IMF required cuts to agricultural price supports and subsidies took
hold, migrants like Don Remedio in Soyataco, Tabasco, and Don Santos in the
Mixteca region of Oaxaca found it hard to profit from the land they managed to
purchase with their U.S.-based earnings. By the 1990s, changes to soil, rainfall,
and air quality brought on by pollution and climate change combined with the
lack of state support for irrigation and soil enrichment made smallholder farm-
ing next to impossible. And by the time small farmers like Isais sought to buy
land in Sanctorum in the 2000s, price supports and subsidies had been eliminated
and lines of credit privatized, resulting in high interest rates. This entrenched the
need for some farmers, like Isais, to continue to sell their labor in the U.S. and
Canadian markets, both hungry for agricultural workers. Moreover, the Mexican
government’s 3x1 program required a large contribution from migrant “hometown
associations,” but the public matching funds for these contributions paled in com-
parison to migrant remittances. Though it is not possible to quantify all of the
divestments and redistributions of resources, an analysis of public records shows
that the equivalent of US$38 billion was withdrawn from agricultural supports and
education financing alone between 1980 and 2021.”

The enormous cuts in social spending are correlated with an enormous rise in
public expenditures and private profits from U.S. border and interior immigration
control measures, including militarized border infrastructures (walls, checkpoints,
surveillance equipment, and detention facilities), border enforcement personnel,
criminalization of unlawful entry, and detention and law enforcement resources
directed at people in the interior of the country. This wide array of policies and
practices are so enmeshed with U.S. state building that they have been dubbed the
“homeland security state” by the political scientist Alfonso Gonzalez."* As shown
in chapter 2, this homeland security state, ostensibly designed to prevent entry and
compel expulsion, both facilitates the entry and discipline of migrant workers
and aids in the wealth accumulation of industries that produce the infrastruc-
ture of immigration control. Private industries that build walls, detention cen-
ters, planes, cameras, drones, and other monitoring equipment join with public
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agencies that exploit racialized depictions of Mexican and other migrants as crimi-
nals to inflate public budgets and assure private profit. These joint private-public
efforts have resulted in a record-setting $26 billion budget for Customs and Border
Protection and $8.3 billion for Immigration Customs and Enforcement in 2021,
with about a fifth of these expenditures contributing to private profits for compa-
nies like Boeing, IBM, Lockheed Martin, and CoreCivic.'® Additional funds have
been directed at co-opting large parts of the Mexican security apparatus to deter
migrants from the rest of the western hemisphere from entering the United States.
Under the auspices of Plan Sur and the Mérida Initiative, the United States has
allocated close to $5 billion to this “transnational migration deterrence,”"” bringing
the total allocations for this combined Mexico-U.S. migration control regime to
almost $40 billion in 2021.'8

In order to reverse the harms of militarized migration control and remove the
constraints imposed on migrant community efforts to invest in sustainable devel-
opment, the full homeland security state must be dismantled and the structural
gaps that dislocate people from their homes must be filled. In other words, to fulfill
migrant community efforts to make migration a choice, the harmful policies that
fostered migration as extraction must be abolished and replaced with resources
directed at institutions that can help build toward abolition democracy. Disman-
tling the U.S. homeland security state would potentially free up $40 billion that
could be invested in infrastructure, education, health care, and job creation. A
shift in priorities of the Mexican government would potentially recoup another
$38 billion in social spending lost in the decades of policies of economic aban-
donment. These massive shifts may not be immediately politically feasible, but
political realities can change as groups begin to uncover the ways in which the
status quo normalizes the dismantling of public services and the manufacturing of
surplus populations who are then used to justify excessive immigration controls
and subjected to unchecked labor exploitation. The experiences in migrant com-
munities bring the harms of these normalized policies into sharp relief and, if
heard, may contribute to changing political winds that support rather than thwart
their efforts at sustainable development and political freedom.

Once the conceptual shift is made toward investing in resources for endeavors
grounded in improving local economies and keeping intact familial relationships,
it becomes necessary to consider the actors that will best put these resources to use
for migrant communities. Alongside the harms of policies of divestment and dis-
placement are the harms embedded in state action itself, including the coloniza-
tion of Indigenous peoples, the well-documented political corruption in Mexico,"
and the tendency to use available funds to bolster foreign investment rather than
investment in communities.® U.S. actors have similarly misdirected efforts aimed
at addressing the “root causes” of migration at law enforcement strategies rather
than economic development projects. These programs do not send aid to Mexico
but rather to Central America. From 2014 to 2016, the U.S. “root causes” strategy
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distributed a total of $1.5 billion to the governments of El Salvador, Guatemala, and
Honduras. The majority of that funding goes to control narcotics trafficking
and “regional security initiatives” such as support for the return of failed mano
dura (iron fist) policies in El Salvador to crack down on transnational gangs. Given
the unreliable actions of the U.S. and Mexican states, it is critical to ensure that
alternative institutions, like asambleas or nongovernmental organizations, are able
to access any funds redirected from migration deterrence and reinvested in social
programs directly and independently of the Mexican government. It is equally
important that the distribution of funds is controlled in a democratic manner.
One mechanism for redirecting some portion of the almost $80 billion invested
in the homeland security state and recouped from divested social programs is
through a fund along the lines of the “loss and damage” fund recently established
in the context of climate change to compensate nations facing the brunt of climate
disasters with funds from nations that contributed most to climate changing emis-
sions.”! Rather than set up the fund as a kind of foreign aid from the U.S. government
that would be distributed to state actors in Mexico, this fund would require a trusted
third party to hold and distribute contributions from both private and public actors
and would need to allow direct democracy groups like the asambleas in Oaxaca
or FIOB or CAFAMI to access these disbursements for projects that migrant com-
munities have prioritized but not yet realized in their efforts to make migration a
choice. A third party is critical to ensuring that Indigenous groups like the Mixtec
and Tlaxcaltec are included in the process and do not face continued exclusion
and discrimination from Mexican state actors. Migrant community-led institu-
tions like FIOB and CAFAMI could then leverage the public and private funds
redirected from extractive enforcement policies and refurbished from lost social
spending to continue the work of repairing the damage wrought by decades of
migration as extraction and more effectively build toward migration as choice.

Replacing Displacement into Exploitative Industries
with Self-Determined Migration

Part of what is contemplated by migration as choice is the understanding that,
even with appropriate support, migration itself will not totally cease to be a
strategy. Thus, migration as choice is not a call for no migration but rather the
ability of migrant community members to assert more control over whether
to migrate at all, and if the migration option is exercised, control over the
conditions of their movement north and their living conditions once in their
now-chosen destinations. Increasing migrants’ self-determination over these
conditions of migration is abolitionist in the sense that it would require fun-
damental reconfiguration of immigration laws that are currently structured to
benefit U.S. employers and carceral actors. Under the existing immigration
law system in the United States, lawfully migrating for the kinds of work done
by people like Serena, Luna, Elias, and Efraim requires the sponsorship of an
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employer in the United States.”” This places the control over who migrates and
for what length of time in the hands of corporate actors. Employers, in turn,
seek out Mexican and other immigrant workers, authorized and not, for their
perceived subservience and vulnerability to deportation. Thus, it is not so much
that migrants like Elfego, Efraim, and Serena are doing work that no U.S.-based
workers will do. Rather, they are doing work that U.S. employers prefer they do in
markets that have been structured, with the help of U.S. policy, to bring in a labor
pool that can be underpaid and controlled by the threat of deportation or the
inability to return as an authorized migrant. For authorized and unauthorized
migrants alike, employer control over who migrates or who is hired facilitates
abusive working conditions. It also leads to retaliation. Authorized workers who
complain are not allowed to return, and unauthorized workers who complain
are threatened with deportation. Moreover, where employers exercise a prefer-
ence for unauthorized workers, those workers face surveillance, arrest, and even
criminal penalties for violating laws barring entry without permission while
employers face little to no consequence for their violation of workplace laws.

In order to shift from this extractive system to one that supports migration as
choice, the laws privileging employer preference and structures of exclusion would
need to be reformulated as laws that allow workers to control their movement
through deregulated borders along the lines of what the legal scholar Jennifer Gordon
conceptualized as “transnational labor citizenship”* Under Gordons analysis,
immigration status would be tied to “membership in organizations of transna-
tional workers”?* This reformulation of migration would benefit some Indigenous
migrant communities, like those in Oaxaca, that have organized transnationally
for years. However, as the narratives from Tlaxcala, Puebla, and Tabasco illustrate,
many migrants are not part of these organizations prior to migrating for the first
time. Another, perhaps more inclusive way to accomplish worker control could be
through a change in the law to allow migrant workers to sponsor themselves. Self-
sponsorship is an existing mechanism under U.S. immigration laws but is reserved
for workers who have “extraordinary ability” or “critical skills . . . which are not of a
general nature”” These categories privilege well-resourced workers in profession-
alized occupations, often from the capitalist elite classes in their home countries.
Self-sponsorship reinforces the privilege these workers already have that allows
them to move relatively freely to the United States and escape the many barriers to
entry for other workers and even family members of U.S. citizens. Moreover, the
ability to self-sponsor bypasses ostensible protections for U.S. workers, implying
that these elites, and the skills that they bring, are inherently valuable.

In contrast, the so-called unskilled work of migrants like Elfego, Serena, and
others is devalued by current immigration rules and placed under employer
control. Unskilled work, according to U.S. immigration laws, includes agricul-
tural, food processing, and service industry work,* exactly the work performed
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by most of the migrants profiled. These workers must wait for employers in the
United States to sponsor them for an H-2A, H-2B, or equivalent visa in order
to enter the United States. In order to obtain permission from the U.S. govern-
ment to sponsor individuals, employers must first attest that there are no work-
ers in the United States who are “able, willing, qualified and available” for the
same position.”’” However, these self-attestations are routinely approved with-
out clear evidence that the employer sought out U.S. workers and are allowed
at abusively low pay rates. Thus, the visa structure supports employers in the
creation of what the workplace law scholar Leticia Saucedo has called “brown
collar workplaces,” in which high numbers of authorized and unauthorized
migrant workers are funneled into the least desirable and most exploitative
work.? It is not accidental that the very labor markets for which H-2A and H-2B
visas are allowed are dominated by unauthorized migrant labor. Moreover,
the visas only allow for temporary entry, meaning employers are in control
of not only the initial ability to enter but subsequent entries as well and can
“blacklist” employees that advocate for better working conditions while in the
United States.” This employer control over long-term worker mobility rein-
forces worker subordination in these industries.

Shifting from an employer-sponsored system to a migrant self-sponsorship
system would both recognize the dependence of the U.S. industries on migrant
labor and better position these workers to control and improve the conditions in
which they move and labor. To further protect workers from employer abuse, the
new visa holders must be given the power to change employers inside the United
States. Known in immigration law as “portability;” the ability to change jobs within
the same field is already a feature of visas allocated for work considered “profes-
sional”*® Though self-sponsorship and portability may not be able to reverse all of
the extractive relationships giving rise to worker subordination, it would provide
a foundation for undoing key aspects of that subordination that are facilitated by
the law. In a self-sponsorship system that accompanies the deregulation of border
crossing, migrants would no longer have to go into debt to pay coyotes and tra-
verse dangerous territory to reach their places of work. They would instead be able
to arrive directly at U.S. ports of entry with visas. They would also be able to travel
back and forth, relieving the enormous bouts of family separation that they and
their families must now endure. In the United States, they would also have more
power to confront employers who were engaging in exploitative practices and
improve working conditions alongside U.S.-based workers, perhaps creating con-
ditions for a wider and more powerful transnational labor movement. Moreover,
worker control would constrain the ability of employers to blacklist workers who
advocate for better working conditions while in the United States.”’ Extending
portability to agricultural and other low-wage workers would place more power
in the hands of workers to leave particularly exploitative employers and perhaps
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facilitate industry-wide improvements in working conditions. Thus, migrant self-
sponsorship could not only actualize migration as choice, but in combination with
the dismantling of the homeland security state and a redistribution of funds, it
could lead to improved conditions for migrant communities along the lines con-
templated by abolition democracy.

MIGRATION AS CHOICE AS REPARATIONS

Another lens through which to view the reallocation of resources and control
over movement is the framework of reparations. In his seminal work on the aboli-
tion of slavery, W. E. B. Du Bois connected the concepts of abolition democracy,
which identified the institutions that needed to be built and invested in to com-
pletely abolish slavery, to reparation as one of the mechanisms through which to
make communities whole by securing resources from institutions that have done
harm.* Reparation is distinguishable from abolition in its focus on compensating
individuals or collectives of individuals rather than a focus on building and invest-
ing in particular kinds of alternative institutions. In the context of the migrant
communities profiled, reparations could therefore theoretically offer redress for
individuals like those in Tabasco who have not yet built alternative institutions, as
well as offer resources for the institutions that have been built in Oaxaca, Puebla,
and Tlaxcala.

Under international law, reparation is a set of legal remedies for past harms
that includes restitution, compensation, and/or satisfaction awarded “singly or
in combination”* Restitution is designed to restore the situation that existed
before the harm was inflicted and can include remedies such as “release of per-
sons wrongly detained or the return of property wrongly seized.”** Compensation
addresses financially assessable losses, “including loss of profits,” where restitu-
tion is inadequate or unavailable.*® Finally, satisfaction consists of the culpable
state’s “acknowledgement of the breach, an expression of regret, a formal apology
or another appropriate modality.”*® To be eligible for any of the reparations rem-
edies, the harm faced by individuals must rise to the level of a “gross violation of
international human rights” or a “serious violation of international humanitarian
law?¥” The threshold for these violations is high, making reparations claims in legal
venues challenging.

Several claims have been made by Mexicans or Mexican Americans to seek
redress for U.S. colonial exploits in Mexico, including for U.S. confiscation of
land after the Spanish-American War,*® U.S. and Mexican government failure
to pay out a promised “savings plan” and indentured servitude of braceros,” the
Trump-era U.S. family separation policy,* and the Mexican government’s killing
of Mexican citizens.*' Legal scholars have also raised the possibility of bringing
reparations claims for Mexican Americans whose land was expropriated when
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they were wrongfully deported in the 1930s.*> None of these claims has resulted
in a court ordering any of the reparations remedies to date, indicating that a
formal legal claim by any of the migrant communities profiled may not result in
restitution, compensation, or satisfaction. Even outside of formal legal claims,
international actors have been reluctant to frame redistribution of resources as
reparations. For example, the loss and damage fund established to distribute
resources from the producers of climate change excludes liability or compensa-
tion that could be described as reparations.* However, even with these steep
challenges, a legal claim could have important narrative implications that are
part of a larger strategy to redistribute resources and support efforts to build
abolition democracy.

Compensating Migrant Communities
through a Reparations Framework

Demands for compensation could be a useful way to identify particular institu-
tions causing harm and argue that these institutions must compensate communi-
ties from whom they have extracted wealth. For example, in Chiltepec, Tabasco,
multinational companies such as Halliburton, Shell, Exxon, and BP whose oil
exploration and refinement decimated the local shrimp and oyster farms could
be required to compensate communities that were dislocated by these practices
and individuals like Serena. Similarly, the multinational clothing, automobile, and
other companies that dislocated populations in Tlaxcala and other parts of Mexico
could be required to compensate these communities for the loss of profits from
local products such as Indigenous Tlaxcaltec textiles that resulted from policies
that choked off investment to local industry in favor of foreign corporate invest-
ment. In the public sphere, FIOB’s and CAFAMT’s calls for the Mexican state to fully
fund economic development projects and the health and education budgets could
also be framed as claims for compensation of financially assessable resources (to
the tune of at least $38 billion) pulled out of migrant communities or restitution
of public spending to levels prior to neoliberalization. Though beyond the theo-
retical frames discussed in this book, Indigenous migrant community claims for
compensation could go beyond the harms from neoliberalization to claims
stemming from Spanish and early Mexican rule.

The harms caused by exploitative employers and carceral immigration enforce-
ment efforts could also potentially be styled as reparation claims for compensa-
tion or at the very least satisfaction. For example, requiring U.S. state support for
CAFAMT’s efforts to repair the emotional loss of family disintegration, akin to
claims made against former president Trump’s family separation policy, could be
one way of compensating for the harms caused by illegalized migration. Other,
more direct claims could be made by individuals who have been subjected to deten-
tion, deportation, or exploitative labor practices. Even if these claims do not result
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in any of the legal remedies contemplated by reparation, they could help ground
efforts to redistribute resources from corporate interests to community-based ones.

Self-Determined Migration as Reparations

Beyond financial compensation, the framework of reparations can be understood
to include migration itself. Legal scholars have theorized that legalized migration
for individuals can act as a form of reparation for harms they have faced from
human-produced disasters such as “carbon capitalism,”** military invasion,” and
other forms of destabilization."® Carmen Gonzalez has argued that migration as a
form of reparation could be well suited to addressing the “the interrelated injus-
tices of climate change and imperial intervention” including economic, political
and military interventions that undermine the resilience of the Global South”*
Relatedly, the international law scholar Tendayi Achiume has argued that migra-
tion from former colonized states to the centers of colonial power should be
regarded as the “personal pursuit of enhanced self-determination” and therefore
beyond the reach of migration controls.*

Migration as choice, in particular, its implementation as migrant self-
sponsorship, could fit within these articulations of reparations. By moving away
from the extractive privileging of employer preference and structures of exclu-
sion which facilitate exploitation, migrant self-sponsorship could offer com-
pensation in the form of stability and greater resources. Moreover, a program
of self-sponsored migration could also provide satisfaction if accompanied by
acknowledgment of the role played by U.S. policies in migrant dislocation and
displacement into exploitative industries. Ultimately, migrant self-sponsorship
would play a relatively small role in the larger picture of reparations or aboli-
tion democracy, which would require a more holistic redistribution of resources.
However, this role could gain in importance as the realities of climate change
affect a widening group of migrant communities.

REPLACING EXTRACTION WITH INVESTMENT

Whether through a lens of abolition democracy or reparations or both, migration
as choice represents the ongoing work of migrant communities to move toward
greater political and economic self-determination. Their work challenges under-
standings of economic growth, development politics, and the need for immigration
enforcement. Making migration as choice a reality requires a radical transfor-
mation of the many interwoven policies and practices that make up migration
as extraction, as that framework has been laid out in the preceding pages. Those
include several existing configurations of both U.S. and Mexican policies that
depress the economies in migrant communities, including policies that divest
from agricultural supports, education funding, and other social programs and
policies that shift responsibility for economic development from the Mexican state
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onto the backs of migrants and their families. They also include an interrelated set
of institutions that profit from migrant exploitation and/or imprisonment, includ-
ing U.S. employers who control methods of entering the United States and prefer
unauthorized migrants and U.S. state and private institutions that profit from a
militarized border, the criminalization of unlawful entry, and arrest, detention,
and deportation of people in/from the interior of the country.

While these shifts may seem too overwhelming at first glance, migrant com-
munity organizing has already contributed to political shifts in Mexico (and the
United States) that have redistributed some resources on an impressive scale given
the current political and economic constraints. Indigenous migrant communi-
ties in particular have built democratic institutions that can be directly supported
instead of filtering resource distribution through often-corrupt state actors. And
the articulation of migration as choice can be actualized in the form of greater
control over the conditions under which individuals migrate, both in terms
of control over their legal status and their workplace conditions. As FIOB coor-
dinator, Bernardo Ramirez Bautista, explained, “The right not to migrate is about
public policy[,] . . . [which includes] social security including health care, a just
salary, and a dwelling. It is [about] vindicating the right to decide what to use [our]
land for and to allow [us] to self-govern” And while this is particularly poignant
for Indigenous migrant communities who have long been denied self-governance,
narratives from Tabasco, where Indigenous identity is not as strong, show that
people are coming to the same conclusions about the need to organize at the local
level to shift resources. The hard work of effecting public policy change through
building institutions and experimenting with new strategies is already being done
in migrant communities. What is left is for those efforts to be supported in ways
that make migration as choice a reality.
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