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AC K NOWL E D GM EN T S

Sometimes projects jump out at us. Studying migration
was like that forme—it was a subject of serious conversations in rural com-

munities and large cities in Oaxaca. Everyone talked about it, and everyone

had an opinion. I was lucky enough to be able to investigate migration

in Oaxaca and as it came alive in the actions and activities of the people

around me. It is my hope that this presentation and analysis of my find-

ings in someway illuminates what was going on in Oaxaca’s central valleys

from the late 1990s through the start of the twenty-first century.

The study of Mexican migration in Oaxaca tends to focus on ethno-

graphic case studies—in other words, the story of migration in specific

communities. Such work is extremely important, but ethnographic studies

can create problems. A focus on individual communities comes at the ex-

pense of defining regional outcomes and understanding regional patterns.

Given themany contradictory viewpoints I had heard concerningOaxacan

migration, I wanted to accomplish a few different goals. First, I wanted to

define the history of movement for the central valleys as a way to counter

the assumption that migration is rooted in recent changes and develop-

ments. Second, I wanted to follow migration throughout the valleys to

get a better sense of how communities vary. Third, I wanted to place that

movement into a broader framework for the comparative understanding

of migration. The result is in your hands and describes what I define as a

‘‘culture migration’’ in Oaxaca.

To understand contemporary patterns ofmigration and to follow its his-

torical development, I combined traditional research tools in a less than

traditional setting. I worked in many communities, with a large team of

fieldworkers; we conducted surveys and layered on participant observa-

tion where we could. We sought to examine migration in detail across a

large sample of communities—twelve in all. In the process, we lost some

of the depth and ethnographic richness that would come with a more de-
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tailed study of one community. On the other hand, and as I believe this

text bears out, we discovered patterns that extend well beyond the limits

of a single place.

This study began in 1996, with a summer in Santa Ana del Valle, Tlaco-

lula, Oaxaca, a Zapotec-speaking pueblo I documented in Cooperation and

Community (Cohen 1999). The pilot I administered sought to understand

patterns of migration in the village over time and the outcomes of migrant

decision making and remittance flows for villagers living in Santa Ana.

The project expanded in 1999 when I was awarded a CAREER grant

from the National Science Foundation (BCS-9875539). The study grew

from 2000 through 2003, and I have benefited from additional support pro-

vided by two graduate supplements and one undergraduate supplement to

my original National Science Foundation grant. A Hewlett Faculty Devel-

oping Country Research Initiation Grant provided new support and new

opportunities in 2002, and the Global Fund from the College of the Lib-

eral Arts at Pennsylvania State University allowed me to present results

of this work at the inaugural conference of the Academy for Migration

Studies in Denmark (AMID). I continue to work on the project and plan

for additional fieldwork in 2004 with the support of a Fulbright–García

Robles award.

A study this large does not happen without a great deal of help and sup-

port at a personal and institutional level. When I began this work, I was

a member of the faculty at Texas A&M University, and their support al-

lowed me to conduct the pilot work for this project in 1996. In 2000, I

joined the faculty at the Pennsylvania State University, where the Depart-

ment of Anthropology, the Population Research Center, the program in

demography, and the College of the Liberal Arts have all contributed tomy

continued success. In Oaxaca, none of this work would have been possible

without the support of the Instituto Tecnológico de Oaxaca—my home

away from home.

Just as important have been the many individuals in the United

States and Mexico who have contributed support, energy, and friendship

throughout this work. First, I want to thank the many Oaxacans who

opened their homes tomy team. Presidentes municipales and their fellowoffi-

cers allowed us to work in their villages and often took time out of their

busy schedules to answer specific questions concerning community histo-

ries. In households, we asked for about an hour of time to complete our

survey, and often we stayed much longer. That so many people patiently

answered our queries and then often spent additional time letting us probe
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their lives continues to amaze me.There is noway I can express how grate-

ful I am.

The success of this work is also based in efforts of colleagues, friends, and

students in the United States and Mexico. Two people in particular helped

make this project a success, and I hope they know how much their friend-

ship, support, and critical judgment means.Without Dr. Sylvia Gijon Cruz

and Dr. Rafael Reyes Morales, this project would have taken far longer to

complete, and it would have been far more frustrating. They were with me

through each step of this project, both joined me in surveys, and together

we conducted the research.

Many students worked with me throughout this project. In Mexico, I

am indebted to Miguel, Erma, Salvador (Chava), Guadalupe, Paty, Jesus,

Jorge, and Bersain. At Penn State, I have had the pleasure of working with

graduates and undergraduates throughout this project.Undergraduate stu-

dents who joined me and participated in fieldwork include Elisa Huerta,

Abigail Renden, and Amos Gardner.With additional support from the Na-

tional Science Foundation, two students, Maria Puente and Margaret Fox,

conducted a short study in 2002 that supplemented my efforts and focused

on the changes in thewaywomen organize their kitchens. One of the high-

lights of working with Maria and Maggie was watching them win second

prize in the social sciences in a university-wide competition held at Penn

State. Malena Vinocur also helped with data entry for my research, and

finally, Leila Rodriguez spentmany hours cleaning and organizing the data.

Her efforts as my research assistant over the last two years have made this

project much more manageable, and for that I am thankful.

I am blessed with great friends and colleagues who are always ready

to talk and who have helped me work through many issues. There are so

many people that I am afraid I have likely forgotten at least a few, but I

do want to say thanks to the members of the ‘‘Oaxaca Mafia,’’ which in-

cludes (but is not limited to) Martha Rees, Jayne Howell, Michael Chib-

nik, Ron Waterbury, Arthur Murphy, William Wood, and Stephen Tul-

ley. Also, thanks to Tad Matersbaugh, Lisa Cliggett, Richard Wilk, Paul

Durrenburger, Dennis Conway, Robert Dover, Russ Bernard, Garry Chick,

Gordon De Jong, Leif Jensen, Jacqueline Toribio, and Sal Oropesa. I also

want to thank Lillian Traeger and the folks who participated in the annual

meeting of the Society for Economic Anthropology in 2003. The topic was

migration, and theweekend helped mework through several issues. This is

my second bookwith theUniversity of Texas Press, and I remain extremely

grateful to Theresa May and her amazing staff for their support and effort
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in this project. Finally, to Maria, Max, and Annabelle, thanks for letting

me leave for summer fieldwork and putting up with my rants and raves

throughout the writing process. When I finished my dissertation research

in 1993, I promised Maria that I would start working in a place where clean

water was a little easier to find and the dust wasn’t quite so thick. I guess I

lied—ten years later, I am still in Oaxaca. I just can’t seem to get it out of

my head.
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The central valleys of Oaxaca. Map by Michael Hollingsworth.



Introduction S T U DY I N G M I G R AT I ON

I N OAX ACA’ S C EN T R A L

VA L L E Y S

There are many ways to approach the study of migration.

In this ethnography of migration in the central valleys of Oaxaca, Mexico

(the intermontane region surrounding the state’s capital), I will argue that a

cultural model—that is, a model in which the decision to migrate is rooted

in the everyday experiences of rural Oaxacans—is most useful. However,

before I describe that model, I want to begin by offering two views of mi-

gration that come from two Mexican folk songs. The first is ‘‘Llegan los

norteños’’ (‘‘The Norteños Arrive’’), by Guillermo Velázquez y los Leones

de la Sierra de Xichú (García de León 2003). The song tells the story of

migrants from the north of Mexico who move from their hometowns to

cities in the United States in an effort to find wage labor. The refrain, from

which the title is taken, establishes the daunting nature of theNorteño’s lot:

Llegan los norteños masticando inglés, vuelvan a la fiesta,

vuelvan a su tierra.

Se acaba la fiesta y a sigue la guerra, en busca del dólar se van

otra vez.

[Here come the Norteños, chewing up English, they return

for the fiesta, they return to their homeland.

Once the fiesta is finished, the war continues, looking for

dollars, they go again.]
1

The Norteño’s life is a never-ending process of movement across borders

that are both geographic and social. He (the Norteño is typically a young

man) does not learn English well enough to integrate fully into the U.S.

system. At the same time, the urge to find well-paid work means he can-

not stay in Mexico. The Norteño lives by moving betweenMexico and the

United States. He returns to Mexico, but only for fiestas and brief visits
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with family. Then he must again cross the border to continue the ‘‘battle,’’

seeking out dollars.

The second example contrasts with Velázquez’s song and comes from

‘‘Canción mixteca,’’ by José López Alvaréz. Described as an ‘‘achingly beau-

tiful anthem of the lonely Mixtec farmworker’’ (Magagnini 2002), ‘‘Song

of theMixtec’’ tells of the longing that theMixtecos, aminority population

in the state of Oaxaca, feel for their homeland when they are abroad.

¡Que lejos estoy del suelo donde he nacido! Inmensa nostalgia

invade mi pensamiento; y al ver me tan solo y triste cual

hoja al viento, quisiera llorar, quisiera morir de

sentimiento.

¡O tierra del sol! Suspiro por verte, ahora que lejos yo vivo sin

luz, sin amor; y al verme tan solo y triste cual hoja al

viento, quisiera llorar, quisiera morir de sentimiento.

[How far I am from the land where I was born!

An intense sadness invades my thought;

I am so alone and sad, like a leaf shaking in the wind,

I want to cry, I want to die from these feelings.

Oh, land of the sun! I yearn to see you

now that I live so far away—without your light, without

love;

I am so alone and sad, like a leaf shaking in the wind,

I want to cry, I want to die from these feelings.]
2

‘‘Canción mixteca’’ is ubiquitous in Oaxaca. It is sung at parties and perfor-

mances throughout the state and by indigenous as well as mestizo Oaxa-

cans. The song describes a pull exerted by the homeland that is so strong,

a migrant will die of loneliness and heartache if he cannot return. Rather

than describing a chase for money, the song tells of the hold that geography

and, by extension, traditional culture has on migrants as they move.

The images created in these songs are powerful and profound, but they

are also unrealistic. We should not assume that Velázquez described a na-

tion’s experiences in his song of the Norteños or that López Alvaréz was

any more accurate about Oaxacans in his ode to the Mixtecos. Neverthe-

less, the images in these songs are powerful, and they do reference certain

kinds of experiences that characterize at least some of the outcomes that

migrants talk about.

The term ‘‘Norteño’’ describes a kind of migrant who originates in

northern Mexico and is drawn to the United States by the combined pull
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The band at a fiesta in San Juan del Estado, June 2000. Author photo.

of a labormarket that promises wealth and the push of local economies that

promise little. Caught between failed local systems and the seduction of

the United States, the Norteño fills a middle world that transcends borders

but at the same time lacks roots in either Mexico or the United States.

The image found in ‘‘Canción mixteca’’ contrasts with that of the Nor-

teño. For Mixtecos, and for all rural Oaxacans by association, the ties to

homeland are more than important; they are a force that centers the mi-

grant and gives him hope evenwhen he is away.UnlikeNorteños,Mixtecos

are not chasing dollars; rather they are looking homeward, with a nostalgia

that keeps them connected.

I have a reason for bringing up these two images as a way to begin this

study. Often in migration studies, the analysis focuses on a specific and

singular cause of movement. A Norteño-like model describes migrants as

laborers searching for relatively high wages. The story finds its counter-

part in the push-pull models of the migration economists that date to

early research on the subject by Ravenstein (1889).
3
In contrast, the essen-

tialist framework provided in ‘‘Canción mixteca’’ suggests that tradition

and geography are the critical determinative forces in a migrant’s decision

to leave.
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The economist’s model argues that the supply of underpaid labor in

Mexico and the presence of higherwages in theUnited States drivesmigra-

tion between the two countries. Hometowns inMexico lack infrastructure

and opportunity, while in the United States, good-paying jobs gowanting.

In response, rural Mexicans join the ranks of migrants entering the United

States by the millions.

The successes of U.S.-bound migrants bring more individuals. The

pool of potential migrants expands further as successful migrants return

to hometowns with money and new ideas. Migration becomes a self-

reinforcing process as more individuals join the flow of labor across the

border, and so on (Massey 1990).

Nevertheless, people do not blindly follow migrants as they leave. A

large percentage of any community remains ‘‘immobile’’ (at home) even as

migration rates increase (see chapter 5). Thus, although a push-pull model

based in labor market demand tells us something about one force behind

migration, it cannot explain the variations encountered among migrants,

their households, and their communities (see discussion in Massey et al.

1998, 45–50).

A model that argues that geography and tradition are critical forces in

determining outcomes is no more satisfying (see critiques of essentialism

by Mitchell 1995 and Watanabe 1992). To suggest that traditions, culture,

and place drive people in their decision making maintains the fiction that

we are at the mercy of superorganic forces beyond our control.

In such a system, migrants do not decide where they will go, what they

will do, or how they will get where they are going. Instead, they respond

to cultural influences and other forces that cannot be defined in economic

or political terms. In other words, migrants follow certain patterns as they

move, because they are rural, traditional folk, and that is what rural, tradi-

tional folk do.
4

Of course, migrants are not cultural automatons.Traditions do not drive

migrants to make certain decisions, nor do inequalities in the labor mar-

ket always determine migrants’ final destinations. Migrants are individu-

als, and they bring certain qualities—personal strengths and weaknesses—

to their decisions that include education, experience, and expectations for

the future. Migrants are also members of households. They are embedded

in social networks that are rooted in kinship and friendship, that connect

households locally and beyond, and that are maintained through coopera-

tive and reciprocal ties (see Cohen 1999). Finally, they are also members of

communities, which further influence outcomes. And although regional

patterns inOaxaca are apparent, communities are unique. Each community
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is geographically different, with its own specific history, economy, and ties

to external forces. Thus migrants make their decisions in response not only

to their individual strengths but also to the strengths of their households

and communities (Faist 1997; Fischer et al. 1997; Hammar and Tamas 1997).

Some migrants choose to embrace their families and households—re-

mitting to support the group. Some choose to leave and sever ties with

their households and communities. Some Oaxacans take the role of the

Norteño and are forever chasing a pot of dollars and the promise of eco-

nomic success. Others migrate, but always with the goal of return. Some

migrants succeed, whiles others fail and disappear.

Mutersbaugh (2002) argues that Oaxacan communities will exile mi-

grants and set up serious sanctions for sojourners who have traveled for too

many years. Nevertheless, the majority of central valley Oaxacans who do

migrate (and a surprising number never leave their communities of ori-

gin) elect to travel for no more than about a year total, and throughout

that time they sendmoney home to support their families and by extension

their community.

For the typical Oaxacan migrant the decision to move is not uncom-

mon or exceptional, whether he or she elects to travel to a destination in

Mexico or to the United States. Rather, migration in the central valleys is

pervasive and commonplace. Moore (1988, 96) describes migration as ‘‘part

of a strategy for coping with economic change, and opportunity which de-

pends on multiplex links being established between rural and urban areas.’’

It is part of everyday life and perhaps best understood in terms of what is

a ‘‘culture of migration.’’

By ‘‘culture of migration,’’ I mean to argue, first, that migration is per-

vasive—it occurs throughout the region and has a historical presence that

dates to the first half of the twentieth century. Second, the decision to mi-

grate is one that people make as part of their everyday experiences. Third

and finally, the decision to migrate is accepted by most Oaxacans as one

path toward economic well-being.

A culture of migration captures how I understand migration towork in

Oaxaca. The choice comes from the interplay of individuals, their house-

holds, and their communities, as well as national and international socio-

economic forces. To call migration in Oaxaca ‘‘cultural’’ is not to say it is

some kind of hard-wired response—or an automatic reaction to a set of

specific outcomes. Instead, migration is one response among many to pat-

terns and processes that link households and rural communities to global

labor markets, flows of goods, and personal demands. In other words, mi-

gration in Oaxaca is ‘‘deeply ingrained into the repertoire of people’s be-
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havior, and values associated with migration become part of the commu-

nity’s values’’ (Massey et al. 1998, 47).

some background

Over the last six years, I have investigated migration pat-

terns in twelve communities in rural Oaxaca, Mexico. Oaxaca is a poor

state in the south of the country that faces serious economic, environmen-

tal, and social challenges. It is home to a large pool of migrants, and some

days it seems as though every town has lost a substantial number of its able-

bodied young men and women to the seductive pull of the United States.

In towns like San JuanGuelavia, about 60% of the community’s households

have sent members to the United States, and on average about 40% of the

households in central valley communities include U.S.-bound migrants.

Nevertheless, according to the Instituto Nacional de Estadísticas Geo-

grafía e Informática (INEGI), Oaxacan migration to the United States is

a small percentage of the overall flow of migrants from Mexico to the

United States. The state was ranked sixteenth of thirty-one Mexican states

in terms of migration. Furthermore, INEGI estimated that movements of

rural Oaxacans remained relatively low through the year 2000, given na-

tional patterns (INEGI 2002a, 2002b).
5

INEGI found that 96.8% of the state’s population of just over 3 million

individuals above the age of five were in their natal hometowns in 1995.

A relatively small group of Oaxacans (2.5%) was moving internally within

the state, and 2.8% were moving either within Mexico or to another coun-

try. For those Oaxacans moving out of the state, 91.2% remained within

Mexico’s national border, and 8.8% (7,439 individuals) crossed into another

country (INEGI 2002a, 2002b).
6

To understand where Oaxaca fits—to make sense of why migration

matters even if the state ranks rather low relative to other states—I focused

on understanding the history of movement, the impact of migration, and

the importance of migrant remittances (the moneys that migrants return

to their families) for rural Oaxacans from the central valleys region. I began

this work in 1996, with three goals in mind: to contextualize Oaxacan mi-

gration, to define the place of ethnicity in migration outcomes, and to de-

velop a model that will explain Oaxacan migration in relation to broader

national patterns.

Over the years, I have met Oaxacan migrants who were home to at-

tend fiestas, to celebrate weddings, or to mourn at funerals. I watched as
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Collecting an oral history, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, July 2001. Author photo.

these migrants quickly left to return to the United States (el otro lado, the

other side) to jobs, new families, and new challenges. I sat in plazas with

native-born men and women who looked as out of place in their home-

towns as any foreigner. I even met the occasional child born to migrant

parents and sent home to Oaxaca for a summer with grandparents. Some

of these children spoke very little Spanish (communicating instead in En-

glish), had never lived in a rural setting, and had little sense of or interest

in peasant life in Oaxaca.

However, I met few migrants who behaved like Norteños. In general,

themen andwomen I encountered over the years were fathers andmothers

with small children whom they had to leave behind in Oaxaca. These mi-

grants boarded buses in Oaxaca City’s second-class bus station, with tears

streaming down their faces. Clutching small bags with a few changes of

clothes and the telephone number and address of a relative, they began

their trek north, seeking jobs in the United States. These were not soli-

tary migrants hiding in the shadows; rather they were mothers and fathers,

brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, struggling to balance the demands

of their families against their own wishes for the future.

Oaxacan migrants work hard to balance their temporary sojourns to
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other parts of Mexico and the United States with the demands of family,

home, and community.They make their trips to the United States as mem-

bers of resilient social networks that develop from ties of kinship and

friendship. In fact, few migrants travel to the United States without a des-

tination in mind and a friend or relative to meet (see chapter 3).

The migrants I know are deeply committed to their families. They mi-

grate to support children, siblings, and parents. They risk their health and

their lives for the good of their families and households. Usually they do

not leave for long. Instead, they return to their hometowns after a year or

two (sometimes three) to farm, to serve in local government, and to regain

or perhaps renew their self-image as valuable, honest, and hardworking

citizens of their communities.

With so much migration in the news and with such an emphasis in

anthropology on the study of migration, it is easy to forget that many

Oaxacans never leave their hometowns. Over the years, I have encountered

many nonmigrants, people who have not and will not migrate for one rea-

son or another (see chapter 5). So yes, I find the typical, dislocated migrant,

but more often I meet gente humilde (humble folk)—fathers, mothers, sons,

and daughters who face a changing world with grace and dignity as they

manage the need for migration against other demands in an effort to main-

tain family, home, and community.

In this book, I introduce you to rural Oaxacans from communities in the

state’s central valleys. I let these people tell you about their experiences in

their own words. First, I want to introduce you to the state and to describe

some of the theoretical models that are used in the study of migration, in-

cluding the household model I have developed. I also share with you why

I believe anthropology is well positioned to interpret migration outcomes

and remittance use.

the central valleys of

oaxaca, mexico

Oaxaca is a unique place. Along with Chiapas, Oaxaca is

one of Mexico’s most ethnically diverse states. One reason I chose to do

this work in Oaxaca was to discover whether there were differences be-

tween the migration experiences of indigenous and mestizo (nonindige-

nous) Mexicans. The communities that make my sample include Zapotec,

Chinantec, and mestizo villages.
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Rural Oaxaca. Author photo.

Given Oaxaca’s status as one of Mexico’s most ‘‘indigenous’’ places, it

should come as little surprise that it is a poor, rural state. Oaxaca holds

a distinctive spot at the bottom of most economic indicators such as per

capita income, industrialization, and employment. The infrastructures of

most rural communities are fragmentary at best, and basic services like run-

ning water, sewerage, and phone service remain difficult to find outside

the state’s capital. Oaxaca also ranks poorly in terms of health and social

status indicators, with a high infant mortality rate and a low literacy rate,

for example. Nevertheless, Oaxaca is not an isolated place. It is not a timeless

world where Indians follow ancient rituals and calendars. Rather Oaxaca

is part of the growing global capitalist system linked through tourism, de-

velopment, education, entertainment, and migration.

The central valleys comprise the intermontane region that surrounds

Oaxaca City (the state’s capital) and includes the Centro, Etla, Ocotlán,

Tlacolula, and Zimatlán districts. Communities in the central valleys are

relatively well off when compared with those in the rest of the state.

In general, communities in the central valleys are linked to Oaxaca City

through bus and taxi service. The local economies of these communities

are tied to the city,which attracts thousands of day laborers (accounting for
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table 0.1 communities surveyed

Distance

from Oaxaca Population Households Migrant

Community District City (km) (in 2000) surveyed households

San Pablo Huitzo Etla �� �,��� �� �

San Juan del Estado �	 �,�		 �� ��

Guadalupe Etla �� �,��� �� ��

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca Centro �� �,��� �� ��

Santa María Guelacé Tlacolula �� 	�� �
 ��

San Juan Guelavia �	 �,��� 
	 ��

Villa Díaz Ordaz �� �,�
� �� ��

San Lorenzo Albarradas �
 �,��� �� �	

San Juan del Río 
� �,��� �	 ��

Santa Ana del Valle �� �,��� �� ��

Santa Inés Yatzeche Zimatlán �� �,�	� �� �	

San Martín Tilcajete Ocotlán �� �,		� �
 ��

at least 10% of the city’s workforce—INEGI 1999). The city offers oppor-

tunities for education and is an important tourist destination for foreign

travels.

I chose towork in the central valleys for several reasons. First, I ammost

familiar with the central valleys region of the state—particularly the east-

ern arm of the valleywhere Santa Ana del Valle is situated (see Cohen 1999).

Second, the presence of mestizo and indigenous communities in the valley

meant that I could examine the role of ethnicity in migration outcomes.

Third, the differences that separate central valley communities are not so

great as to make their comparison difficult.
7

In general, these are rural villages where small-scale agricultural pro-

duction is found alongside craft production and limited wage labor. Com-

munities from more isolated regions of the state are much different and

lack access to the city and its opportunities (see Kearney 2000).

I chose eleven central valley communities for this study from a random-

ized list that Dr. Martha Rees of Agnes Scott College created for the cen-

tral valleys region (see table 0.1 and map). The communities are located in

one of the three branches of Oaxaca’s central valleys (the Etla, Tlacolula,
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andOcotlán/Zimatlán valleys) with the exception of San Pedro Ixtlahuaca,

which is in the Centro district, 10 kilometers west of Oaxaca City.

The Etla valley extends fromOaxaca City on an axis fromwest to north-

west and includes the communities of San Pablo Huitzo (31 km from the

capital), San Juan del Estado (27 km), and Guadalupe Etla (19 km). South

of the city the communities of San Martín Tilcajete (23 km) and Santa Inés

Yatzeche (40 km) are in the Ocotlán/Zimatlán valleys. Finally, to the east

and in the Tlacolula valley are Santa María Guelacé (23 km), San Juan Gue-

lavia (37 km), Santa Ana del Valle (34 km), Villa Díaz Ordaz (40 km), San

Lorenzo Albarradas (68 km), and San Juan del Río (80 km).

From afar, these dozen communities look verymuch alike. Brick, adobe,

and cement-block homes of one or two stories with red tile roofs fill

villages that radiate in standard block grids from the central plaza. The

plazas are constructed around central churches, governmental buildings,

and small market areas. Often the plaza includes at least one basketball

court where competitions are held nightly, a band shelter, and other public

spaces. Circling the communities are dusty farmlands that look tired and

overused to the untrained eye. Nevertheless, land in the central valleys is

fertile, and households in our survey produced enough maize to support

themselves for six months to one year from nonirrigated fields (described

as temporal, or rain-fed, lands) that averaged about 1 hectare in size.

Central valley communities share many demographic and socioeco-

nomic attributes. These communities have experienced dramatic increases

in population since the 1950s. The total population for the twelve com-

munities in our data set grew from 19,254 in the 1950 census to 33,261 in

the year 2000 (INEGI 2002b; SEN 1953). The increase in population has

come with a rise in the demand for wage labor, schooling, services (elec-

tricity, running water), and medical care.Unfortunately, the infrastructure

of these communities remains underdeveloped, and the market for labor

is limited. In other words, there are few opportunities for wage labor, few

doctors, poor schools, and limited access to market goods—all important

motivations for migration.

A review of work and wages in the state illustrates the challenges facing

most Oaxacans. The Mexican government defines a living wage as two

times the daily minimum. In Oaxaca, the daily minimum has hovered

around US$5 for the decade of the 1990s. Surveys by INEGI note that on

average 80% of the households in these communities make no more than

twice the minimum—in other words a living wage (INEGI 2001a). For

specific communities, the percentage of households making less than twice

the minimum ranges from 55% and 59% in San Pablo Huitzo and Guada-
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table 0.2 minimum wage rates

% of population

earning twice minimum

Community wage or less

Guadalupe Etla ��

San Juan del Estado 	�

San Juan del Río ��

San Juan Guelavia 	


San Lorenzo Albarradas ��

San Martín Tilcajete 
�

San Pablo Huitzo ��

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca ��

Santa Ana del Valle ��

Santa Inés Yatzeche ��

Santa María Guelacé 
�

Villa Díaz Ordaz ��

Source: DIGEPO ����.

lupe Etla, respectively, to 93% and 94% of the households in San Juan del

Río and Santa Inés Yatzeche. In other words, in San Juan del Río and Santa

Inés Yatzeche only 6 to 7% of local households make more than twice the

minimum wage (table 0.2).

An average of 51% of the adults over the age of fifteen had not com-

pleted primaria (the first six years of primary school). Men had completed

an average of about half a year more of school than women in the com-

munities surveyed (on gender and education, see Kowalewski and Saindon

1992). Guadalupe Etla had the highest education rate,with 78% of its adults

completing primaria. At the other extreme, 70% of the adults in Santa Inés

Yatzeche had not completed the six years of compulsory education man-

dated by the government (table 0.3).

Educational opportunities are limited to primary school, although San

Pablo Huitzo and San Pedro Ixtlahuaca are home to telesecundarias (closed-

circuit high schools). Students interested in additional education must

travel to nearby cities or the state capital. Health care is lacking throughout

the state, and only 23% of the state’s population have direct access to health

care (INEGI 2002a, 2002b). Health care in the communities we surveyed

included casas de salud (health clinics) that are part of the national health

care system (Secretaría de Salubridad).
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Infrastructure in the central valleys, including electrification, is prob-

lematic at best, and access to basic services like water and sewers continues

to lag (table 0.4).Where improvements occur, they are largely self-funded

or funded through a combination of local and state monies. To cover the

costs of development, village leaders assess fees for households in their

community. These funds, called cooperación, pay for projects and programs

for which there is no, or only limited, state funding. Cooperación is one di-

mension of the traditional model of social organization and control that

Oaxacans rely upon and that are found in most communities. The state

describes this system as usos y costumbres (literally ‘‘uses and customs,’’ but

more accurately translated as ‘‘traditional practices’’), and the system con-

trasts with the party politics of larger cities and Mexico in general (see Fox

and Aranda 1996).

In addition to cooperación, traditional patterns of reciprocity, coopera-

tion, and community participation are defined by tequio and by service in

the cargo system. Tequio is communal labor organized by a community’s

leaders. Leaders can call for tequio at any time of the year to cover the labor

needed for projects and programs in a village. Tequio depends upon house-

holds to contribute one worker each to projects that can range from the

simple to the complex. Households typically send members to participate

in tequio at least once a year, or they sometimes hire a replacement to cover

table 0.3 ill iteracy and education levels

Illiteracy Adults who have not

rate (%) completed primaria (%)

Guadalupe Etla � ��

San Juan del Estado �� ��

San Juan del Río �� ��

San Juan Guelavia �� ��

San Lorenzo Albarradas �
 ��

San Martín Tilcajete �� ��

San Pablo Huitzo � �


San Pedro Ixtlahuaca �� ��

Santa Ana del Valle �� ��

Santa Inés Yatzeche �� 	�

Santa María Guelacé �� �	

Villa Díaz Ordaz �� ��

Source: DIGEPO ����.
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table 0.4 access to services

% of households with

Community No sewer No electricity No water service

Guadalupe Etla 	 � ��

San Juan del Estado 	 � �

San Juan del Río � � —

San Juan Guelavia �� � �


San Lorenzo Albarradas �� 	 ��

San Martín Tilcajete �
 � ��

San Pablo Huitzo 
 � �	

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca �� � ��

Santa Ana del Valle �� — ��

Santa Inés Yatzeche �� � ��

Santa María Guelacé � � �

Villa Díaz Ordaz �
 � �

Source: DIGEPO ����.

their commitments. Community leaders can impose sanctions on house-

holds that fail to support tequio or that fail to send members to serve in

labor brigades.

The cargo system is at the heart of village politics in rural Oaxaca. Cargos

are the burdens that members of households must endure to maintain

their household’s status in their community (Cancian 1965). The cargo sys-

tem contrasts with politics that are administered por partidos (party based).
8

Households participate in the cargo system voluntarily. However, town

leaders typically exert intense pressure upon household heads to send indi-

viduals to serve (see Cohen 1999). The response to noncompliant house-

holds includes sanctions that range from fines to expulsion.

Individuals volunteer or are nominated to positions in the system and

serve terms of one to three years, depending on the nature of the cargo. In

general, one adult member of any household in a community must serve

in a committee every other year (although many exceptions are made to

service). In the past, service was restricted to adult males. However, partly

in response to the growing number of men who have migrated from their

home communities, adult women are now serving in cargos.

The system of cargos includes a series of hierarchically arranged commit-

tees and positions that organize the political and civil life of the village.
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Three key committees typically occupy the highest positions in the hier-

archy: the comite del pueblo, bienes comunales (common lands), and the comite

del templo (church committee). The presidente municipal (village president)

chairs the comite del pueblo and manages a board that usually includes seven

suplentes (board members), a tesorero (treasurer), a síndico (organizer), and

secretario (secretary). Bienes comunales is the second high-ranking committee

that manages a community’s natural resources. Finally, the comite del tem-

plo manages the spiritual life of the village, caring for the village’s church

and saints and planning rituals throughout the year. Dozens of commit-

tees follow these in descending rank and status, ranging from school com-

mittees (like the PTA in North America) to committees concerned with

transportation, roads, water, utilities, and so forth.

Even with the common patterns and practices noted above, there are

important differences among the various communities. The most obvious

difference divides communities in terms of their ethnic makeup. San Juan

Guelavia, Santa Ana del Valle, Villa Díaz Ordaz, San Juan del Río (all in

the Tlacolula branch of the valley), and Santa Inés Yatzeche are indige-

nous communities with populations that continue to speak Zapotec in

the home.

A recent survey was conducted by the Dirección General de Pobla-

ción de Oaxaca y el Consejo Nacional de Población (DIGEPO) to examine

rural marginality, as measured by literacy rates, access to running water,

access to health care, and employment patterns. The survey discovered that

indigenous communities (including all of the indigenous villages in the

present study) were marked by extreme socioeconomic marginality. Mes-

tizo communities ranked low as well, but none scored as poorly as did in-

digenous communities.This is one indication that ethnicity correlates with

poverty in rural Mexico, and indigenous communities are at an increased

disadvantage.
9

Craft specialization is a second factor that divides these communities

into different camps. San Juan Guelavia, Santa Ana del Valle, San Martín

Tilcajete, San Lorenzo Albarradas, and Villa Díaz Ordaz are linked to the

local craft market and the global tourist industry in profound ways, even

though farming remains central to household survival.

San Martín Tilcajete is perhaps the best known of the craft-producing

communities we surveyed. San Martín Tilcajete is the home of Alebrijes,

brightly painted wooden animals and zoomorphic figures that are ex-

tremely popular tourist items (Chibnik 2001). The community is prosper-

ous, and signs of the booming market for wood carvings are everywhere,

from the refurbished village plaza that includes a covered basketball court
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Weavers in Villa Díaz Ordaz, June 2001. Author photo.

to the numerous two- and three-story homes that are wired for satellite

television. Wood carving involved 57% of the households we surveyed in

San Martín Tilcajete. The income that households are able to earn from

production and the sale of goods on the market is strong enough to slow

out-migration.
10
One carver described the situation to us in a matter-of-

fact fashion:

I can earn plenty right here, and maybe in the U.S. I could

earn ten times more, but it costs too much and there are too

many risks. So why would I travel to California and spend

10,000 pesos, when I can stay right here?

salvador jimenez, san martín tilcajete,

january 2002
11

Santa Ana del Valle and Villa Díaz Ordaz are in a different situation.

Both communities participate in the production of woolen textiles for sale
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in local tourist markets and for export. However, unlike San Martín Tilca-

jete, these communities do not dominate production. Instead, the textile

production in these towns follows a contract-labor model that theweavers

described as mano de obra (piecework).

Buyers and intermediaries from the community of Teotitlán del Valle

dominate the market and control prices, sales, and production (see Stephen

1991). In other words, craft producers from Santa Ana del Valle and Villa

Díaz Ordaz do not control the production or sale of their goods. I found

that 56% of Santa Ana del Valle’s weavers work on contract with intermedi-

aries fromTeotitlán (Cohen 1999, 48).The percentage of artisan households

in Villa Díaz Ordaz is much lower (13%). Households in Villa Díaz Ordaz

lack access to themarket, and problems with access likely limit production.

Weavers in Santa Ana del Valle and Villa Díaz Ordaz do not earn enough

from their work to make migration more of a choice and less of a neces-

sity. In fact,weavers in both towns described craft production as little more

than a means to an end.

San Juan Guelavia and San Lorenzo Albarradas also produce crafts, ca-

nastas (baskets) in the former and petates (reed mats) in the latter. However,

these crafts are sold almost entirely on the local market. Except for the

petates that tourists buy to use at the beach, the mat is an item that rural

Oaxacans buy to use for a bed. San Juan Guelavia’s baskets appeal to a local

market as well. The townsfolk make baskets that are primarily used for

hauling corn, groceries, and goods from one place to another. The baskets

are not generally marketed to tourists, and they tend toward the utilitarian.

Unfortunately, the market for handmade baskets has come under pressure

from ready-made plastic containers and bags, and even though 38% of the

households we surveyed produced canastas, no one earned a living wage

from that work. Rather, basketmaking was something that Guelavians did

outside of farm labor as a way to supplement income. The rising cost of

supplies for the baskets is also a stress on business. Don Epiphanio Garcia

described the situation for us:

We used to be able to go to the river [Río Salado] and just

take all of the cane [caña] we wanted. But it has disappeared.

Now we have to go to Pochutla or somewhere else to buy

cane, and it is expensive. A load costs a peso per stem! Many

of us are giving up—there is no market, and it is just too

much money to produce.

epiphanio garcia, san juan guelavia, june 2000
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Basket maker, San Juan Guelavia, June 2000. Author photo.

San Lorenzo Albarradas has a second way of tapping into the tourist

economy.The community is home to natural mineral springs called Hierve

el Agua (the name literally means ‘‘boiling water’’). Working with several

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), the town is involved in a series

of programs to develop its natural resource.

Santa Inés Yatzeche and San Juan del Río are in much more precarious

economic positions.Their local economies are defined by farming and little

else. Neither town is home to a craft tradition, and the land in San Juan del

Río in particular is of marginal quality for farming. It will come as no sur-

prise that DIGEPO’s survey found indicators of marginality high in both

communities. Santa Inés Yatzeche benefits somewhat from its proximity

to Zimatlán, and households can sell produce there. Nevertheless, few jobs

are available in Zimatlán, and most of Santa Inés Yatzeche’s populace must

travel to Oaxaca City if they want to find local wage work.

Santa María Guelacé is also a town defined by farming, with no craft

production present. However, unlike Santa Inés Yatzeche and San Juan del
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Río, SantaMaría Guelacé has a good portion of irrigated land, and its prox-

imity to Oaxaca City makes it much easier for its population to find work.

The community is also home to ajieros (garlic producers), who sell their

goods to restaurants in the city.

Urbanism is also an important marker of difference in the valleys. Gua-

dalupe Etla, San Pablo Huitzo, San Juan del Estado, and San Pedro Ixtla-

huaca are larger, urban centers with more dynamic local economies, and

they stand apart from the rest of the communities surveyed for this study.

San Pablo Huitzo serves as a minor market center for villages that surround

it, as does San Juan del Estado. San Juan del Estado’s lands support a small

lumber industry and a stone quarry. Finally, Guadalupe Etla has become a

bedroom community for urban Oaxacans who are looking for a suburban

lifestyle.

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca is the closest to Oaxaca City of the towns we sur-

veyed. Only 10 kilometers due west of Oaxaca, the community is tucked

below the archaeological site of Monte Albán and has rich agricultural

lands. Like Guadalupe Etla, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca is home to a growing

community of urban Oaxacans who are leaving the city. In San Pedro

Ixtlahuaca this change has led to some tensions as newcomers and estab-

lished families struggle over the value and importance of traditional politi-

cal practices.

There are differences in the migration rates for each community. These

differences are discussed in detail in chapter 1, but here it is important to

understand, first, that migration is not uniform across the communities

and, second, that it is not homogeneous across a community’s households.

Migration in rural Oaxaca on average involves about 47% of a community’s

households, but there is a great deal of variation from one community to

the next. Similarly, each community has households that cannot or will

not migrate.

understanding mexican migration

‘‘Migration’’ is a term that social scientists use to define and

describe movement by human populations. Migration does not occur in

a vacuum. People do not migrate because they must. We are not animals

that have some deep-seated need to complete a circuit in response to some

biological drive. Rather, humans migrate because they can. People make

decisions to migrate in response to desires, lifestyles, resources, and needs.

To get an idea of where Oaxacan migration and Mexican migration in
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general fit into this process, let me review some basic facts about Mexican-

U.S. migration.Millions of Mexicans live legally and illegally in theUnited

States. Van Hook and Bean (1998) estimate that just over 7 million Mexi-

cans live in the United States and that 2.35 million of those Mexicans were

in the United States without authorization (see also Lozano Ascencio 1998,

1209). Oaxacans are a small group within this larger population. INEGI

(2001b) estimates that Oaxacans account for no more than about 4% of the

total migrant population currently in theUnited States—or nearly 100,000

individuals. In contrast, nearly 70% of Mexico’s migrants come from just

ten states:Michoacán, Guanajuato, and Jalisco (three traditional sending re-

gions), along with Zacatecas, Durango, Mexico City, Chihuahua, Tamauli-

pas, Guerrero, and the state of Mexico (Bustamante et al. 1998, 116). There

has been little overall change in the makeup of this population over the

last thirty years, according toMarcelli and Cornelius (2001). Readers might

ask, why should we be so concerned with Oaxacan migrants in the United

States? The answer comes in at least two parts.

First, even though Oaxacans account for a small percentage of the total

migrant population living in the United States, the economic effects of

their moves are profound for Oaxaca, amounting to at least US$11 mil-

lion returned to the state during the 1990s alone (Lozano Ascencio 1993).

Second, there are positive and negative social costs of movement, and the

debate continues over just what migration means for rural Mexicans in

general. The history and outcomes of migration for rural Oaxacans from

the state’s central valleys offer an important comparison to better-known

sending regions.

migration and remittances

Migration is not just aboutmoving across the landscape.Mi-

gration is also about sending money home, or remitting. A second theme

of this book focuses on what remittances mean for rural Oaxacans, and the

positive and negative impacts that remittances can have on rural society.

Mexicanmigrants (includingmigrants fromOaxaca) remit asmuch asUS$3

billion annually to families in Mexico (Lozano Ascencio 1998, 1192), an

amount that equals or exceeds the income generated by agricultural ex-

ports and tourism (see Lozano Ascencio 1993, 64, figure 5; Russell 1992;

Taylor et al. 1996b).
12

Remittances can be used to positive ends (see Orozco 2002). Richard

Jones (1998, 4) notes that remittances in Mexico are ‘‘safety nets for poor
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regions left behind by the agglomerative behavior of international capital,

by the preoccupation of the international community with other matters,

and by the indifference of their own government’’ (see also Bustamante

et al. 1998 and Taylor 1999). However, migration is more than a process that

leads to economic change for rural communities. It is also a process that has

social and cultural costs and benefits that individuals initiate as members

of households and communities. Thus it is probably not surprising that the

debate continues over how best to explain outcomes of migration and the

use of remittances for rural peasant households and their communities.

Although social scientists use many models to explore migration (see,

for example, Brettell and Hollifield 2000), two competing ideas—de-

velopment and dependency—dominate much of the debate. Those who

favor dependency models focus on the socioeconomic costs of migration,

whereas proponents of development models point toward the economic

growth that comes from remittance use. Dependency models argue that

migration exacerbates local socioeconomic inequalities and drives unpro-

ductive consumption within migrant households while creating pools of

cheap labor waiting to be exploited (Reichert 1981). The result is a place

where the population, in its quest to find the money necessary to purchase

the goods it now wants, becomes addicted to migration. A population di-

rects its energies not toward internal balance and progress but toward ex-

ternal markets, because the community lacks any kind of infrastructure

that can support local labor and the creation of local market outlets. In

other words, rural communities are dependent on distant centers of power

for jobs and goods. Rural communities caught in this kind of a web become

little more than nurseries for the young (future migrants) and ‘‘homes’’ for

the elderly (those no longer able to migrate). The outcome of this process

is the social disintegration of sending communities: the able-bodied resi-

dents are siphoned away by the pull of job opportunities and the disruption

of local practices, as remittances are wasted (see Brana-Shute and Brana-

Shute 1982; Diaz Briquets 1991; Guidi 1993; Martin 1991; Papademetriou

1991; and Rubenstein 1992).

Researchers who argue for development models emphasize the bene-

fits of migration and the potential positive outcomes as remittances flow

back to rural hometownswhere there are fewopportunities and even fewer

wage-based jobs (Taylor 1999, 73). There is strong evidence that ‘‘migra-

dollars’’ (the dollars generated through transnational migration) can foster

economic growth nationally and locally (Durand et al. 1996a, 1996b; Smith

1998; Taylor et al. 1996a, 1996b).

Remittances are critical to national economies, and they are an impor-
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tant source of foreign exchange. The funds sent home by Mexicans living

and working in the United States become the hard currency that theMexi-

can state needs to balance its deficits (Massey et al. 1998, 232). These funds

also drive the expansion of the national economy; as a 1990 report indi-

cated, ‘‘each migradollar entering Mexico ultimately produced a $2.90 in-

crease in Mexico’s Gross Domestic Product and raised output by a total of

$3.20’’ (Durand et al. 1996a).

Nevertheless, these are national outcomes. At a local level, the impact

of remittances is more varied. The majority of the remittances that are

returned to central valley households go to covering the costs of house-

hold maintenance (see de la Garza and Orozco 2002, 37). Investments and

savings, though they do occur, come only after households meet their

basic expenses. This means that although remittances can become the basis

for what informants describe as the self-advancement of their households,

families, and villages, in general they do not. When remittances are in-

vested, they underwrite the expansion of services, such as water and elec-

tricity, and the support and revival of community rituals. The money re-

turned also helps families cover the costs of participating in the political

life of their village (see Orozco 2002 and Smith 1998).

Remittances also carry costs for households and communities. Remit-

tances can increase social inequalities that are rooted in local socioeco-

nomic differences. As some households choose to migrate, others will not

or cannot migrate. The result is that wealthy households that can afford

migration’s costs grow wealthier as they succeed. Households that cannot

afford migration’s costs are relatively impoverished in response. Further-

more, remittances will tend to decline over time and as migrants are away

from their homes longer. Lowell and de la Garza (2002, 20) note that al-

though 60% of all temporary Mexican migrants in the United States remit,

the total dollars returned decline as migrants age and as the total number

of years spent away from home increases.

a household model of migration

To understand migration decisions and the use of remit-

tances in Oaxaca, I use a three-part, household-based approach.
13
This ap-

proach contrasts with macroeconomic models that focus on regional or

sometimes national patterns in an effort to understand broadly based pat-

terns of movement. A household model also contrasts with psychological

models that focus on the migrant and explore migration and remittance
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outcomes from the perspective of the individual actor. Although both ap-

proaches have their strengths (macroeconomic models help us understand

global patterns ofmovement, for example,while psychologicalmodels help

us to define what qualities make for a successful migrant), neither model

adequately addresses the social universe that defines migration for rural

Oaxacans. An emphasis on the individual also causes trouble in the analy-

sis of Oaxacan movement and misrepresents the ways in which households

and communities inform how migrants define their social world.

To ignore the important role of the household is to misunderstand how

rural Oaxacans create their social universe. The point is not to suggest that

individuals are not decision makers, nor is it to argue that all migrants

make their decisions in consultation with their household or in deference

to communal concerns. In fact, in each community I have visited there are

examples of individuals who turn their backs on families and communi-

ties and sever ties with their hometowns against the will of their parents

and spouses. There are also examples of entire families or households who

have left their communities. Nevertheless, the outcomes for the migrants

who decide to sever ties and ignore their household’s wishes are serious

for those members of the household who are left behind. A household

approach helps us capture this process and gain a better understanding of

variation in outcomes. Finally, a household model reminds us that migra-

tion is not solely a process that pulls individuals to new labormarkets so that

they can improve incomes in relation to some abstract, distant social stan-

dard. Rather, as Massey et al. argue (1993, 438), migrants wish ‘‘to increase

income relative to other households, and hence, to reduce their relative

deprivation compared with some [well known and local] reference group.’’

methodology

My approach, which defines migration as a decision rooted

in the household and seeks to describe and predict patterns and outcomes

for a region, has important ramifications for fieldwork and analysis. First,

as pointed out above, it means we are not concerned so much with indi-

vidual variation as with how that variation is rooted in the overall sur-

vival and status of the household or domestic group. Second, because we

are interested in explaining variation, we must consider more than a single

community’s experiences. A focus on one community or populationwould

make it difficult to define variation and to discover the various factors that

influence and predict outcomes across space and time.
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Therefore this study began by randomly selecting eleven communities

from throughout the central valleys (with Santa Ana as a twelfth site). Be-

cause I was working in so many communities and because it was crucial to

define large samples in each community, I could not do this work indepen-

dently, in the traditional anthropological manner of the lone ethnographer.

Instead I used a team of fieldworkers whom I helped train and who were

coordinated through the Instituto Tecnológico de Oaxaca. Team-based re-

search was a challenge for me, but it became an effective model that al-

lowed for the definition of a large data set supporting both ethnographic

and statistical analysis of migration outcomes.

Once I had selected communities for the project (with the help of a

randomized list created by Martha Rees), the team began work in earn-

est. Over two summers we collected surveys in a randomly selected sample

of 590 households, or about 15% of the households in each community.

A household approach meant that we collected data on all the members

of the domestic unit. In rural Oaxaca, the household could be difficult to

define. In general, most rural households (63%) were nuclear units living

in independent compounds, quite like their U.S. counterparts. In other

words, the household included members of two generations living in a

single homestead and pooling the resources and skills of its members. The

senior generation consisted of a legally married couple; the junior genera-

tion included the offspring of the seniors. However, some households in

the central valleys included more than two generations and were better

thought of as extended units (35%). Typically, we found extended units

organized around a married couple and their children, with the addition

of a grandparent. Sometimes a household appeared to be an extended unit

but was in fact a series of independent nuclear units that shared a com-

mon area or patio. Finally, some households defied classification (2%) and

included odd mixtures of members. One memorable ‘‘other’’ was a house-

hold in San Juan del Estado that included three brothers in their late sixties.

These brothers made their living by selling carbon (charcoal) and doing lim-

ited farmwork. They had no relatives in the community and in many ways

existed as hermits.

We used maps from INEGI and plotted locations of potential house-

holds in each block within a community, ignoring blocks with no homes.

We rotated the selection of households, moving from the northwest to the

southwest, southeast, and northeast corners of consecutive blocks. Once

we identified a location, a fieldworker received his or her map and began in

the northwest corner, selected the first household counterclockwise from

that corner, and knocked on the door to ask if he or she could conduct
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a survey, explaining our project and why it was important.
14
If members

of a household refused to participate, the fieldworker proceeded to the

next available house, going in a clockwise direction, and began the process

again. In the event that no households in a block participated, the field-

worker moved to one in a series of ‘‘safe blocks’’ that were set aside for just

this problem.

The survey included several sections and identified members of the do-

mestic group, as well as their work, migration experience, land use, house-

hold organization, consumption patterns, and community participation.

The first sections of the survey focused on household membership and

organization (part 1), work (part 2), and migration experience (part 3).We

assigned each household a unique code and described its members accord-

ing to age, gender, civil status, place of birth and current residence, lan-

guages spoken, and education.We recorded work histories for all members

involved in household maintenance, with attention to nonwage and infor-

mal labor (particularly among women) that is typically central and crucial

to the domestic group’s survival.We asked individuals to recount as many

labor activities as they could remember and to identify how they combined

various activities (farming and wage labor, for example) to meet the needs

of the domestic group.

We identifiedmigrants as we created inventories of a household’s mem-

bers and their activities in parts 1 and 2. Part 3 of the survey focused spe-

cifically on international and transnational (that is, back and forth) migra-

tion. In this section of the survey, we endeavored to gain a clear count

of the total number of migrants in a household, as well as the number

of trips members had taken. This was typically where we identified indi-

viduals who left their households and who no longer actively participated

as members.
15
Migrants described their experiences, and we asked them

to note their destinations; with whom they traveled; how they organized

money to cover the expenses of border crossing; their work in the United

States; with whom they stayed once they were settled; and their remittance

history.

Next, in parts 4, 5, and 6, we asked about agriculture, household ex-

penses, and housing.We created an inventory that included animals, goods

and appliances, construction materials, and access to water and utilities

(parts 4 and 5). We asked about weekly expenses for food, utilities, trans-

portation, education, entertainment, and health care and how members

covered those expenses (part 6). The last part of the survey focused on

household members’ participation in the social life of their village (part 7).

We noted their political service, their participation and sponsorship of
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local rituals, and the reciprocal relationships they held with other fami-

lies. Finally, we asked about their investment of time, money, and effort in

village projects and programs.

We elicited detailed, personal responses on local social life, migration,

and the structure of community by using open-ended questions built into

the survey. After completing the surveys, we conducted follow-up inter-

views with community leaders and key informants to further document

unique experiences. We also collected oral histories in each community.

Fieldworkers identified informants for extended interviews and oral histo-

ries. In the final observation section of the survey,we noted if interviewees

were ‘‘good talkers’’ and interested in sharing more of their experiences

with us.We combined the surveys, interviews, oral histories, and additional

archival work in Oaxaca City to create an ethnographically rich and dy-

namic picture of migration in the central valleys and to help illustrate how

migration emerges from and interacts with local socioeconomic processes.

A second implication of a household approach is that it allows me to

define migration as a stage-specific and predictable process that is influ-

enced by the structure of the household (its members, their ages, their re-

sources), local practices (sociocultural norms), regional economic trends,

and macroeconomic forces. If migration follows specific stages, it means

that outcomes are patterned and identifiable over time. In the case of Oaxa-

cans from the central valleys, migration has peaked with each of Mexico’s

economic crises, and overall, sojourns to the United States have dramati-

cally increased over the last two decades (see chapter 1).

The resources that are available to a household and its members can

greatly influence the decision to migrate. Beyond the household, a com-

munity and its leadership also have some bearing on migration deci-

sions and remittance use. Rural Oaxacan households maintain their status

and standing in their communities through participation in a series of

community-defined activities that include tequio, servicio, and cooperación.

Householdsmust also respect the demands that a community’s leaders place

on the population—the demand for participation in leadership, the de-

mand for funds to support development projects, the demand that a mi-

grant return home annually to avoid expulsion of his or her family (see

Mutersbaugh 2002).

In addition to a community’s resource base, access to regional markets,

education, entertainment, and—perhaps most important—jobs has a great

effect on migration outcomes and possibilities. Some of this effect is intu-

itive. Access to jobs in the state’s capital, Oaxaca City, means there are local
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opportunities that Oaxacans living in isolatedmountain communities lack.

But resources also mean land and ways in which land can be used, and one

point that will become clear is that a household’s resource base is some-

times so strong as to make migration irrelevant—or, alternatively, the lack

of resources can put migration out of reach for poorer households.

Regional demand for labor works both with and against international

demand. The pull of jobs in the United States is a strong motivating force

for Oaxacans seeking the money they need to feed their families, to buy

consumer and luxury goods, and perhaps to start a new business. Through

the early 1980s the seductive pull of higher wages came largely fromMex-

ico City and other boomtowns within the nation. Now that pull is largely

from the United States; nevertheless, the promise of wages is not in and of

itself a force that will build migration. Rather, migrants and potential mi-

grants also think about the dangers of the border and their reception once

they have arrived. For some rural Oaxacans, fear of the border is more than

enough to limit their desire to migrate, no matter the promise of wealth.

The third and last part of my approach defines the decisions to migrate

and to use remittances as progressive (that is, madewith the goal of satisfy-

ing the needs of the household), even though the outcomes of migration

and remittances remain hard to predict. In other words, the decision tomi-

grate is based in the experiences and strengths of the decision maker who

‘‘classifies the various alternatives in his [or her] subjective environment as

to their expected outcomes, whether satisfactory or unsatisfactory’’ (Wol-

pert 1964, 544). Thus the migrant is an active agent who calculates within

his or her abilities how to respond to opportunities and challenges. Mi-

gration becomes an option, not a given, and it is certainly not a process

entered into blithely and with little prior knowledge.

These three points of investigation (the household, the stages of mi-

gration, and the progressive nature of decision making) resolve some of

the contradictions that dependency and development models create. First,

they allow us to move beyond the kinds of moralistic arguments that tend

to dominate much of the debate on migration. The question of whether

migration is good or bad is left behind, andwe can instead focus on the pat-

terns (whether local, regional, or global) that define and predict migration

and remittance use outcomes. Second, the household model allows us to

place individuals into their social milieu in a way that builds upon ethno-

graphic analysis. Finally, because we define migrants as largely rational, we

can better understand how they organize their resources and strategize to

succeed.
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structure of the book

Chapter 1 introduces the rural Oaxacan household and de-

tails why it is important to understand migration as part of a household’s

overall strategy for survival. Chapter 2 begins with a discussion of the his-

tory and geography of Oaxaca and the central valleys region.The history of

movement for the area is reviewed to reinforce the point that althoughmi-

gration has increased rapidly over the last two decades, it is not a new pro-

cess. I also review how Oaxacan migration to the United States links with

local circuit moves (commutes from central valley communities to Oaxaca

City) and movements within Mexico. Finally, the chapter details many of

the factors that specialists believe are important predictors of migration.

This list becomes important in chapter 3, where contemporary migration

in the central valleys is discussed.

Chapter 3 focuses on contemporarymigration outcomes. I share some of

the false starts that plagued my team as we tried to understand the data we

collected. The discussion also shows how we developed working models

that bridge ethnographic and quantitative data to explain the outcomes of

migration in the central valleys. I begin with a discussion of migration in

general and why it is hard to aggregate the data. Three sections follow that

focus on various kinds of moves, with examples from specific communi-

ties. My goal is not only to describe Oaxacan migration in detail but also

to point out why we cannot focus solely on migration to the United States

if we hope to understand local patterns of movement.

Chapter 4 examines the socioeconomic and cultural outcomes of mi-

gration and remittance use and the costs and benefits of movement. I focus

on three areas: the revival of traditional celebrations that are paid for by

remittances from migrants; the continued importance of traditional prac-

tices for the organization and maintenance of central valley communities;

and strains that migration places on local communities.

Chapter 5 describes rural Oaxacans who do not migrate. One group of

households does not migrate because the costs and risks are just too high

and too great to make migration an option. The second group of house-

holds does not migrate because they are effectively able to maintain their

households and cover any other kinds of expenses in a way that makes mi-

gration pointless. Land-poor, socially isolated households in San Juan del

Estado illustrate those rural Oaxacans who cannot afford the risks of mi-

grating. Dairy producers in Guadalupe Etla and craftspeople in San Martín

Tilcajete illustrate the other extreme—Oaxacans who do not need to mi-

grate, because they are doing well.
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The conclusion returns to the question of how best to study migration

and anthropology’s role in migration studies. I argue that a household ap-

proach focused on domestic groups and their organization over time allows

for a powerful analysis of migration and remittance use outcomes by ar-

ticulating micro (ethnographic and detailed) data with macro (more gen-

eralized) data and models of migration outcomes (Brettell 2000). A second

goal is to answer the question of whether a ‘‘culture of migration’’ exists

in the central valleys. The evidence presented indicates that Oaxacan mi-

gration is embedded in a series of sociocultural patterns. Rather than de-

stabilizing or undermining local cultural patterns and social processes, the

decision tomigrate can often support and even sometimes invigorate those

patterns and processes. The outcome, then, is a culture of migration, a sys-

tem in which migration is integrated and integral to ongoing sociocultural

development.

Oaxacan migration is also embedded in global socioeconomic processes

that include migration, tourism, education, market expansion, entertain-

ment, health care, and so forth.There is no reason to think about Oaxaca as

isolated—or as a home to native peoples who cannot copewith a changing

world.The example of rural Oaxacans and their responses to global capital-

ism shows that there are better ways to describe natives and rural peoples.

Studying the ways in which they respond to globalization accomplishes

two important goals. First, it shows us that they are not victims of moder-

nity but rather are people responding to the world and its inequalities in

the best way they can. Second, the analysis continues to push anthropology

beyond its romantic roots and toward a futurewhere it canmatter as a field.



One T H E HOU S E HO L D

AND M I G R AT I ON

All my life I have farmed [a 1.5-hectare plot of irrigated land],

and that land provides well for us. We harvested nearly eighteen

months’ worth of maize last year [1999]. But that wasn’t

enough. My family needed more help. I have three young

children in school, and my two eldest sons [eighteen and

twenty-one years of age]—they helped me in the field, but it

wasn’t enough. I sent them to the United States; that was a

dangerous trip. But they went. I borrowed the money from

friends to send them. They are there now; they live in Santa

Monica, California. They are helping us out from there, paying

for school and for the house.

don cristoforo martinez, san juan del estado,

may 2000

We have a son, José Luís, and he is working in Mexico [City].

Rosalva [daughter], she goes every day to work in a small shop

in Oaxaca. Gilberto [son] works with me [the male household

head] in the fields. That is the most important—farming [about

1 hectare of nonirrigated land]. José Luís, he left about five

years ago. He lives with a cousin and works in construction.

Sometimes he sends money home; sometimes he doesn’t. He

has his own family to worry about there. Rosalva lives here and

travels daily on the bus to Oaxaca for work. Gilberto helps

me—together we manage. I use some of Rosalva’s money to

buy seed. We [Doña Gloria does most of the selling] sell garlic

and some other vegetables in the city and in the market.

martín gutierrez and gloria garcía, santa maría

guelacé, june 2000
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My husband went to the United States two years ago. He lives

there with his brother in an apartment, I guess. I’m not sure

where he is. He sends home about US$200 every other month

for me and the children, sometimes less, sometimes more. We

use that money for our home. I also use it to buy feed for my

animals. The most important thing we do is to raise pigs for sale

at Tlacolula or here. I can make between 1,600 and 2000 pesos

for each pig—just last month we sold three pigs.

doña amelia camarena, san juan guelavia,

july 2001

To understand the importance and meaning of migration for rural Oaxa-

cans, we cannot begin on the Mexican-U.S. border. Migration is not about

arriving in Southern California, and as I argued in the introduction, it is

not about migrants who live in some in-between world, with one foot

in Mexico and the other firmly entrenched in the United States. Oaxacan

migration begins in the decisions made by members of rural households.

The decision to migrate takes account of that household’s resources, the

abilities of its members (both migrant and nonmigrant), the traditions of

the community (including the history of migration), and the opportuni-

ties that the migrant’s planned destination holds (see Kearney 1996).When

I argue that migration is a decision made by a household, some questions

will likely come to mind: What about migrants who sever their connec-

tions with their households and hometowns?What does it mean to say that

the decision to migrate is made by a household and not by an individual?

The first question concerns migrants who sever at least some of their

connections with their households and hometowns.Two distinct groups of

migrants are of concern: migrants who leave, never to return and no longer

in contact with their households; and migrants who remain in touch with

their households in a limited sense but do not remit. The latter group in-

cludes migrants who sever some of the ties to their families but who do

not necessarily abandon them fully. They may call home regularly and they

might even visit, but they do not invest much of time or energy in the

support of their family and hometown.

Although these migrants are not involved in the day-to-day mainte-

nance of their former households, they can be important resources in re-

ceiving communities in the United States or elsewhere in Mexico. They

serve as contacts and anchors for new immigrants who lack resources and

experiences.
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Migrants who ignore their households and communities sometimes re-

appear; at other times they may remit money in an unscheduled or un-

planned way. Thus it is important to remember that social behavior is hard

to predict, and today’s missing migrant may become tomorrow’s commu-

nity supporter.

It is difficult to determine the number of migrants who fully disengage

from their household upon leaving their hometowns.When I was in rural

communities, talking to citizens about migration, I typically received one

of two responses to the question, how many migrants are present here?

Often a respondent would wave his or her hand in reference to the empty

homes surrounding us and exclaim, ‘‘Everyone here has left. There are no

adults here, only children and the elderly. All of the men are gone.’’ The

silence that greeted my team and me as we knocked on the doors of empty

homes only reinforced the sense that everyonemust be living in theUnited

States. However, nearly as frequently, an informant would respond, ‘‘There

are no migrants here’’; and it was easy to underestimate migration when

looking around a neighborhood bustling with energy and full of children

and adults working together. Thus it can be hard to get a handle on migra-

tion rates—and for this reasonwe surveyed a random sample of households

that were scattered throughout a community.

By collecting a random sample of households, we could better estimate

migration rates. Nevertheless, what can we say about ‘‘missing’’ migrants?

This was a tough issue to resolve. We used questions in our survey to try

to determine the number and percentage of migrants who had left their

households and severed all ties with their communities. When household

heads talked about their migrant spouses, parents, and children, we asked

where each migrant was, how much each migrant remitted, where that

migrant was located, how the migrant covered the costs of movement,

and where they were living at the time of the survey.We were able to ask

these questions a couple of different ways (see appendix B). Informants de-

scribed work and migration, and we asked for details on the household’s

members and their status (age, education, civil status, work, and commu-

nity participation). By combining and cross-checking responses,we identi-

fied migrants, their locations, and whether they had severed ties with their

families.

Relying on these cross-checks allowed us to better determine whether

a migrant had disengaged from his or her household. We found that just

fewer than 10% of the migrant households we surveyed described their

homes as including migrants who were missing or uninvolved in the daily

affairs of the domestic group. In other words, of the 256 households that
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included migrants as members, 25 described those migrants as having sev-

ered most if not all ties.
1
Additionally, another 15% of the migrant house-

holds we interviewed did not comment on the status of their migrating

members.

The Díaz family, like the majority of migrant households, organized

the money necessary to send its sons to the United States by turning to

friends and relatives for support. The family sent two sons to Los Angeles.

from their hometown of Santa InésYatzeche in early 2001.Whenwe inter-

viewed the household’s heads in the summer of 2001, they commented,

‘‘Our sons are in Los Angeles, but they only just went, and we have not yet

received anything from them.’’ The Diazes anticipate that their sons will

soon begin to remit—partly in response to the goodwill that sent them

to the United States and partly to support their parents and siblings left

behind. Nevertheless, how and when that would happen remained unre-

solved at the time of our interview.

Other households described losing their remittances when a son or

daughter living in another part of Mexico or the United States married

and established a family. In effect, the sending household—or the house-

hold of orientation that sent the migrant—was replaced by a new house-

hold formed around the migrant in his or her destination community (see

Lowell and de la Garza 2002). There were also households that included

migrants who remitted haphazardly. They might send a small amount of

cash home every six months or at various times during the year. Sending

households in such situations were forced to cover their own expenses and

could not count upon regular remittances.

A household is fundamentally changed when an individual chooses to

leave his or her family, when that individual does not remit funds to the

household, and when the remaining members of the household talk about

their lost and disappeared children, siblings, and (to a lesser degree) par-

ents as if they were dead. In effect, the household that has lost a member

or members has suffered a costly loss. It has lost potential supporters, im-

portant social connections, and the very people that ensure its continued

health and well-being. The household that has lost members finds that its

networks are limited and its future is less secure.

A new set of decisions faces the household that has lost members to mi-

gration.
2
Howwill the household survive as a unit?Howwill the household

replace the labor of its missing member or members?Whowill serve in the

local civic hierarchy (the cargo system) if able-bodied adult men andwomen

are no longer present? Perhaps the ultimate concern facing the household

is who will serve as parents if children are left behind. Thus, rather than
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A typical rural family with their anthropologist. Author photo.

discussing why a migrant leaves, I focus here on the organization of the

migrant household.

Three areas are crucial to understanding household decision making

with regard to migration, destinations, and remittance use over time. First,

it is important to know a household’s membership, its organization and

gender makeup, and its stage in the development cycle (Fortes 1971; Net-

ting et al. 1984). Second,we need to understand the social networks that are

present and that migrants and potential migrants will use to support their

moves over space and time. These networks also are critical in the organi-

zation and definition of household status within a community (Conway

2000; Massey 1990). Third and finally, we need to be aware of the unique

social processes and cultural traditions of the households and communities

we are studying and how those processes and traditions influence decision

making and migration (Kearney 1995; Mines andMassey 1985; Wiest 1973).

A few examples from the central valleys illustrate the ways in which

households organize for migration and how status and community and re-

gional social patterns can define those outcomes. As I have pointed out, the

loss of a member can be devastating to a household. Therefore it is impor-

tant to remember that the decisions to migrate and to use remittances are

made by households, but outcomes are still determined by the actions of

individuals. To ignore the motivations that push an individual to migrate,
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even as we focus on the household decision making, risks overlooking just

how delicate the balance is that exists between the individual and his or

her domestic group. Even in our short interviews, this tension is apparent,

as is clear from an interview with a young woman in Villa Díaz Ordaz. She

had recently returned from a two-year trip to the United States. There she

had worked as a maid for several hotels and lived with friends from her

hometown community. She described the pressure that her parents placed

on her as she struggled to keep up with a demanding work schedule that

left little time for leisure.

My parents sent me to live with my cousins, who found me

my job. . . . I worked very hard and sent home everything I

could. I just got too tired, and I didn’t like it. It was crowded

and noisy. I didn’t want to stay, but I worked hard. I worked

all day. I cleaned the rooms, made the beds. . . . I would come

home and just go to sleep I was so tired.

cecilia hernandez, villa díaz ordaz, summer 2001

Understanding the give-and-take between the individual and his or her

household is critical to comprehending what migration means for rural

Oaxacans. The household is the fundamental social unit for most rural

Oaxacans (Cook and Binford 1990; Selby 1974). Although an individual

may be smart, successful, and well positioned in the local system, his or

her household and its place in local society define that person’s essential

identity.

The household establishes a foundation upon which the individual can

build success. The members of a household and the developmental stage of

a household are also crucial to success. Meyer Fortes (1971, 4–5) stated that

households follow a development cycle, and he used the idea to describe

how the domestic unit changes over time, from its founding and expan-

sion to its dispersion and replacement. Richard Wilk (1991) further devel-

oped the household concept, arguing that it is an adaptive structure that

allows a domestic group to face challenges over time. Borrowing from both

scholars, we can follow rural Oaxacan households as they change over time

and adapt to the opportunities that the global market creates—including

migration.

First, larger households—that is, households with more members—

were more likely to include migrants. Households in the central valleys

were typically organized around nuclear families that averaged five mem-

bers (two adults and three children). Household size ranged from a low
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of one (six households that included older widows and widowers) to a

family with sixteen members (two adults and fourteen children). Migrants

were more common in larger households, although households with five

to seven members constituted 56% of the migrants we identified. Addi-

tionally, more mature households—that is, households headed by older

members—were also more likely to include migrants.
3

The experiences of MarcoVillas (thirty-fiveyears old) and his household

illustrate how the domestic cycle affects decision making and outcomes.

Marco grew up in Santa Ana del Valle with his mother and three older

brothers. His maternal uncle, Antonio Méndez, took on much of the bur-

den of fatherhood following the sudden death of his father, as did Marco’s

eldest brother, Othón. Antonio and Othón (close in age and now in their

late fifties) bothmigrated to theUnited States in the 1970s, and both earned

green cards through the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA) re-

forms that took place in the mid-1980s.
4

Once the men earned their green cards and it became easier to move be-

tweenMexico and the United States, the pair broughtMarco to the United

States (as well as Antonio’s two sons). In the United States, Marco and his

cousins joined Othón and Antonio to work in seasonal agriculture. Over

the three years that Marco stayed with his uncle and brother, he attended

school sporadically and was able to become fluent in English. He returned

the earnings that he was able to save to his mother in Santa Ana. She used

themoney to cover the costs of home improvements and to care forMarco’s

younger half-brother and half-sister, Rosa. In 1999, Rosa opened a small

café in a remodeled room. The café was open almost daily, although its

hours were sporadic. Rosa tended to serve construction workers whowere

in town and working on road and building projects.

In 1990, after three years of working in the United States, Marco re-

turned to Santa Ana. Once home, he went back to farming and joined

his mother in textile production. He also began a romance with a young

woman who became his wife in 1991. In 1992 their first child was born.

Marco described feeling that he was being pulled in several directions by

his mother and his young wife and child. His mother counted on him

to continue farming her land and to manage his brother’s holdings. His

brother described this as the debt Marco owed him for bringing him to the

United States in 1987. Feeling rather desperate, Marco decided to return

to the United States and work to earn the money he needed to build his

own home and establish an independent household apart from his mother,

brother, and uncle.

A tense period ensued during which accusations of improper behavior
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flew. Othón accused Marco of misusing money that he had sent to their

mother between 1990 and 1993. He pointed to building supplies that Marco

used in the construction of his home and declared, ‘‘I bought that rebar.

It was for my house! And what thanks do I get? Nothing. I taught him

[Marco] how to speak English; I brought him to the United States. I gave

him everything, and this is what I get!’’

Marco saw things differently. ‘‘I worked hard for them,’’ he said. ‘‘I shared

everything, and I have nothing to show for those years. Now I have a family

[of four children by 2000], and I cannot ignore them!’’

Marco returned to the United States in 1994 and began a three-year so-

journ during which he worked in a series of restaurants in and around Los

Angeles and SantaMonica, California. Hemoved between a series of apart-

ments, one owned by Antonio, a second by a cousin. He was able to save

some money and transferred it to his wife, María, in Santa Ana del Valle.

By 1996 the couple had saved enough to complete a small, one-room home

of concrete and brick, with a finished floor. The kitchen was typical for

the community, a cane room with a thatch roof built to one side of the

permanent structure.

In 1997, Marco was home, and he stayed long enough to complete the

demands made on him by local authorities to spend a year contributing

servicio in the community’s cargo system. He spent the year as a member

of a minor civil cargo, alumbrado público (the committee that maintains the

town’s streetlights). Upon completion of his duties, he left again for the

United States. This time, he moved to a small town in Colorado. He lived

with his younger sister, who hadmigrated with her husband and was living

permanently in the United States.

Marco worked two restaurant jobs between 1998 and 2000. His skills in

the kitchen—and, more important, his ability to serve as a translator for

the largelyMexican staff andNorth American owners—worked toMarco’s

advantage. He quickly moved up the ladder from dishwasher to assistant

manager. He left in the autumn of 2000 with an open invitation to return

whenever he liked. During an interview in 2001, he described his experi-

ences and commented on the future:

It isn’t easy living in the United States. I missed my family

and my children, and I was away for too long. I saw things in

Colorado that were unbelievable. My cousin was a security

guard at a plant in town. One night he didn’t feel well, so he

asked this other guy [another Mexican from Oaxaca, but not

from Santa Ana] to take his shift. They switched, and that
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guy was shot and killed during a robbery. That was when I

started to think that it was really time to come home. It just

isn’t worth it, is it? What if you do this and work hard and

then . . . I have my children, my home.What would be

the point?

marco villas, santa ana del valle, summer 2001

By the summer of 2002,when I returned toMarco’s home, most of the ten-

sions between Marco and his brother had dissipated. A fence that Othón

had built to divide Marco’s homestead from his own was gone. Marco had

added a finished second floor to his home, and the brothers had completed

a deep well for both families to use. Marco’s younger sister remains in the

United States, where she has been for three years, and her husband works

in the restaurant that Marco managed.

Marco described himself as content, and given the events of the autumn

of 2001 in the United States, he had little desire to cross the border and re-

turn to his job in Colorado. In any case, he says, he cannot leave for at least

a year, for he has a new cargo that began in January 2002. He is the treasurer

for the public school attended by his daughter. The family has some money

saved (invested in several pigs and goats), and he is producing textiles for

sale locally.
5
His eldest son, who turned ten in 2002, is part of the commu-

nity’s dance troupe, their middle daughter is entering first grade, and their

youngest son and daughter, four and two years old, respectively, are busy

around the house.Marco thinks hemay return to the United States in a few

more years as his children get older and demand more toys. He also wants

to buy a computer, but it is hard to find local work that will pay the wages

needed for a big-ticket purchase like a computer. However, for the mo-

ment, Marco is happy to stay home, to weave, and to enjoy his family and

his home, which is nearing completion and will include a modern kitchen

with a refrigerator and a gas stove.

Most young rural Oaxacans face a series of challenges as they organize

their new households. The young household has to be provisioned. Its

members need to establish an identity in the community. Children must

be cared for, and requirements for community service must be met. These

challenges can easily overwhelm any one member of a domestic group.

However, in general the members of rural Oaxacan households pool their

resources and their efforts to cover the costs of daily maintenance, meet

the demands of community participation, and save for emergencies and

entertainment.
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Selling produce and seeds in Tlacolula. Author photo.

Pooling within the household is crucial to the domestic unit’s survival

and health over time and space. Households that manage on the income

and efforts of a single individual are rare in the central valleys. In fact, only

7% of the households we surveyed for this study were supported by a single

worker. Generally, both male and female heads of a household contributed

to the domestic group’s well-being over time, and most households de-

pended uponmembers combining work.Thirty-one percent of the house-

holds we surveyed combined two kinds of work, 28% combined at least

three different jobs, 18% combined four possible jobs and 15% combined

five or more possible jobs. Typically, farming and domestic work were the

two most important activities in the household. The energy and efforts of

children complimented the work of the household heads. Children began

work at a young age and were expected to contribute to the well-being of

the group without complaint (Leslie 1960; Nader 1990).

Given the importance of pooling to a household’s success, it should be of

little surprise that migration typically fits as one strategy among many that

the members of a domestic group depend upon. Migration is, however,

not an end in itself. Households did not view migration as a replacement
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for hard work. Rather, migration was a strategic move—one that allowed

a household to access new work opportunities and supplement other local

activities.

We found only one household whose members described themselves

as fully supported by migrants. In this case, two brothers supported their

wives, who were sisters and lived in a single household in Guadalupe Etla.

The brothers lived in Mexico City, where they worked as elevator repair-

men. The brothers had left Guadalupe Etla in the 1960s. Once settled in

Mexico City, they entered a technical training program and found work as

elevator service technicians. The brothers brought their wives to Mexico

City, and each couple had three children. As their children grew and en-

tered school, the sisters entered theworkforce. One sister worked as a clerk,

and the other took in sewing to supplement her husband’s wages.The fami-

lies remained intact and in Mexico City until the early 1990s. Doña Flo-

rencia described the changes that occurred once her children had left their

natal home:

I never liked Mexico City. It was noisy and dirty, I always

missed home, and frankly, I was tired of my husband always

bothering me [laughs]. So, Cecilia [her sister] and I, we came

home and bought this house, and we are really happy. Our

husbands send us plenty of money, and they come to visit

once or twice a year, but really we are just happy to be left

alone. We have this little store [a small tienda selling candies],

and that keeps us happy. This is our town, and I’m glad

we’re home.

florencia maldonado, guadalupe etla,

summer 2000

This was not a typical example, but it clearly showed how a household can

change over time.The sisters were important contributors to the success of

their households as they grew. Even though their husbands continued to

support them (and their home is beautiful and large), the sisters continued

to work, not only because they wanted to supplement their budgets with

funds under their immediate control but also because a person who does

not work is considered lazy in Oaxaca.

Finally, as we think about households, it is important to understand that

although men dominate migration, women also move internally and to

the United States. Figure 1.1 shows the number of men and women who
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f i gur e 1.1. Gender and migration.

migrated to the United States and to internal destinations from sending

communities in the central valleys.

Men constituted nearly 80%of themigrants bound for theUnited States.

Internal migrations were more balanced in terms of gender: 51% of in-

ternal movers were men, 49% were women. The differences in internal

and U.S.-bound migration rates were not surprising. Such differences have

been documented by Reichert and Massey (1980) in their analysis of mi-

gration in Michoacán, by Donato (1993), and most recently by Curran and

Rivero-Fuentes (2003) in their discussion of gendered networks and flows.

Women who traveled to the United States followed patterns that paral-

leled those of their male counterparts. However, whereas many of the men

we talked to migrated as young household heads, most women migrated

as daughters and supported their natal homes. Like men, women followed

relatives and friends to their destinations, and 68% depended upon such

networks (62% of men followed these networks).

Women were likely as well to followmen to the United States, and 60%

of all thewomenwhomigrated to theUnited States came from a household
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that had sent a male member across the border. On the other hand, only

17% of the men identified came from households fromwhich womenwere

the first migrants. Women were generally a little younger than men when

they first migrated (ages twenty and twenty-one, respectively, on average),

and women remitted about half as much as their male counterparts (a topic

discussed further in chapter 4).

At the center of a household’s survival strategies are farming and

domestic work. Producing maize, beans, and other vegetables for self-

consumption is critical to most rural households, and 73% of the house-

holds we surveyed included members that participate in some kind of farm

labor at home. From 1999 through 2001, households harvested an average

of a six-month supply of maize, and 27% of households reported that they

grew twelve-month supplies of maize on their plots.
6

Male household heads handle much of the farming with the assistance

of their sons. Households will sometimes hire help to work land, and the

occasional migrant will let a nonmigrant farm a family plot por la mitad (for

half of the harvest), following a sharecropping model.While men focus on

farming for self-consumption and perhaps limited sales on the side, female

household heads maintain the home and participate in the local labor mar-

ket.We found that women often discounted their work as unimportant in

themaintenance of their households over time.However, thework of these

women was critical to the success of their households. Tortilleras, women

who sell tortillas, earned an average of 50 pesos a day and worked from

two to four days a week. The money their work generated was critical to

households that must cover the expenses of food, schooling, utilities, and

leisure. In the migrant household, a woman’s earnings from the sale of tor-

tillas made a substantial difference in the money that the domestic group

saved and used for home improvements or investments rather than daily

expenses.

Well-paying wage work is not prevalent in rural communities in Oa-

xaca, and certainly one force driving migration is the quest for good wages

by individuals who must support the increasing demand for goods and

services by their families and households. Typical wage work in the re-

gion includes construction labor for men and domestic work and sales for

women. We found that older men and younger women were most likely

to travel into Oaxaca City for work in construction and service. Profes-

sionals (individuals employed in management and careers that demanded

advanced training) were evenly divided between men and women, and in

general the families of these professionals did not depend upon migration.

Households combine their pooled resources with a series of communal
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Women selling tejate (a corn drink) in the market, May 2002. Photograph

by Margaret Fox; reproduced with permission.

practices through which the majority of rural Oaxacans create their iden-

tity. In addition to kin, fictive kin, and compadrazgo (godparent) relation-

ships, rural Oaxacans participate in tequio, servicio, cooperación, and, for those

rural Oaxacans who are indigenous, guelaguetza (reciprocal exchanges).
7

Tequio is communal labor that households must providewhen asked and

in return for community membership (Cohen 1999; Nader 1990).We were

able to collect information on tequio from 352 households in six communi-

ties, and we discovered that 74% of the households volunteered for work.
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Tequio crosses ethnic and class lines, with volunteers coming from both in-

digenous and mestizo households and from both wealthy and poor house-

holds. Migrant and nonmigrant households also participate at equal levels,

with the majority of both groups sending volunteers to work on tequio.

Servicio is the voluntary service that all households must provide to com-

munity government. Better known as the cargo system, servicio is a system of

hierarchically ranked positions in a variety of civil, political, and religious

committees (Cancian 1965, 1990; Chance 1990; Stephen 1991). Committees

range from the powerful comite del pueblo (headed by the community’s presi-

dent and in charge of most village affairs), bienes comunales (community re-

sources), and the comite del templo (in charge of the community’s church and

ritual life) to mundane committees, which have multiplied as additional

services appear.

In the six communities for which we collected complete histories of

household cargo service, we found that 47% of all households sent mem-

bers to perform servicio. Two mestizo communities, Guadalupe Etla and

San Martín Tilcajete, had slightly lower rates of participation (particularly

San Martín Tilcajete), but San Juan del Estado, also a mestizo community,

shared the highest rate of participation (60%) with San Juan Guelavia, a

Zapotec-speaking community.

I assumed that migration would place pressure on servicio and therefore

would lead to a decline in the participation of households in the cargo sys-

tem. However, 46% of migrant households said they sent members to fill

cargo positions. It appears that community traditions and the demands of

service that ask households to participate voluntarily on a one-year-on,

three-years-off cycle are enough to maintain the system.
8

Cooperación is the third plank upon which communal life is built in

rural Oaxaca. Households are assessed fees throughout the year to cover

the expenses that are associated with rural development and community

celebrations.

Ninety-eight percent of the households we surveyed reported that they

had paid cooperación in the last year. Payments ranged from the trivial (10

pesos) to the substantial (300 pesos). Payments were determined by the

costs of the event or project and the ability of the households to pay. House-

holds that lacked incomes were not assessed cooperación to the same degree

as those households that could pay more. However, many households that

paid less than average for cooperaciónmentioned that they often served extra

tequio to cover the difference.

Cooperación is growing in importance in relation to migration, but this

pattern is historically rooted in the arrival of market capitalism and wage
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labor in the region in the early to mid-twentieth century (see Kearney

1995). Smith (1998) notes that migrants who had moved to the United

States from home communities in the state of Puebla organized funds to

cover the expenses of community development projects. In particular, he

notes that these migrants covered the costs associated with building sewer

systems in sending communities. Kearney (2000) finds much the same pat-

terns among Mixtec migrants, who participated in migrant hometown

associations to support economic development and political activism at

home (see also Rivera-Salgado 1999).We have not found any patterns that

are quite so formal in the central valleys, but many households told us they

could not afford the costs of cooperación without the funds that migrants

remit from the United States (see Orozco 2002).

Guelaguetza is found throughout the valleys but is typical to indigenous

communities, including SantaMaría Guelacé, San Juan Guelavia, and Santa

Ana del Valle. Guelaguetza is a Zapotec term that describes the formalized

reciprocal exchanges of goods, money, and services between households.

Households track their guelaguetza and participation—that is, gift giving—

through time and note most of their activities in formal guelaguetza books.

Participation in guelaguetza is one way in which a household enhances its

social status in a community. Members of 40% of the households in three

indigenous communities—San Juan Guelavia, Santa María Guelacé, and

San Juan del Río—described guelaguetza as an important activity and crucial

to their daily welfare. In mestizo communities, fewer households identi-

fied specific guelaguetza relationships but often maintained less formalized

ties to other households.

Indigenous households establish guelaguetza relationships around mar-

riage ceremonies and rituals, including mayordomías (sponsorship of saints’

day celebrations) and other life-cycle celebrations. Households use their

guelaguetza relationships for support and tomake endsmeet—and they keep

a careful tally of their guelaguetza commitments, both what they are owed

and what they owe others. A couple may use guelaguetza exchanges to cover

labor on a home. More typically, households use guelaguetza to meet the

labor required for a fiesta (a wedding or a saint’s day celebration) and to

gather the food that will be consumed by guests, which at a standard fiesta

can amount to hundreds of people (see Stephen 1991).

The young household is largely defined by the debts it owes to its sup-

porters. This is particularly true for indigenous households that have re-

ceived a great deal of help as they begin their social life as a unit. Guela-

guetza must be repaid—the debts can be carried for years, but they are not

forgotten. Furthermore, the debts can be recalled at any time. Thus, many
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Mother and daughters, Guadalupe Etla. Author photo.

young families feel quite burdened by these costs. Current patterns among

households indicate that reciprocal ties remain critical to rural households,

and few households refuse support or reject participating in reciprocal ex-

changes. Even in nonindigenous communities, young families incur debts

as they establish themselves and define their identities. The burden of servi-

cio places additional strain on the young household’s resources, as does the

birth of children.
9

The mature household, on the other hand, may be indebted to other

households, but it will likely hold guelaguetza debts as well. It has an iden-

tity in the community that is defined by years of service, and because its

resources are not fully focused on sustaining children and covering the ex-

pense of their education, it can begin to move some of its resources into
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other areas. For example, the household might choose to invest in land or

agricultural supplies or even to open a small business. Domestic groupswho

have older children and strong ties to other households and are active in the

social life of the village (participating in the community’s civil or religious

hierarchies) will likely have more options for the strategic use of incomes

and remittances than the domestic group that must struggle to feed young

children and holds few social ties to other households.

The issue of a household’s status, both as an integrated unit and as part

of the community, returns us to the question, why use a household model

and not a model focused on the decisions and desires of the individual? As

I noted, the household is the fundamental or essential unit through which

rural Oaxacans create a sense of identity and belonging in their communi-

ties. By participating in tequio and servicio and by paying cooperación, a house-

hold creates a social identity that translates into status and prestige.Wealth,

whether it is earned locally or in the United States, makes people envious,

but status comes from using that wealth (or at least some of it) in service

to the community.

A good example of how wealth serves the community is found in our

interview with the presidente municipal (community president and the head

of the comite del pueblo) in SanMartínTilcajete.We had some difficultywhen

we initially presented our idea of a survey to the presidente. First, he said

no and that we could not enter the town. However, other members of the

comite quickly challenged his decision. An argument ensued. The presidente

asked that we give him detailed information concerning the incomes for

each household we visited in the community.We responded that we could

not ethically comply with his request but would give him a summary of

our findings.

Then the presidente accused members of his comite of malfeasance. He ar-

gued that at least two members of the comite had sent their children to the

United States, and those members were not supporting the town. In other

words, the money sent home by these boys served their households’ own

interest and did not support the community. Accepting his challenge, the

secretary of the community responded, ‘‘My sons are in the United States,

but they help me. They send me US$200 a month so that I can work with

you!’’ The argument continued for a short time.The presidente finally agreed

that we could conduct our surveys and that he did not in fact need detailed

data on the incomes of households in the village. The moment may seem

rather mundane and the argument almost comical, but it is indicative of

how money made in wage labor and migration is seen locally. Money cor-

rupts traditional practices unless it is used to serve those practices. Using at
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least some resources to support communal affairs, households are able to

migrate, seek wage labor in Oaxaca City, and use their earnings to pursue

their own and their household’s desires (see Cohen 1999; Greenberg 1995).

Migration sits at the intersection of these processes. It is rooted in house-

hold decisions and influenced by community demands. Nevertheless, a mi-

grant—that is, an individual—makes the final decision. The individual de-

cides whether he or she will follow tradition and embrace the household

and its goals or will turn his or her back on the group and set out for a

new life. The community also cannot demand that a migrant or a migrant

household participate in its civil society. A community’s leaders can sanc-

tion households that choose to ignore the requirements of membership,

and sanctions can be as serious as a household’s expulsion from the com-

munity. However, a household whose members choose not to participate

in a community’s ritual or civil life have effectively made that choice; ex-

pulsion may be little more than the physical manifestation of a ‘‘done deal.’’

The point is that for all of the pressure that a household can exert upon its

members and that a community can exert upon its constituent households

(whether those individuals and households are physically in the commu-

nity or living away from the community), it is only because the individuals

and households choose to participate that the system works. Rural Oaxa-

cans, as I hopewill become clear, are deeply committed to their households

and their communities. Much of the future for the region and the people

who live there will be determined not by migration but by whether that

commitment continues.



Two H I S T O RY, T R A J E C T O RY,

A N D P RO C E S S I N OAX ACAN

M I G R AT I ON

Migration is not a decisionmade in haste. Families and

households plan for the migrations of their members and anticipate the

outcomes of the moves. Migration is a part of local history, and as was out-

lined in the introduction, it is oneway in which a household is able tomeet

the challenges of daily life. Migration has a history, and movement follows

a trajectory, building slowly over time, spiking during economic crisis at

home, and declining in response to changes in opportunity, reception, and

need. To understand migration in the present, we must follow its devel-

opment over time. To capture what the past means, I begin in the present,

and with events in 1992–1993 that focused my interests on migration.

For a year I lived in Santa Ana del Valle, a Zapotec-speaking community

of about three thousand artisans and farmers, beginning in the summer of

1992 (Cohen 1999). My goal was to understand how Santañeros (the people

of Santa Ana) adapted cooperative and reciprocal relationships to the chal-

lenges of their increasing incorporation into the global capitalist market

system. Although I knew that the issue of migration might come up, I had

not anticipated that it would so fill the discussions that I had with friends

and informants throughout the year. The moment that set in motion the

project you are now reading about occurred in January 1993, immediately

after the community celebrated its patrona (patron saint), a celebration that

included fiestas, masses, mayordomías, dances, large banquets, and a rodeo.

After the celebration, a large number of men from the community mi-

grated to destinations in the United States, such as Santa Monica, Cali-

fornia, and to jobs in the service industry, construction, and agriculture.

Simultaneously, men I had only heard about in stories returned to their

families. They came home to farm, to serve in the cargo system, to renew

friendships, and, for some, to meet children who had not yet been born

when they left.
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Several migrants who were leaving for the United States asked for rides

to the bus station in Oaxaca (which I supplied, using the time to learnmore

about their motivations). I took one young Santañero, Roman García, to

Oaxaca City’s airport—hewas flying toTijuana, just across the border from

San Diego, to meet his brother. His brother had a green card and lived

full-time in Santa Monica, California, where he worked in a Chinese res-

taurant. He drove to Tijuana, picked up Roman, and brought him to the

apartment he shared with several other Santañeros. Roman planned to stay

in the United States for at least six months (he remained for nearly two

years) and to work alongside his brother as a busboy in the restaurant. Ro-

man wanted to earn enough money to outfit his kitchen. He was able to

do that, and he and his wife were also able to save enough of his remit-

tances to renovate most of their home—building a modern bathroom in

addition.

My patrón (my sponsor in Santa Ana), Don Mario, and his wife, Doña

Christina, also left for the United States in early February. Don Mario and

Doña Christina had not seen their three sons and two daughters for more

than two years (a fourth son lived with them in Santa Ana, although by

2002 hewas living in the United States as well).They hadU.S.-born grand-

children that they had yet to meet and whose baptisms were eminent. Don

Mario also neededmoney. He had investedmuch of his savings to cover the

costs of cement and rebar that he used to renovate his home. More costly

were the two weddings in which he and Christina served as padrinos (god-

parents) for the newlyweds. Rural Oaxacans are traditional Catholics, and

social roles such as the role of godparents are crucial to the maintenance of

community (see Nutini 1984).

A person has several godparents, who serve in various roles throughout

the lives of their ahijados (godchildren). The most important godparents a

child has are the padrinos del bautismo (godparents who sponsor and cover

the costs of a baptismal celebration). Padrinos del bautismo support the spiri-

tual and corporal well-being of their godchild in the event that the natural

parents die. The padrinos act as guardians, but they often become confidants

and typically support their ahijados through troubled times—for example,

when birth parents cannot meet wedding expenses, including the purchase

of a wedding chest or armoire. Minor padrinos and other friends and associ-

ates spend thousands of dollars on baptisms and weddings, helping to cover

the costs of food, music, clothes, and ritual services. Don Mario and Doña

Christina served as padrinos at the baptism of a neighbor’s child and later

in the same month at the wedding of their niece. They spent a great deal

of money first to purchase the baptismal clothing for their ahijado and to
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help cover the costs of the Mass and celebration, and they contributed to

a wedding, covering the costs of food that served about a hundred guests.

DonMariowas feeling the pinch.Most of his savingswent to his kitchen

project and the expenses of the baptism and thewedding. Over breakfast of

atole (corn milk), sweet bread, and tortillas one morning, he began talking

about a trip to the United States. I discovered that he and Doña Christina

had begun planning that she would join her husband to visit their children

and grandchildren. A solitary trip for Don Mario (one that he might have

used to earn some dollars) became a vacation for him and Doña Christina.

This would be the first time that Doña Christina had left the community

for more than a day. For Don Mario, it was just another trip to the United

States and followed a series of sojourns that began in the 1950s, when he

first joined the migrants streaming north to the United States as a bracero.

Don Mario served as a bracero on four different occasions, finding legal

work as a farmhand. After the program ended, he continued traveling to

the United States and made four more trips with destinations throughout

the western and northwestern parts of the country. He worked as a gar-

dener, a fruit picker, and a construction worker. On his last trip he had

found a position as a baker, working side by side with his sons.

In early February 1993, after weeks of discussion, Don Mario and Doña

Christina got into my car so that I could drive them to the second-class bus

station in the heart of Oaxaca City. Rogelio, the last of their children who

still lived in Santa Ana, and a number of other relatives squeezed into the

car to see them off. The couple carried a few days’ worth of clothes in two

old suitcases. Don Mario even packed his dress shoes, polished and black,

for the trip. Doña Christina bought a new dress. The couple was able to

secure visas and papers and would be traveling to the United States as tour-

ists destined to see their children and grandchildren. They carried a large

cardboard box filled with tortillas and mole oaxaqueño, a local sauce made

with chocolate and chiles that is served with chicken at celebrations. Doña

Christina would serve her mole at the baptism of their granddaughter in

Los Angeles.

DonMario and Doña Christina arrived in Los Angeles without encoun-

tering any delays at the border. They were met by their sons, who took

them to one of their small apartments in Santa Monica. Several dozen

people consumed the mole over the course of several days in celebration

of the baptism of Angelica, their granddaughter. The celebration brought

together Santañeros who lived in Los Angeles and Santa Monica. It was an

opportunity for Don Mario and Doña Christina to provide details of local

gossip and deliver the news of events in Santa Ana. It was also a moment
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for the community to come together in the United States without being

afraid for the future, work prospects, or la migra (the U.S. Immigration and

Naturalization Service).

Don Mario and Doña Christina traveled on short-term tourist visas, for

which they had paid dearly, and they quickly moved in with their son Ed-

uardo, his wife, María (also a Santañera), and their three young children,

who had all been born in the United States.
1
Don Mario went to work

the next week in a bakery that employed Eduardo and Don Mario’s other

sons, Felix and Julio. The three sons have green cards and live legally in the

United States in adjoining apartments in Santa Monica. Together the four

menworked daily. Doña Christina managed the home and helped with her

grandchildren. The couple stayed in the United States for just a little more

than a year, and they returned to Santa Ana in the spring of 1994 in time

to begin planting for the coming growing season.

After their return, Don Mario and Doña Christina stayed in Santa Ana

and did not see their sons or grandchildren again for more than five years.

Eduardo came back to the village with one son in 2001 and spent four

months at home, working beside his father. Together they laid pipe that

connected Don Mario’s home to Santa Ana’s new sewer system. Eduardo’s

young son enjoyed visiting his grandparents and seeing the area, but he

also missed home and was not enthusiastic about the rustic lifestyle that

Santañeros lead.

In 2001, Don Mario and Doña Christina’s granddaughter Ana married

a boy whose parents were also migrants from Santa Ana. The boy’s parents

carried green cards and were in the United States legally, as were Ana’s par-

ents.The bride and groom had both been born in the United States and had

grown up speaking both Spanish and English. They understood Zapotec

and could even manage to speak a little, but it was largely the language of

their parents and grandparents. Following a small church wedding in the

United States, the young couple returned to Santa Ana for a much larger

and traditional wedding celebration.

Don Mario and Doña Christina sponsored the event with the help of

the groom’s family and the support of households throughout the com-

munity that brought food, supplies, and money to help cover expenses. A

small home was built for the couple on land that Don Mario owned just

to the north of the main village and in a relatively new colonia (neighbor-

hood) that sits above the town proper. The new one-room home is near

three empty homes that belong to Don Mario’s three sons.
2
The newly-

weds spent a few weeks in town living in their new home, but they soon

returned to California, where they reside permanently.
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mexican migration in history

In chapter 1, I described the realities of life in Oaxaca and

noted that it is a poor, rural state with limited economic opportunities.

A growing population and a stagnant market for work combine with low

wages to push rural Oaxacans to seek labor in national and international

destinations, and migration has increased rapidly since the 1970s. Never-

theless, migration is not a new phenomenon. Oaxacans, like most rural

Mexicans, have always migrated. Oaxacans are part of the history of con-

temporary U.S.-Mexican migration that dates back at least to the 1930s,

when nearly 500,000 Mexican migrants lived in the United States (Ver-

duzco Igartúa 1995). However, migration for rural Oaxacans and for most

Mexicans in general is not just about making the decision to cross the bor-

der to the United States.

Rural Oaxacans engage in a number of moves that take them to dis-

tinct destinations. First are local moves that follow circuits or commutes

between rural hometowns and Oaxaca City or some other urban center

in the region. Typically, rural Oaxacans follow local circuits for regional

employment opportunities and for education. San Pablo Huitzo and to a

lesser degree San Juan del Estado attract local circuit movers, but in general

the circuits we discovered in the central valleys took workers and students

from their rural hometowns directly to Oaxaca City.

A second move that Oaxacans can make is to national destinations in

growing urban centers and boomtowns within Mexico. Oaxacans have

traveled to Tapachula, Chiapas; to towns along the U.S. frontier, like Ti-

juana, where they sometimes settle; and to tourist towns, including Can-

cún, Acapulco, andHuatulco.Themajority continue to travel to traditional

destinations such as Mexico City and find work in construction or service.

The majority of Oaxaca’s migrants follow a third route, and like mi-

grants from throughout Mexico, they make the trek to the United States,

where most have settled in Southern California. A second large Zapotec

community is well settled in Chicago. There are also new destinations for

migrants from the central valleys (see Durand et al. 2000). For example, a

large group of migrants from Santa María Guelacé has settled in Pough-

keepsie, New York.
3
A second destination for migrants from San Juan del

Estado and Santa María Guelacé is northern New Jersey and southeast-

ern Pennsylvania. Migrants travel to the former for domestic, service, and

construction work, whereas the latter supplies agricultural jobs on mush-

room farms.

A fourth strategy followed by some central valley Oaxacans is to com-
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Guadalupe Etla’s main street, July 2002. Author photo.

bine national and international migration (Conway and Cohen 2002), but

only a little more than 7% of the households we surveyed had made such

decisions. Most rural Oaxacan migrants choose one destination, either

national or international, and that is where they go. Repeat migrations

tend to follow well-used paths, and migrants usually return to destinations

where they found some success rather than confronting the risks of a new

destination.

migration in oaxaca’s history

The last century of Mexican migration is divided into three

more or less distinctive phases.
4
The first period preceded the Mexican

Revolution (1910–1921), when Mexicans sought refuge from fighting at

home by crossing the border.Manyof thesemigrants worked in industry or

for railroad lines, and many stayed in the United States for extended peri-

ods before returning to Mexico (Monto 1994, 54). This pattern remained

consistent through the First World War and the organization of the first

bracero program, which ran from 1917 to 1923 (Monto 1994, 54). The bra-

cero program supplemented U.S. labor shortages as the involvement of

the United States in the war increased. Gamio (1931, 13) estimated that
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the majority of the migrants during this period (54%) were from Mexico’s

west and central states of Michoacán, Guanajuato, and Jalisco. This pattern

continued through the Great Depression, when economic collapse in the

United States led to the forcible return of nearly 500,000Mexicans to their

homeland (Craig 1971).

Migration through the early decades of the twentieth century was also

marked by short-term seasonal moves that emphasized regional or na-

tional destinations. Migrants traveled to internal destinations for tempo-

rary work in plantations and fields and for work in road and construction

projects throughout Mexico (Iszaevich 1988).

The second phase of migration begins after a binational agreement be-

tween theUnited States andMexico inaugurated a second bracero program

in 1942. The agreement established a federally mandated program to cover

labor shortages in the United States that coincided with its growing in-

volvement in the Second World War. The program guaranteed Mexican

men (and only men) the right to work in the United States under formal

short-term contracts that specified rights to food, housing, medical care,

fixed pay, and funds to cover returns to Mexico. The U.S. government

played the role of employer and assumed that U.S. farm and plant managers

would comply with the program’s regulations (Monto 1994, 56). The suc-

cess of the program was evident in the increasing numbers of men who

participated (rising to more than 400,000 in the late 1950s) and the value

of remittances those men returned to Mexico (Craig 1993; Massey 1987;

Monto 1994).
5

The bracero program was unfortunately plagued with problems. Farm

labor replaced higher-paying industrial jobs, while access to permits grew

more difficult (Monto 1994). According to Foster (1979), municipal leaders

in Tzintzuntzan, Michoacán, sold bracero contracts to the highest bidders.

At the same time, U.S. farm owners and growers often hired illegal mi-

grants whowouldwork for lowerwages than formally contracted braceros.

Monto (1994, 57) notes that even as contracted bracero workers entered

the United States in increasing numbers, the total number of illegal immi-

grants apprehended by the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service

skyrocketed as well.With illegal entries to the United States rising andmi-

grant workers realizing they could effectively circumvent the bracero pro-

gram and find work without contracts, the project ended in 1966 (Massey

1987, 55).
6

The most recent phase of movement started when the bracero program

ended.Mexicanmigrants continued tomove across the border and to travel

to internal destinations, as they had for decades. In fact, although the esti-
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f i gur e 2.1. First migrations for internal and international movers.

mates of Mexican-born migrants living in the United States range widely,

it is known that hundreds of thousands of Mexicans were moving back

and forth between their home communities and settlements in the United

States, and the majority of these migrants were undocumented (Van Hook

and Bean 1998). The flow of migrants out of Oaxaca remained relatively

low throughout the late 1960s and the 1970s. In fact, the number of new

migrants leaving for internal migration paralleled and sometimes dwarfed

the number of migrants leaving for international destinations from cen-

tral valley communities until the late 1970s (figure 2.1). Migration to the

United States began its rapid rise following a series of economic crises in

Mexico during the 1980s (Corbett et al. 1992; Hulshof 1991). Neverthe-

less, the majority of migrants in our study did not leave for their first so-

journs until the mid-1990s, and half of all movers left the United States

after 1995.

early movers in oaxaca

In the first half of the twentieth century, Oaxacans typically

migrated internally, and the majority of moves were to nearby towns and

cities wherework could be found.
7
Local circuits tookmen fromVilla Díaz
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Ordaz, San Juan Guelavia, and Santa Ana del Valle to Tlacolula, where they

could find work in fields owned by powerful families like the Chagoyas.

Traveling to Oaxaca to work or to sell produce, crafts, and goods was not

common. As one elderly man from Villa Díaz Ordaz put it, ‘‘Oaxaca—oh,

the city was a day’s trip! We had to go to Tlacolula [walking], and then we

would take the train. It was such an adventure.We would be gone all day.’’

Regional moves took Oaxacans to coastal plantations where they found

seasonal labor. Sometimes this meant that the migrants would join in

the harvest of crops like sugarcane. They would work through the sea-

son and then return home. Others found work as itinerant peddlers, sell-

ing goods to the migrant settlements during the harvest season. One older

man described both options as difficult but worth the money. Don Vale-

riano García, an elderly Santañero, described his experiences during the

1940s when he traveled to Chiapas and worked as a vendor of paletas (frozen

fruit bars):

Selling paletas ( frozen confections) in San Martín Tilcajete, May 2001.

Author photo.
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table 2.1 migrant destinations by gender

Internal International Total

movers movers migrants

Males 
� ��� ���

Females 		 �� ���

Gender unknown �� �� ���

Total ��� �
� �
�

In the mornings, my patron would give me my order to sell.

I had my territory and my cart, and I would work my way

through the town, calling out, ‘‘Paletas, paletas!’’ I’d work all

day long, moving through the mountains. I did that for three

summers, but it was too much.

don valeriano garcía, santa ana del valle,

february 1993

Other Oaxacans sought wage labor in large and growing urban centers

like Mexico City, always referred to as ‘‘el D.F.’’—the Distrito Federal, or

Federal District (see Hirabayashi 1993). In the larger urban centers, rural

Oaxacan men found work in construction and the service industry. Al-

though men were the majority of migrants moving internally, women also

engaged in migration and constituted nearly half of all migrants traveling

within national boundaries (table 2.1). In particular, women found work

as domestics (Iszaevich 1988, 191). Domestics, often called sirvientas,worked

extremely hard, and although they were usually given room and board,

they earned very little. The comments of Doña Amelia capture how diffi-

cult domestic work was:

I spent almost thirty years working in Mexico City. Thirty

years, but what was I to do? Once my dear husband died, I

had no choice. I had my daughter to support, and she was so

young. She was born shortly before my husband died. I left

her with my mother and father, and I found a job in the D.F.

I worked for the same family for thirty years! I cleaned for

them, I cooked, I took care of them. But what do I have to

show for my time? Nothing! I’m so stiff, and I suffer now. I

couldn’t keep working. So now I am home, my daughter and
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her husband take care of me, and I help where I can, but I

didn’t bring anything home. I couldn’t save a thing or bring a

thing home. Just this old sewing machine.

doña amelia hernandez, san juan del estado,

june 2000

Many men also found occasional work closer to home on projects that

included the Pan-American Highway. Don Valeriano García, who had

spent time working in Chiapas, also worked on the highway. He com-

mented on the time he spent working on a crew that prepared the grade

for the Pan-American Highway as it wove through the central and south-

eastern mountains of Oaxaca:

That was hard work. Three of us went to work on the crew.

We were young and strong, and we joined the highway as it

went through to the Isthmus [of Tehuantepec]. One day this

guy from Tlacolula just disappeared over the edge—we never

saw him again. It was dangerous work, but it paid well. We

stayed for about a month working on the highway, and then

we came home.

don valeriano garcía, santa ana del valle,

march 1993

Later still, Don Valeriano García was one of the first Santañeros to migrate

to the United States, where he worked as a bracero. By the time I talked

with him in 1993, his sons lived full-time in Santa Monica, California (in

the same complex as DonMario and Doña Christina’s children), and he had

grandchildren who had been born in the United States.

While men sought work regionally when they could, rural Oaxacan

womenwere more likely to follow local circuits to Oaxaca City or internal

migration routes to larger cities,where they found domesticwork.Women

from Santa María Guelacé commuted to Oaxaca to sell vegetables in local

markets, while others followed the weekly market cycle that circles the

central valleys (see Cook and Diskin 1976). Women from Guadalupe Etla

sold cheese and milk in the city, and women from San Pedro Ixtlahuaca

typically went to the city’s main market two or three times a week to sell

tortillas.
8
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oaxacan migration at midcentury

Migration trajectories changed for the nation following the

establishment of the bracero program in 1942. The program permitted

Mexicans to enter the United States legally, but for no more than ninety

days at first. In total, 4.6 million legal contracts were organized during the

bracero program, and although an average of 209,000Mexicans entered the

United States each year to work as braceros, only 12% of that total sought

to remain there permanently (Verduzco and Unger 1998, 399).

Braceros were unevenly divided among Oaxacan communities. Iszae-

vich (1988, 192–193) notes that the community of Santa Cruz Etla included

‘‘a strong contingent of braceros’’ as well as internal migrants, while Santa

María Atzompa sent no braceros to the United States. Teotitlán del Valle

was the hometown of fifteen migrants living in the United States (none

were identified by Iszaevich as having been braceros), while nearly half the

male population of San Lucas Quiaviní were in the United States (again

none were identified as braceros). In any case, Oaxacans remained a small

part of the stream of Mexicans who found work through the bracero pro-

gram (approximately 2.9% in 1962; pers. comm., Douglas Massey).

Oaxacan braceros worked at various jobs in agriculture and industry.

Don José Sánchez, a man in his early fifties from Villa Díaz Ordaz, made

four trips to various places in the southwestern United States as a bracero.

In an interview in May 2001 he recalled, ‘‘I loved my work in the United

States. The work was good, and everything was secure. I didn’t have to

worry like everyone does today.’’ Others described how hard they worked

on their contracts. Nevertheless, former braceros generally looked back on

the time they spent in the United States as largely positive. Often they

would mention that the biggest difference today is not so much the work

as the dangers that comewith crossing the border without documentation.

Internal migration rose throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. Men de-

scribed their work and time spent inMexico City in positive terms as well.

Several informants talked about the skills they acquired in Mexico City.

One man from Guadalupe Etla apprenticed as a butcher in the D.F., mar-

ried a young woman, and worked in a butcher shop for a decade. Later he

returned home to Guadalupe Etla, where he opened his own shop. In the

fall of 1999 he retired and devoted himself to his hobbies—rebuilding cars

and raising tropical fish.

The opportunities and benefits that could be had in the D.F. in the 1970s

were amazing, particularly when compared with those of rural Oaxaca.

Most rural communities lacked electricity until the late 1970s; sewers and
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Women selling tortillas in the Tlacolula market, May 2002. Photograph by

Margaret Fox; reproduced with permission.

piped water were unheard of. The local economy was simply too sparse to

support entrepreneurial activities, educational advancement, and the like.

While men were beginning to move in larger numbers to the United

States, both men and women followed local circuits, commuting to work

and to sell produce, dairy products, and crafts inOaxacaCity and other cen-

ters. People from Guadalupe Etla, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, and Santa María

Guelacé followed the circuits that their parents and grandparents had estab-

lished earlier.

Señora Inés Martínez has sold tortillas in Oaxaca’s markets for decades.

While we talked one afternoon in her home in San Pedro Ixtlahuaca,

Señora Martínez busied herself with making large maize tortillas that are

typical for Oaxaca. She took a ball of masa (cornmeal) from her metate
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(grinding stone) and placed it into her tortilla press. She made two full

presses on one side, then turned the tortilla over for a second pressing.

Finally, she laid the tortilla on her comal (clay cooking surface), where it

would quickly toast. She stacked the finished tortillas in a reed basket lined

with a plastic bag.When she was done, she would take the filled basket to

Oaxaca City, where she would sell her goods at the 20 de Noviembre mar-

ket in the center of town. As she worked, she described her experiences:

I sell tortillas two and sometimes three times a week.When I

was younger, I always went three times a week, but now I am

not as able—I’m fifty-six, you know. . . . I would get up

early—maybe five o’clock in the morning!—and start making

tortillas. Sometimes my daughters would help me.We would

work and work. Then I would take my tortillas and walk to

the city. It would take some time, but there were always

other women to walk with. Sometimes I would get a ride on

a cart, but most of the time I just walked. I would get to the

city market to sell my tortillas for comida [she used her

earnings to buy groceries for the midday meal]. Everybody

would buy my tortillas. Then I would walk all the way home.

Today I’m still selling my tortillas, but I take the bus. It is

only about a ten-minute ride now! Can you believe that? I

used to walk and walk, but now it is so easy with the bus and

the taxis.

señora inés martínez, san pedro ixtlahuaca,

june 2001

For a day in the market, Señora Martínez can usually earn about 50 pesos,

and on a good day, nearly 100 pesos (approximately US$5–10). It might

seem that Señora Martínez got very little for the time, energy, and effort

she invested in making, trucking, and selling her tortillas. However, the

money she earned was critical to the success and health of her household.

Over the years, she has pooled her income from the sale of tortillas with the

food her husband produced on 1.5 hectares of land and his occasional earn-

ings in construction and as a day laborer. By pooling their resources, the

couple ensured that their three children could complete their education. In

fact, their son pursued an accounting degree at the Instituto Tecnológico

de Oaxaca.
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contemporary migration in

rural oaxaca

Migration to the United States from Oaxaca increased rap-

idly and dramatically through the 1990s until by the year 2000 an average of

34% of a community’s households had at least one migrant living across the

border. Nevertheless, the United States is not the only destination available

to rural Oaxacans. Figures from INEGI (2002b) suggest that 10% of Oaxaca

City’s workforce commute from surrounding communities. Other inter-

nal migrations also remain important. People from the central valleys of

the state have migrated in the 1980s to Tapachula, Chiapas, a boomtown on

the Mexican-Guatemalan border, and in the 1990s to Baja California for

agricultural work (Rees and Coronel Ortiz 2002).

Oaxaca’s tourist economy pulls workers to the city from throughout

the central valleys. INEGI estimates that one in four workers in the city

are employed in service and commerce, and the majority of these posi-

tions are related to tourism in the city (INEGI 1999, 5). Younger people

travel to Oaxaca to train at the city’s colleges and universities. San Pablo

Huitzo has grown in importance as a local market center and now attracts

some workers to its service economy. Guadalupe Etla and San Pedro Ixtla-

huaca also attract new residents, as city dwellers seek homes in a more rural

setting.

Through the 1990s, households continued to send members to national

destinations and internal migration increased, although at a much-reduced

rate in comparison with U.S.-bound migration. The sustained movement

of rural Oaxacans toMexico City,with its booming economy, began in the

1960s and 1970s in response to a series of changes in agrarian policies. First,

policies that favored large-scale irrigation projects over family farms pres-

sured small landholders to move away from agriculture (Warman 1978).

Second, price controls on maize contributed to a 33% drop in the crop’s

market value between 1957 and 1973, which further pressured small local

producers to seek new opportunities (Arizpe 1981, 631). Finally, an increase

in job opportunities in urban centers became a powerful attractor, pulling

rural Mexicans to cities like Guadalajara, the D.F., and, to lesser degree,

regional centers like Oaxaca (Cornelius and Bustamante 1989; Downing

1979; Monto 1994).

Rural Oaxacans established satellite settlements in the D.F. as the eco-

nomic boom continued. Hirabayashi (1983) documents the many associa-

tions that were organized by mountain Zapotec and Mixtec during the
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f i gur e 2.2. First migrations to the United States by gender.

1960s and 1970s. Pioneers settled first, and slowly their family and friends

followed. As news of an individual’s or a family’s success filtered home,

more migrants joined the pioneers. Soon, enough families from a commu-

nity were living in the new settlement that it became self-sustaining. The

birth of children and the marriage of individuals with locals further solidi-

fied the migrant settlement. However, as Hirabayashi (1993) notes, the ties

that linked settlements inMexico City with hometowns in Oaxaca did not

fade with time. Instead, these networks, which he calls paisanazgo (neigh-

borly ties) remained powerful and became a crucial resource for the success

of the migrant.

We found a similar pattern in San Pablo Huitzo. A large community

of expatriates from the village live full-time in Mexico City. These mi-

grants remain tied to their hometown and make an annual pilgrimage to

San Pablo for the community’s fiestas.Typically, people from the D.F. spon-

sor at least one mayordomía in the town. They hire a priest and fill a caravan

of buses to make the trek home to San Pablo.

First migration to the United States from the central valleys remained

flat throughout the 1960s and early 1970s (see figure 2.1). However, the

rate began to rise in 1978 and continued to grow through the 1980s, par-

ticularly among rural Oaxacan men (figure 2.2). First migrations spiked in

1984 and 1988, as Mexico endured economic crises. This pattern continued
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through the 1990s, with first sojourns to international destinations rising

throughout the decade.

By the dawn of the twenty-first century, migration to the United States

andMexican destinations had reached a point where it was self-sustaining.

Massey et al. (1994, 1496) describe this phenomenon as occurring whenmi-

gration ‘‘acquires an internal momentum all its own . . . [and] becomes

increasingly independent of the conditions that originally caused it.’’ Such

a process appears ongoing among central valley communities. The original

impetus formigration—higherwages and regularwork—had not changed.

What had changed were the risks associated with migration. More than

half of all migrants leaving central valley households had a direct connec-

tion to a migrant already living in the United States. In other words, mi-

grants no longer crossed the border alone; instead they crossed with the

knowledge that they had a place to stay and a support network available.

Although the dangers of border crossings remain high, the networks that

migrants have in their destinations mean an overall decline in risks. De-

clining risks does not mean that crossing the border is trouble free; rather

it means that once the new or returned migrant has reached a receiving

community, then finding work, a place to stay, and friends is much easier.

Oaxacans remain a small part of the overall stream of Mexicans mi-

grating to the United States. INEGI (2001b) estimates that only about 7%

of Oaxaca’s population were involved in migration, whereas 27% of the

population in Colima and just under 23% in Tamaulipas were involved.

Nevertheless, internal migration and migration to the United States re-

main profoundly important to rural Oaxacan households and communi-

ties (see chapter 3). Yet the questions remain: why did migration take off

so suddenly in the 1980s, and why did it rise so rapidly? To answer these

questions, we need to look at three areas that contribute to the changes in

migration—geography and technology; demography; and socioeconomic

processes.

geography, technology,

and migration

During the first half of the twentieth century and even

through the 1970s, traveling beyond one’s home community was not an

easy process for most rural Oaxacans. There were few finished roads, bus

service was limited, and privately owned automobiles were largely un-

heard of. The impacts of the technological changes that have made travel
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throughout the valleys and migration so much easier are evident in this

description of early migration in San Juan Guelavia by César Hipolito:

You know, some men left here in the 1940s. Oh my, we just

thought that they would never come home.We were just

sure they were going to die out there in America. I didn’t

know how far it was to the United States. I didn’t know how

they went; they just left—we said good-bye and Godspeed,

and watched them as they boarded the train.

Later in the same interview, Cesar described traveling locally before the

advent of regular bus service:

The train is how we went to the city. We almost never went,

but when we did, we would wear our best clothes, would sit

quietly, and I can remember being so scared of the city and

the people. It was just such a big place! Sometimes we would

take the oxen and cart to the city.

césar hipolito, san juan guelavia, july 2000

The central valley communities share relatively better access to Oaxaca

City and its markets than do communities throughout the rest of the state.

Nevertheless, location and distance to the city do play a role in move-

ment and migration outcomes. Historically, communities that are close

to the city, including Guadalupe Etla, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, and Santa

María Guelacé share more ties to Oaxaca City and have a higher percent-

age of local commuters than distant communities like San Juan del Río,

San Lorenzo Albarradas, and Santa Inés Yatzeche.

In Guadalupe Etla, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, and Santa María Guelacé,

nearly 40% of all migrant households include members who are also in-

volved in local commutes. San Pablo Huitzo and San Juan del Estado are

both farther from the city. However, both towns have direct access to

the Pan-American Highway, and the quality of local roads and the large

number of buses, taxis, and private automobiles moving back and forth to

the city have led to large commuter populations as well (46% of Huitzo’s

movers and 40% of San Juan del Estado’s movers). Men and women from

these communities are involved in a variety of commutes to the city. Com-

muters include tortilleras from San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, farmers selling pro-

duce from Santa María Guelacé, and professionals from Guadalupe Etla,
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San Juan del Estado, and San Pablo Huitzo. Day laborers, domesticworkers,

and students also travel in from each community.

Local commutes are more difficult for communities that lack good ac-

cess to Oaxaca City. Not surprisingly, only a small percentage of movers

from the three communities farthest from the city—San Juan del Río, San

Lorenzo Albarradas, and Santa Inés Yatzeche—commute to the city (5, 20,

and 10%, respectively). The odd community in this process is San Martín

Tilcajete. Although it is near to Oaxaca City, only 18% of its population are

involved in local commutes. In this case, the strength of the local economy

that is built around the production and direct sale of Alebrijes means that

there is less pressure to commute.

Geography is not directly important in the decisions to migrate to na-

tional and international destinations. Rather, concerns for local geography

combine with personal desires, expected destinations, and the kinds of so-

cial resources that the potential migrant can bring to his or her decision

making.The citizens of communities that are farther from the city may opt

to participate in national or international migrations after weighing the

costs of local commutes. For a farmer in a town like San Juan del Río, the

options are limited. There are few local opportunities for work, and travel

to Oaxaca City remains difficult. Thus, 75% of San Juan del Río’s movers

choose to migrate to the United States rather than migrating to a national

destination or making a local commute. The situation is similar in Santa

Inés Yatzeche, where 64% of the community’s movers choose to migrate

to the United States.

demography and migration

Geography is only one variable that can affect outcomes. A

second set of factors that influence migration decisions are demographic.

Comparing the structure of rural Oaxacan families from themid-twentieth

century with contemporary family structure illustrates these changes. My

sponsor in Santa Ana del Valle, DonMario,was in his late fifties when I first

met him in 1992. Hewas an only child, but simply because his parents’ seven

other children had died, all before the age of five. Don Mario was father to

four sons and two daughters and a grandfather many times over. Increas-

ing survival rates among children translated to an increase in family size

and a rapid growth in the population, such that population density (that is,

individuals per square kilometer) in these communities increased by 60%
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(INEGI 2002a). One household in Guadalupe Etla included a couple with

fourteen children who ranged in age from three to twenty-four years. Men

joked that the household was blessed with too much good luck and would

have been better off if at least a few of the children had died. On the other

hand, this household managed to maintain itself with no migration. In-

stead, the family members depended on the eldest daughter, who worked

in a pharmacy in Oaxaca City, and they farmed about 2 hectares of land

locally. More typically, large families would include at least one migrant.

The above example points to the ways in which demography combines

with other social indicators (landholdings, pooling of activities) to influ-

ence outcomes such as migration. In addition, although a family’s size does

not fully cause or inhibit migration, trends in growth and, in particular,

large birth cohorts of the kind that are common from the 1950s to the

present in rural Oaxaca can promote migration. According to Massey et al.

(1998, 11), ‘‘[Rapid rises in population] put pressure on social infrastruc-

ture such as schools, roads, hospitals, and clinics; they make the satisfac-

tion of consumer desires more difficult; they make it harder to provide

decent and affordable housing; they raise unemployment rates; and gen-

erally they channel state resources away from productive investment into

current consumption, driving up public expenditures and contributing to

state deficits and foreign debts.’’ For rural Oaxacans, this process—and in

particular the combination of rising unemployment and decliningwages—

drives increasing migration rates.

Demography also works in more discrete and local ways to influence

decision making among age cohorts over time (Keely 2000, 46). Headlines

in the state’s many daily papers—including Noticias, the largest circulating

daily—have noted that rural communities throughout Oaxaca are in a state

of collapse as young adults leave for international destinations. In fact, we

discovered a slight aging among household heads, but only in communities

with high rates of out-migration.

In San Juan Guelavia, household heads were older than one might ex-

pect. On average, the household heads were in their mid- to late fifties,

whereas they were in their late thirties in the majority of 590 households

surveyed. This shift appears to correlate with the rise of migration. Never-

theless, our survey found little overall change in the ages of household

heads when we aggregated all households in our sample.

A second example reminds us that we cannot focus solely on migration

and that following demographic trends can illuminate more than inter-

national processes. In San Martín Tilcajete, demography influenced out-

comes for circuit moves, as well as for national and international migra-
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tions. Younger women and older men tended to commute to Oaxaca in

search of work. At the same time, older women and younger men were

more likely to travel to national destinations. Finally, very few women and

mostly younger men made up the pool of San Martín’s citizens who trav-

eled to the United States for labor.

Returning to the question of household demographics I raised above,

the number of minors that a household had to support had little bearing on

migration. Instead, the overall size of a household (the total of members in

the household) proved significant in migration outcomes. Migration rates

do not necessarily increase as households cope with the arrival of more

children; rather, as children age and gain some independence (and begin

to demand goods, services, schooling, and wage labor of their own), it is

likely that household members will migrate. Thus migration decisions are

made in regard to a complex of issues, including the outcomes of themoves

as anticipated by the individual mover, his or her age and gender, and a

household’s size.
9

socioeconomic processes

and migration

The importance of social networks in the decision to mi-

grate has been discussed.We discovered that about 65% of all the migrants

who left their central valley homes knewamigrant who lived at their desti-

nation. Migrant men relied a little less on these networks (62% used them),

andmigrant women a littlemore (68%).Migrants, particularlywomen, also

followed friends and other members of their households to their destina-

tions, and 60% of the women who migrated to the United States followed

a brother or a father across the border.

Such linkages are profoundly important as individuals ponder the costs

and benefits of migration, no matter if they plan to cross into the United

States and seek work in Southern California or if they head to Baja Califor-

nia to find work in agricultural fields. However, other social and cultural

forces are at work in the decision to migrate. There are the demands that

children put on their parents for luxury goods—televisions, videocassette

recorders, and compact disc players—that cannot be purchased withmaize.

If a household hopes to purchase a vehicle or to invest in stock animals,

it must first find the money, and this is difficult when 80% of the house-

holds we surveyed make no more than twice the minimumwage (or about

US$10 a day).
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Migration may not be the easiest way to earn the money necessary to

make the purchases that individuals want, but it is likely the most effective

means available. In fact, in communities where more households earned

more than twice theminimumwage, migrationwas lower. For example, in

Guadalupe Etla and San Pablo Huitzo, 41% of the former’s households and

45% of the latter’s made well above the minimum wage. These communi-

ties also had a goodly number of households sending members to Oaxaca

City for wage labor and salaried work, and only a little more than 20% of

households were involved in international migration.

A second factor that influenced the decision to migrate related to lan-

guage and ethnicity. Both San Juan del Río and Santa Inés Yatzeche are

indigenous communities where Zapotec is spoken.We discovered that in-

digenous Oaxacans (defined by whether they speak an Indian language)

are likely to choose migration to the United States over commuting and

internal moves. We believe that this choice is due to the discrimination

that indigenous peoples continue to suffer within Mexico. A Zapotec who

commutes from Santa Inés Yatzeche to Oaxaca City is an Indian and there-

fore faces an uphill battle for respect vis-à-vis Oaxacan society. If, on the

other hand, that Zapotec migrates to the United States, he or she becomes

a Mexican as defined by the larger Anglo American community. The result

is that one identity is traded for another, and new kinds of discrimination

are encountered once the migrant is in the United States. Nevertheless,

the opportunities that are present in the United States do not appear to

be limited by the migrants’ local or indigenous ethnicity, and the Zapotec

becomes ‘‘another Mexican.’’

Third, communities whose populations are involved in migration are

often described in the literature as coping with a migration syndrome,

often described as ‘‘Norteñización’’ (see, for example, the discussion inAlar-

cón 1992 and Reichert 1981). The migration syndrome occurs when a com-

munity’s citizens organize themselves aroundmigration rather than around

local economic and sociocultural processes (see Massey et al. 1998, 267). In

other words, the urge to migrate and the loss of the local adult popula-

tion to the pull of jobs and the promise of higher wages offset internal ties

that maintain and reproduce households and communities. These losses are

manifest in the comments made by older Oaxacans concerning the lack of

respect that young Oaxacans show for traditional patterns of government,

tequio and rituals support, and the cargo system.We heard complaints from

nearly every presidente municipal whom we interviewed. However, there

were few outward signs of a decline in participation among migrants. In

fact, migrant households had levels of participation in cargo systems simi-
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lar to those of their nonmigrant neighbors, and over time migrants tended

to serve in more cargos and in higher-ranking positions in those cargos than

nonmigrants did. Finally, many leaders depended upon the regular remit-

tances of their children to cover the costs of their participation in commu-

nity government.

An interview we had with a community leader in San Juan del Estado

in June 2000 illustrates these points. The presidente municipal commented,

‘‘The young men in this town, they just want to do drugs, get high, and

go to the United States. They don’t want to work.’’ However, in San Juan

del Estado we found that the demand for positions was greater than the

number of positions available locally, and community members continued

to associate status and prestige with service.

Even with the increase in rates of migration and ease of movement,

outcomes of migration and remittance use are not homogeneous. Rather,

a range of outcomes can be found in any community (Massey et al. 1998,

27). In other words, some households will be relatively better off and mi-

gration will contribute to their success, while other households will suffer,

even when migrants are present. The differences separating the better off

from the worse off—or the relative deprivation of a given household in

relation to the group (Stark and Taylor 1986; Stark and Yitzhaki 1988)—

become themselves a motivating force in additional migration.
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Men really started leaving the community in 1945. Many

people left, like my uncle—I haven’t heard from him in years.

Crossing was dangerous. . . . Me? No, I would never leave. I

sell vegetables here in the village and in the Centro de Abastos

[Oaxaca City’s main daily market]. I can earn enough money

to buy anything I need for my home and family.

josefina gutiérrez, san pedro ixtlahuaca,

july 2001

I met my husband when he came to Sinaloa eight years ago

with his dad and older brother. We worked in the fields

together. He is there now, living with my mother and working.

I’m here and living with my girls and my mother-in-law.

We’ve had this house for about one year. We don’t have any

land of our own, so she [my mother-in-law] helps me out.

When I need help, his family comes. My husband works with

his dad, and they will both be back to harvest his dad’s

land. . . . Yes, it is hard, but it is necessary. The money he

sends is what I use to buy everything the family needs, my girls,

my home, everything.

alicia hurtado, santa maría guelacé, june 2000

In 1994, the young men of this town left en masse.

esperanza torres, guadalupe etla, june 2001

I first went to the United States in 1994. I went solely for the

support of my mother, my wife, and my children. We have

work here; my mom makes cheese and sells milk to the

cooperative. I have my land. But there were no sales to be



Contemporary Migration 73

made. I went to the United States for economic opportunities

that I couldn’t find here. So in 1994, I left. I sent money home

every month. My wife was able to save what I sent, and she

bought a yunta [team of oxen]. Then she used some of the
money to pay cooperación in the village. Some money went to
the fiestas, and it is extremely important to help the pueblo, but

the rest of the money we left in the bank. It is for our home,

our family.

alfonso torres (esperanza’s son), guadalupe etla,

june 2001

Why Oaxacans migrate is not an easy question to answer. Many factors in-

fluence the decision to migrate, including a household’s size, the age of its

heads, and its location in relation to Oaxaca City. Before we try to under-

stand the variation in rural Oaxacan migration, it is useful first to have a

basic idea of what a typical or average migrant looks like.

Oaxacan migrants are most likely men crossing into the United States

(see table 2.1). In fact, 65% of all migrations from the central valleys are

destined for the United States. The majority of the migrants moving to the

United States are male (66%), female migrants to the United States are a

much smaller group (17%), and the gender of the remaining migrants is

unknown.

Although Oaxacan men were most likely to cross the U.S. border as mi-

grants, and even though U.S.-bound migration dominates discussions of

migration, we cannot ignore those migrants who were bound for internal

destinations, nor should we disregard the moves of migrant women. We

found that 35% of all moves made by central valley migrants were to inter-

nal destinations. Thus, although our typical mover was a young man, there

was a substantial group of Oaxacan womenwhomigrated as well. Further-

more, internal migration was more evenly divided between the genders.

Forty percent of internal migrants were men, and 38% were women.

With these caveats concerning the structure of the migrant population,

we can define a ‘‘typical’’ Oaxacan migrant. The typical Oaxacan migrant

is a married man in his mid-twenties. His wife is about two years younger

than him on average. Together the couple manages a nuclear household

that includes two or three minors (accounting for 63% of households). The

couple and their children usually live adjacent to the male head’s siblings,

parents, or sometimes both (all organized around nuclear family units). Al-

though the various nuclear units are largely independent, they rely upon

each other for temporary support when necessary, whether that means
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feeding and caring for young children, aiding in farmwork, or participating

in community government.

There is a significant but small correlation between the size of a house-

hold and the number of migrants that the household will include. Smaller

household units (with four or fewer members) do not typically include

more than one migrant, no matter the age of the minors in that household.

Migrant households with four or more members typically have at least two

migrating members and can have more.

The relationship of household size to migration is not linear. Rather,

migration rates plot following a curve, rising to two migrants per house-

hold when there are between four and six members, rising slightly higher

with more members, and then declining to zero as the members in the

household increase to more than eight in total. Thus having children,

though not necessarily a bad strategy for a household hoping to increase

the number of workers it can deploy, does bring some risks, not the least

of which is having to care for and feed extra members during their growth

and development. Further, the burden of additional nonworkingmembers

may make migration an option that is too costly to undertake. Addition-

ally, children do not necessarily support their households when they are

adults, and approximately 25% of the migrant households we contacted re-

ported that their migrating members were in contact with their sending

households but were not remitting.

Households combine labor and effort to support themselves over time

and space (Netting et al. 1984). The male head farms about 1.5 hectares of

land, and he harvests enough maize to feed his family for a little more than

six months. He supplements farmwork with limited wage labor when pos-

sible.This typicallymeans that he findswork on construction sites through-

out the valleys and can often earn twice the daily minimumwage, or about

US$10 per day, for his time and effort.

The female head of the household combines nonwage domestic work

in the household with moneymaking activities that supplement the house-

hold’s budget. She earns money through the sale of prepared foods such

as tortillas or in some cases through the sale of harvested vegetables and

dairy products. She earns additional income by takingwork into the home,

usually laundry and ironing.

Older and adult children supplement the household’s budget by turn-

ing their wages over to a parent or participating in work around the home

(craft production, farming, and so forth) that indirectly contributes to in-

come generation. For the 35% of households that follow a more extended,

multigenerational model (about 60% of the extended households consisted
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of five to eight members), there are additional members who can mi-

grate, participate in wage earning, and assist in maintenance and household

management.

A rural Oaxacan decides to migrate because he wants first to feed and

maintain his family and to outfit his home with modern conveniences and

small appliances and perhaps later to help his children enter postprimary

educational programs. If his wife can manage to cover most of the house-

hold’s expenses, the couple will earmark some remittances for building,

renovating, or expanding their home—adding a modern bathroom, a sec-

ond floor, and a modern kitchen complete with running water, a refrig-

erator, and a gas stove.

A rural Oaxacan migrant chooses between a national and an inter-

national destination based upon the relationships he holds with already

settled migrants or the networks he establishes through family and friends.

Just over half of the time, he travels to aU.S. destinationwhere themajority

of migrants are headed. In the United States, he will settle in Southern

California, around the Los Angeles–Santa Monica area.

About 35% of central valley migrants have traveled to national destina-

tions such as Mexico City, Tapachula, Chiapas, or the agricultural fields of

Baja California at some point in their career. Of this total, slightly more

than half are from households that also have members with migration ex-

perience in the United States. Internal movers in the present day are bound

for the D.F. (Mexico City), border cities such as Ciudad Juárez, or Baja Cali-

fornia. Tapachula, Chiapas, attracted migrants during the 1980s and early

1990s when the city’s economy boomed, but that movement has slowed in

recent years.

Migrants to the D.F. tend to find work as domestics (particularly

women), in service, or in construction (predominantly men). Migrants

bound for border cities typically plan to continue across the border and

into the United States, but for one reason or another cannotmake the cross.

For some there is a lack of funds or connections, others find work on the

Mexican side of the border, and we heard of two migrants from San Juan

del Estado who decided to come home after unnerving experiences at the

border. Like their international counterparts, internal migrants settle with

family or friends, although some single women live in the households of

their employers (see Howell 1999; Rees and Coronel Ortiz 2002).

About 7% of the migrants we interviewed reported migrating first to a

national destination and later to an international destination.Thesemovers

often had family and friends settled in both the United States and other

parts of Mexico and thus had access to support networks in each of their
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destination communities. Some of these migrants began their sojourns

with internal migrations, and only after some success did they move on to

cross the border. Nevertheless, movers who began in Mexico and ended in

the United States benefited from the cumulative histories of migration in

their households and communities (Massey 1990).

Local circuit moves and daily commutes between villages and regional

centers remain important for men and women in the central valley. Over-

all, 38% of rural central valley households send at least one person toOaxaca

City for work. However, 39% of households with migrants bound for na-

tional destinations also have members working in the city. For households

withmigrants bound for theU.S. border, 25% also havemembers that work

in Oaxaca City. Finally, 41% of the households with migrants in both U.S.

and national destinations include commuters traveling to Oaxaca City for

work. Thus, migration is not an either-or process. A migrant does not de-

cide independently that he or shewill travel toMexico or theUnited States;

rather the decision is dynamic; reflects a household’s needs, size, and status;

and can include multiple destinations.

Once a migrant has decided upon a destination, he or she must organize

the money necessary to cover the expenses of migration (table 3.1). Travel

to the United States can cost thousands of dollars. Migrants need money

to cover their transportation and the fees and bribes they need to pay to

smugglers and officials. There can be a lag between when migrants arrive

in the United States and when they find work, so they also need money to

cover expenses upon arrival.

Most migrants (91%) from the central valleys meet these expenses by

spending their own savings or using money that a friend or family member

has given to them as a gift or a loan. Other migrants use savings from their

families, and these migrants usually remit directly to a parent rather than to

their spouse. A small group funds their sojourns through loans (4%). Most

loans come from a member of a family or from an older member of the

community who is typically described as a jefe (boss).

A jefe in this sense is a mentor, a person who is often a compadre of

the migrant and who may have taught the migrant many of the skills he

or she will use in life. In craft-producing communities, a jefe is usually the

person who taught young individuals their craft. A jefe may also provide a

future migrant with petty jobs around the jefe’s homestead. In any case, a

jefe is not a loan shark, and loans made by a jefe do not come with exorbi-

tant interest rates. A commercially secured loan (from an individual who is

usually described as a loan shark) can bear extremely high interest (as much

as 10%monthly); only one of the loans reported in our surveys was secured
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table 3.1 meeting the costs of migration to the

united states

No. of migrants

Source of funds using funding source
a

Personal savings �
 (��%)

Family money �� (��%)

Gifts from friends/family �� (��%)

Loans � (�%)

Sale of animals � (�%)

Other � (�%)

Total ��


a
Total does not add up to ���% because of rounding

at a commercial office.We did not encounter individuals who admitted to

signing a contract with an employer whowould cover the costs of reaching

the United States in exchange for labor.

Knowing someone at the destination was critical for many migrants.

Sixty percent of the migrants interviewed followed a relative or friend to

the United States and depended on that person for support. Among mi-

grants with international destinations,womenwere slightly more likely to

depend upon these connections than men, whereas men showed a slightly

higher dependence on these connections for internal migrations. Migrant

women also were much more likely to follow a family member (usually

a father or a brother) to their destination. We found that 60% of all the

women who migrated to the United States came from a household that

had already sent a male member across the border. On the other hand, only

17% of the men came from households with female migrants established

in the United States.

Repeatedly informants told us that a critical factor in their decision

making, one they were convinced would lead to their success as a migrant,

was to be related to a migrant who had already succeeded. A tie to a suc-

cessfulmigrant in a destination community leads to jobs, a place to live, and

a network of support (see Massey 1990). These relationships are also critical

when the migrant is considered unwelcome by the local Anglo-American

majority in his or her destination community (Zlolniski 2001).

The majority of migrants traveling to internal destinations settled with

family, and those traveling to the United States settled with family or

friends (86% of the total number of international movers) once they had
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table 3.2 destinations for internal and

u.s.-bound migrants

Number of

Destination migrants

Internal migrants

Communities in Oaxaca �

Distrito Federal (Mexico City) ��

Baja California ��

Nuevo León �

Other state in Mexico ��

Total 	


U.S.-bound migrants

California ���

Other �

Total ���

reached their destination. Family included other members of a household,

cousins, and siblings; in one case a migrant settled with his grandparents in

Mexico City. Only one U.S.-bound migrant lived with his employer on a

farm in California.

More internal migrants (16%) lived with their employers. In this case,

seven of the nine migrants (all female) who reported living with an em-

ployer were domestics or servants in households. Of the two remaining,

onewas a male employed as a groundskeeper at a plant in Mexico City, and

the other, a fifty-four-year-old woman, did not describe her employment.

Migrants who lived with family or friends in the United States were typi-

cally found in apartment complexes that housed other migrants from the

same hometown or region of the state.

Migrants destined for theUnited States typically settle in SouthernCali-

fornia, with the majority of migrants (54%) moving into the Los Angeles–

Santa Monica area (table 3.2). A very small number of migrants move to

newdestinations.The ninemigrants whowere not in California had settled

in Oregon, Texas, New Jersey, New York, Virginia, Illinois, and Pennsyl-

vania, but seven of the nine began their sojourns in Southern California.

Internal migrants settled primarily in the Distrito Federal (Mexico City),

with a smaller population moving to Baja California.

Both internal and international migrants from the central valleys found

similar kinds of employment once they had settled in their receiving com-
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munities (table 3.3). The service sector (restaurants, hotels, gas stations, and

convenience stores) employed more rural Oaxacans living in the United

States than any other job sector (48%). Wage work (construction and un-

skilled labor positions) employed 14% of the migrant pool. Agricultural

work (farm labor) perhaps somewhat surprisingly, given our image of the

Mexican migrant, employed only 16% of rural Oaxacans. However, agri-

cultural labor is something that most Oaxacans described as difficult, dirty

work that was not worth the trouble of migration. An additional 13% of

Oaxacans were employed as gardeners for private households and small

landscaping firms. Just 8% of Oaxacans in the United States are employed

as domestic workers.

Only 4% of the Oaxacans with migration experience in the United

States described a job that was atypical. For example, one young woman

was employed as an assistant in a private kindergarten; an older man orga-

nized a small tienda in his apartment complex; and a third migrant, a young

Oaxacan woman, was employed in a hospital as a nurse and held a green

card. Only one U.S. migrant described his position as a professional one—

he worked as a manager for a small construction firm in San Diego, Cali-

fornia. He too held a green card and moved freely across the border.

Internal migrants were also employed in the service sector (29%). A

small percentage of internal migrants also found work in agriculture (7%),

settling in Baja California. More internal migrants were employed as do-

mestics (30%), and a little more than a quarter of these positions were

‘‘live-in’’ jobs. One important difference between internal and interna-

tional migrants was the higher number of professionals found within the

table 3. 3 employment for internal and

u.s.-bound migrants

Number of Number of

internal U.S.-bound

Employment migrants migrants

Service work �� ��

Unspecified wage work �� �


Domestic work �	 


Agricultural work � ��

Gardeners � ��

Professional work � �

Other � �

Total �� ��
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country. The number of professional migrants moving internally is quite

small (4 of 56 migrants), but a higher percentage than we found among

international movers (7% of national movers versus less than 1% of inter-

national migrants).
1
This is not a significant difference, but it does indicate

that a combination of limited educational opportunities and the undocu-

mented status of most Oaxacanmigrants in the United States narrows their

available job opportunities. Professionals identified in our surveys included

a surgeon, a politician, an accountant, and an owner-manager of several

restaurants. In the ‘‘other’’ category were two photographers (brothers), a

teacher, and two trained technicians who worked for large businesses.

There is a great deal of variation in the total time that migrants spend

away from their hometown households. Short-term sojourns were obvi-

ous, lasting a minimum of six months away from home. Some of the mi-

grants who made short-term sojourns described their experience as very

negative; others had not found work, and they returned home to reduce

the rising costs of their sojourns. Santiago García, a twenty-six-year-old

from San Juan del Estado who had spent only six months in the United

States, complained, ‘‘I just didn’t like the United States. I missed home and

my kids, and I couldn’t find a job.’’ Other short-term stays were reported

by household heads and concerned recent migrants new to their destina-

tion community. These individuals had not yet experienced more than a

year or two of life as a migrant.

Maximum lengths of stay varied greatly for individuals and for house-

holds.U.S.-boundmigrants spent on average just a little less than nine years

in the United States. Nevertheless, the median for U.S.-bound migrants

was five years, and 35% of all migrants spent no more than two years in the

United States.

Generally, households sent one member to the United States as a mi-

grant, and only about 8% of households sent more than two migrants. For

households withmore than onemigrant,we totaled the years eachmigrant

spent in the United States. Using this figure, we discovered that some mi-

grant households had extremely high totals of years spent in the United

States. For example, seven households included migrants who collectively

had spent well over twenty-five years working in the United States.

Typical was the Sánchez Méndez household in San Juan Guelavia. The

household’s three sons and one daughter had collectively spent about forty-

five years in the United States. In 1975, Roberto (then nineteen years of age)

migrated to theUnited States to take a job in Pasadena, following a tip from

a relative who had spent time in the United States. Roberto worked for

the next twenty years at a series of agricultural and service jobs in South-
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ern California. He lived with relatives and returned to San Juan Guelavia

when he could, marrying a young woman from the village in 1980. He en-

couraged his younger siblings to join him in the United States, and in 1980

a second brother crossed the border. In 1985 a third brother crossed, and

finally in 1990 his younger sister crossed into the United States.

Internal migration followed a pattern similar to that for international

moves. Internal migrations varied in length. They averaged eleven years,

but themedianwas only six years. Just over 30% of all internal movers spent

no more than three years away from home, and only 20% spent sixteen or

more years away from home.

Households with internal movers typically had only one migrant, and

only 7.5% of households had more than three migrants. However, a few

households had many migrants and migrants who made repeated moves

within national boundaries.

Except for households whose members migrate en masse, a household

must continue to maintain itself during a migrant’s absence. This can be

difficult and can challenge the organizational skills, patience, and abilities

of those left at home. The dilemma of migration became evident to me

when I had opportunities in 1996 and 2000 to interview several women

who were supporting households in Santa Ana del Valle, Guadalupe Etla,

Santa María Guelacé, and San Juan del Estadowhile their husbands worked

in the United States.

Anita Sánchez described her situation in Santa Ana during the three

years (1996 to 1999) that her husband, Alfonso Martinez, worked construc-

tion in SanDiego, California. Anita and her two children, Gordo and Isabel

(ages two and six at the time), moved into her parents’ home, where they

stayed for nearly the entire period that Alfonsowas away. She described her

situation and living at home as ‘‘less than optimal,’’ but the alternatives—

living alone with no income or living with her mother-in-law—were not

viable options. She also noted that if she had remained at home, the money

her husband returnedwould have gone to feeding her and the children, not

to purchase materials to improve the home. As it was, a good portion of

the remittances she received went to cover living expenses, school-related

fees, and community expenses.

Returning to her parents’ home reduced the pressure on her to use re-

mittances for household maintenance, and she had built-in child care for

her children that allowed her toweavewith her father part-time. However,

her decision to livewith her parents and not hermother-in-lawangered her

husband. He wanted her to stay with his mother or in their new home.

He described her return to her parents’ home as a humiliating moment for
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him. He said, ‘‘I worked really hard to care for her and Gordo and Isabel.

I built this house for them.When they left, it really hurt. I spent so much

time working, I was gone for so long, but she wouldn’t stay by my side—

she just ran home.’’ Luckily, the situation moderated by 2001, and when I

returned to talk with the couple again, they had worked out their differ-

ences. They lived in a new two-story home (built with remittances), they

had a third child, and Alfonso was filling a position in a minor cargo for the

community. Nevertheless, this story also suggests that even as migration is

integrated into local society, there are moments when traditional systems

of support fail. In this case, Alfonso’s decision to migrate did not work out

as planned and created additional stress in the family.

A quite different quality is apparent in the stories I heard from two sis-

ters in Guadalupe Etla. They had married two brothers who, at nearly sixty

years of age, continued to live and work in Mexico City. The brothers had

originally migrated to Mexico City in the 1960s to pursue higher educa-

tion. They received technical training, secured union work, and brought

their young wives to live with them. Over the course of the next forty

years, they moved back and forth between Guadalupe Etla and Mexico

City. As their children were born, the sisters returned off and on to Guada-

lupe Etla. In 1990 the sisters returned to Guadalupe Etla permanently, and

their husbands remained in Mexico City.

The sisters were quite animated and amusing as they described their cur-

rent situation as optimal. ‘‘Look at our lovely house! We have our small

store [a tienda that sells sundries and school supplies near one of the com-

munity’s schools], three of my children live here, and my grandchildren

live here. I am quite happy to be rid of Mexico City and its noise and

bother.’’ ‘‘Nevertheless,’’ I asked, ‘‘don’t youmiss your husband?’’ Señora Ro-

saria laughed for a moment and replied, ‘‘Do I miss him? Not at all. He isn’t

here to bother me, I don’t have to cook for him or clean for him, I don’t

pick up after him, and he isn’t here to wear me out! [Winks.]’’

A poignant story came from Señora Josefina in Santa María Guelacé.

Her husband had left for the United States in 1998 and had slowly remitted

money to her following more or less a bimonthly schedule. Generally, she

could anticipate aboutUS$300 fromher husband everyothermonth. How-

ever, they earmarked the money to cover the costs of building a new home

so that Josefina, her husband, and their daughter (age four) could move

out of the home of Josefina’s mother-in-law. Josefina and her mother-in-

law (María) worked together as tortilleras. The work was hard. They woke

early to get to the mill, grind the maize, and start the fire for cooking.

In a small cane structure they spent several hours in the smoke and soot,
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baking tortillas. Three days a week Josefina hauled several kilos of tortillas

to Oaxaca City, where she sold them in the northeast zonal market. María

stayed homewith her granddaughter. Josefina and María earned about 500

pesos (US$50) a week and were able to cover most of their expenses. María

also supplemented their budget by taking in laundry on occasion. Josefina

used the remittances her husband sent to purchase building supplies in an-

ticipation of his return and hoped that their household would remain free

of any sudden disaster or crisis. Although the situation worked well on

paper, it was very stressful for Josefina, as well as María. Josefina does not

get along well with her mother-in-law, and because she married into the

community, she has no other family in the area. Her exhaustion is evident

as she cooks a meal for her daughter, cleans up for the day, and plans for

making tortillas in the morning.

A final example comes from San Juan del Estado. Señora Alicia Cruz

had sent her husband to the United States in 1999, only about a half a year

before we interviewed her. She described the situation as manageable. She

had three older children, and they helped her with the household.Together

they maintained six dairy cows and produced enough cheese to sell some

locally. She also rented 2 hectares of land por la mitad. The landwas irrigated

and of a good quality. The harvest was expected to provide the household

with nearly a year’s worth of maize. Alicia’s younger children attended

school, and Alicia hoped to send at least one to Oaxaca City for postsec-

ondary education.

Each of the households described above continued to pool resources and

relied upon cooperation to survive. Copingwithmigrationwas an exercise

that the members hoped would maintain and ideally improve their house-

holds. Nevertheless, the situation was never an easy one to manage. A mi-

grant’s remittances often arrive intermittently and amounts fluctuate from

month to month. Husbands who are away from their hometowns grow

lonely, tired, and angry when they think about their families and children

left behind.Wives grow angry as well, for they are burdened with the full

support of their children and must balance the demands of the household

against the fear that their husband may think they were wasteful during

his sojourn. Some households lose members to accidents, and others have

members who disappear. In Guadalupe Etla an elderly woman began to sob

as she described how her daughter simply vanished one day several years

ago, never to be heard from again. Marriages that take place in the United

States or other parts of Mexico can also complicate matters.

Señora Esperanza Villalobos, fifty-three years old, lived in San Juan del

Río and told us about her two younger brothers. Both had left the village
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years earlier forNewYork; shewas not sure ofwhich community they lived

in or if they lived in the city. For several years, they had remitted to her

parents. Both were now married to U.S.-born women, and both resided

full-time in the United States with their families. Although they visit the

community from time to time, they no longer send remittances, because

they are busy supporting their own families now.

A household with migrants who have left is not free of its social obli-

gations and must meet its responsibilities, such as participating in tequio,

cooperación, and servicio. Some households hire replacements to cover their

tequio and servicio. However, the percentages of such households remain

small. Only about 12% of the household heads we interviewed said they

had hired a replacement to cover their tequio, and less than 1% hired a re-

placement to fulfill a member’s election to a cargo or a comite.A relativewho

is asked to take the place of the missing migrant typically fills the gap in ser-

vicio. Fathers regularly serve for their sons, but this is not always a smooth

process. Don Julio, an elderly man in Santa Ana del Valle, spent four con-

secutive years filling positions for his sons who were in the United States.

The work was not hard, but Don Julio had retired from service after many

years spent filling cargos for his household and did not look forward to fill-

ing his sons’ positions. In addition, financial support from migrants living

away from their hometowns, though critical to a community (see Smith

1998), is not equivalent to spending time in a cargo or giving tequio.

Women are now moving into cargo and comite positions throughout the

valleys. In the past, servicio was something that occupied men’s time and

energy and the resources of their households. Men publicly created their

status through this process. Although the status they earned for their work

generalized to their household, the work itself was traditionally limited

only to men. As the number of comites expanded and the people to fill

them migrated, there was increasing pressure to fill the growing list of

positions. In general, population growth kept up with demand, and there

were enough men to fill positions as they came open. Furthermore, as

Frank Cancian (1965) demonstrated in his pathbreaking work in Zinacan-

tán, Chiapas, there was great competition among men at least for high-

status posts; and oneway to move on to high-status posts was to fill lower-

status positions successfully.

Competition for prestige continues to drive cargo and comite partici-

pation in most rural Oaxacan communities. Party-based politics have yet

to penetrate the Oaxacan countryside, and participation in cargos remains

high. Amajority of central valley households (65%) includedmembers who

were currently in a cargo or comite position. Only 2% of households reported
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that members had never served in the cargo system,while 6% had completed

their service and were retired. An additional 8% were ‘‘resting’’ or between

positions. The remaining households (19%) would not comment on their

participation.

Even with the continued importance of the cargos and comites, migra-

tion does draw men away from their commitments to their communi-

ties. A relatively new solution finds the wives of migrants filling the posi-

tions to which their husbands were elected. Women’s participation in

the system began not with migration but with the formation of a series

of relatively low-status comites around family-based programs, including

LICONSA (Leche Industrializada Conasupo, often referred to as the leche

comite because it distributes subsidized milk to families); craft cooperatives;

and educational programs. The experience of women in these comites and

programs served them well as they began to show up in place of their

husbands.

Gloria Martínez, a young mother in Villa Díaz Ordaz, described what

happened in January 1998 when she showed up for a meeting of the comite

del agua potable in place of her husband, Juan, who had been elected to the

position of vocal (voting member) even though he had recently left for the

United States:

I went to that first meeting, and oh my, was it ever quiet!

Everyone was looking at me. I just told them, ‘You don’t

want me here? Well, fine! I’ve got my kids to take care of—

I’m happy to go home. But I’m happy to work too, so stop

staring at me!’ That quieted them down, but they were really

mad about it—they were really mad at Juan. They were

mostly mad that I wouldn’t let them drink. I said, ‘Look, I’ve

got my kids to feed. I don’t want to waste my time.’ And I

think they were too embarrassed to drink in front of me

anyway. Finally they let me stay, and I think we got good

work done.We probably got more done because I was there

and the other members were so nervous! [Laughs.]

gloria martínez, villa díaz ordaz, may 2000

Later I had an opportunity to talk to another member of the comite del agua

potable. He did in fact say that Gloria was a surprise and that the comite’s

members were angry that Juan was not serving in the position to which he

had been elected. He grumbled about Gloria’s presence and that she kept

the entire comite much more serious. However, he also admitted that the
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Women in the LICONSA comite, Santa Ana del Valle. Author photo.

comite probably worked harder and accomplished more because of Gloria’s

presence.

We found that women held minor positions in nearly every community

we visited. In many cases women filled comite slots to which their husbands

had been nominated, but in Santa Inés Yatzeche and Guadalupe Etla, we

met young women who had been elected to fill the position of munici-

pal secretary. Their election reflected their educational status and literacy.

The changes in the comiteswere dramatic and profound and had taken place

quickly. In 1992, I watched community elections held over two days in

Santa Ana del Valle. During a lull in the nomination process, a point at

which nomenwould stand for election, the director of the election process

threatened to open the floor and nominate women. The crowd protested

and laughed, and in any case no women were present. Less then ten years

later, women were filling positions and being named for service.

Finally, we also found that in addition to the cargo systems, cooperación

remains critically important to these communities. Ninety-eight percent

of households reported making regular contributions to community pro-
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grams and projects.These contributions ranged from 50 pesos (about US$5)

to support school programs and road repairs to 500 pesos that some house-

holds contributed toward fiestas and rituals.

In addition to the outcomes that the decision to migrate has for Oaxa-

cans from the central valleys, we also studied the variations in migra-

tion outcomes among central valley communities. Differences in migra-

tion outcomes were quite profound among the communities (table 3.4).

An average of about 47% of any community’s households were involved in

migration. However, when we looked at specific communities, we found

that rates of migration (that is, the percentage of households that have mi-

grant members) varied greatly, as did the destinations migrants chose. San

Pablo Huitzo had the lowest rate of migration of the communities sur-

veyed; 22% of its households had migrant members. At the other end of

the scale, 62% of the households in San Juan Guelavia included migrants.

To capture the diversity of movement, I designed a correspondence

analysis with the aid of Garry Chick, an anthropologist in Pennsylvania

State University’s program in leisure studies. The correspondence analysis

plots the relationships among eleven communities, the four types of moves

made by rural Oaxacans, and the communities and those movements.
2
(Be-

cause we lacked comparable data on movement for Santa Ana, it is not a

part of this analysis.)

table 3.4 migration outcomes by community

Internal

Households Nonmigrant Commuter migrant U.S. migrant

Community surveyed households households households households

Guadalupe Etla �� �� �� �� �	

Santa Inés Yatzeche �� �� � � ��

Santa María Guelacé �
 �� � 	 �

San Juan del Estado �� �	 �� �� ��

San Juan Guelavia 
	 �� �� �� ��

San Juan del Río �	 �� � � �


San Lorenzo Albarradas �� �� � 
 �

San Martín Tilcajete �
 �� � � ��

San Pablo Huitzo �� �
 �� � �

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca �� �� �� 
 �


Villa Díaz Ordaz �� �� � � ��

Total ��� ��	 	
 	� ���
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f i gur e 3.1. Correspondence analysis. (Garry Chick conducted this analysis for an article

in the journal Field Methods; see Cohen et al. 2003.)

The correspondence analysis plots eleven communities and four out-

comes (nonmigration, circuit moves, internal migration, and international

migration) in relation to one another along x- and y-axes. The numerical

values of the axes have no significance. Rather, the placement of migra-

tion outcomes and communities on the plot captures their relationships

and associations. Communities that plot closer together are more similar

(they correspond); communities that plot farther apart are more different

(Weller and Romney 1990). In other words, communities that share simi-

lar migration rates and outcomes—for example, Santa María Guelacé and

Guadalupe Etla—plot close together. Communities with quite different

migration rates—for example, San Pablo Huitzo,where migration rates are

low, and San Juan Guelavia, where migration rates are high—plot far apart.

Similar outcomes also are plotted more closely than different outcomes.

Internal and U.S.-bound migrations plot to the right of the y-axis, and

nonmigrants and commuters plot to the left of the axis.

The four quadrants of the graph capture the particular outcomes or de-

cisions that central valley households make concerning migration. Non-

migrant households plot in the upper left quadrant, and commuter house-

holds in the lower left quadrant. Internally bound migrants (those moving

within national borders) are plotted in the upper right quadrant, and inter-

national migrants (those bound for the United States) plot in the lower

right quadrant.
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Communities plot on the graph in relation to each other and to migra-

tion decision outcomes. Communities that plot closer to the point where

the outcomes intersect—San Juan del Estado, for example—show a more

generalized pattern of migration outcomes. In other words, the communi-

ties toward the center of the plot exhibit a diversity of outcomes and have

similar-sized groups of nonmigrants, circuitmovers, internalmigrants, and

international movers.

Communities that plot farther from the center of the graph show less

variation in migration outcomes for member households. Households in

San Pablo Huitzo, for example, do not migrate at the levels found in other

communities; furthermore, the community does not include a large group

of circuitmovers.Thus San PabloHuitzo plots to the left of the nonmigrant

point on the graph and relatively far from any of the other outcomes.

A community’s relative placement in relation to the four outcomes is

one indication of the importance ofmigration for that community’s house-

holds. San Lorenzo Albarradas, a community where 63% of households do

not participate in migration, plots in the nonmigrant quadrant. On the

other hand, San Juan Guelavia, a community where 62% of households

are involved in internal or international migration, plots to the right of

the y-axis and between the internal and U.S.-bound migration quadrants,

somewhat closer to the reference point for U.S.-bound migration. San

Martín Tilcajete, a community with nearly identical populations of non-

migrant (45%) and U.S.-bound migrant households (43%), plots between

the reference points for nonmigrants and U.S.-bound migrant households.

The correspondence analysis tells us where a community plots in re-

lation to a set of potential outcomes, from nonmigration to U.S.-bound

migration.We need to return to ethnographic and historical data to under-

stand why a community plots where it does.

San Pablo Huitzo is an outlier along the x-axis, to the left of the ref-

erence point for nonmigrant households. However, San Pablo Huitzo is

not a community with an uncharacteristically low rate of migration. In

fact, San Pablo has a rich and complex history of migration that is rooted

in the 1940s, when many households sent members to Mexico City.
3
This

movement was facilitated first by the main rail line that passed through the

community and connected Oaxaca to Puebla and Mexico City, and later

by the arrival of the Pan-American Highway, which passes through village

lands. Today Huitzeños maintain an enclave in Mexico City, and many re-

turn annually to their home village during saints’ day celebrations. Before

bus service was modernized (i.e., through the 1980s, according to infor-

mants), Huitzeños in Mexico City hired a priest and rented several train
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cars to take them and their children toHuitzo to celebrate the community’s

patrón. Now Huitzeños rent buses to make the journey.

A second factor that has limited local movements is Huitzo’s role as a

small magnet city for the area. Although there is regular bus service to

Oaxaca City throughout the day, the community is home to a growing and

diverse market economy that attracts locals from the region. But Huitzo

lacks any centers for advanced training or education; thus students who

want to pursue postsecondary education must travel to Oaxaca City.

San Lorenzo Albarradas is also positioned to the left of the nonmigrant

reference point in the correspondence analysis, because nearly 63% of the

community’s households elect not to migrate. Of the remaining house-

holds, 7% follow local circuits to work and schools in the region, 14% leave

for internal destinations, and 16% travel to the United States.

Unlike San Pablo Huitzo, San Lorenzo Albarradas lacks a long history of

movement and has a limited local market economy. Additionally, although

San Lorenzo is linked by road and bus service to area cities (most notably

the market and political centers of Mitla and Tlacolula), it is an isolated

settlement. Leaving the community is more difficult than it might be in

communities with better access to regional centers and the capital city, and

thus we find fewof San Lorenzo’s citizens following local circuits. Further-

more, because migration is relatively new to the area (the first migrant did

not leave until 1970, and the bulk of migrants left after 1985), migration has

not yet entered a phase where its benefits outweigh its costs (Massey et al.

1994). Finally, San Lorenzo Albarradas is an extremely marginal commu-

nity, as defined by DIGEPO; it lacks adequate services, educational attain-

ment is low, and laborers earn extremely low wages for their work. In fact,

100% of the households we surveyed did some farming every year, and just

under half of all households produced crafts (typically petates, woven reed

mats used for sleeping).

Santa Inés Yatzeche plots along the lower arm of the y-axis, in the U.S.-

boundmigrant quadrant. Like San Lorenzo Albarradas, Santa InésYatzeche

is relatively far from Oaxaca City, and its access to the city is limited. Busi-

nesses in Zaachila, a regional center that borders Santa Inés Yatzeche, serve

the needs of the community, but fewof Santa Inés Yatzeche’s citizens travel

there for labor. Similarly, San Juan del Río is an isolated community that

plots low on the y-axis and includes many nonmigrant households (55% of

the total).

The distance of a community from Oaxaca City negatively correlates

with circuit moves. In other words, members of households in communi-

ties that are farther from Oaxaca City are less likely to follow local circuits
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A typical home in Santa Inés Yatzeche. Author photo.

to the city for work. On the other hand, there is a positive correlation be-

tween distance and U.S.-bound migration: households are more likely to

send migrants to the United States when they are located at a greater dis-

tance from the state’s capital. Additionally, although each community is

linked by bus service to Oaxaca City, that service is not direct. In each case,

commuters traveling to Oaxaca City must switch buses at least once. From

San Lorenzo Albarradas and San Juan del Río, commuters must travel first

to Mitla or Tlacolula and transfer (paying a second fare) to continue on to

Oaxaca. Passengers originating in Santa Inés Yatzeche transfer in Zimatlán,

and those traveling from Villa Díaz Ordaz transfer in Tlacolula. The trans-

fers add both time andmoney to the commutes. Because the costs of circuit

moves are high (as is the time needed to make those moves), households
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in these communities are more apt to consider migration. In the case of

San Juan del Río and Santa Inés Yatzeche, those households that do elect

to migrate typically choose a destination in the United States and do not

invest their time or effort in circuit moves to Oaxaca City.

Several communities in the survey are also known for crafts of one kind

or another. In some cases, craft production is a lucrative activity. How-

ever, craft production generally does not lead to economic growth. Rather

a household can use it to ‘‘make do,’’ and that is what we find in two out-

lier communities—San Juan del Río and San Lorenzo Albarradas—and to

a much smaller degree in Villa Díaz Ordaz.

Mescal (an alcoholic beverage produced from agave plants) and petates are

produced in San Juan del Río. Fifteen percent of the households we visited

produced at least some mescal throughout the year, 43% produced petates,

and 4% produced both. In San Lorenzo Albarradas, 45% of local households

included artisans who produced petates and some cotton textiles. Most of

themescal produced in San Juan del Río is sold for local consumption, as are

most of the petates made in both communities. The market for mescal was

steady in San Juan, and much of the community’s product was sold to bot-

tlers in Santiago Matatlán. Nevertheless, the community was not directly

tied to the boom in mescal in Oaxaca City—mainly because producers in

the town were too far from the city to cash in on the mescal craze. Tourists

who traveled to the coast purchased petates for the beach, but again, sales

were very low. Thus neither craft nor mescal had much effect on the status

of local households or on migration outcomes.

The situation was somewhat different in Villa Díaz Ordaz, where only

11% of the community’s households were involved in craft production. In

Villa Díaz Ordaz, artisans produced woolen textiles as part of a large com-

plex of weaving villages whose economywas centered inTeotitlán del Valle

(Stephen 1991). Production followed a ‘‘putting out’’ model in Villa Díaz

Ordaz, with the majority of textiles going directly to middlemen in Teoti-

tlán del Valle and few sales made locally (see Cohen 1998).The presidente mu-

nicipal of the community believed that the control that Teotitlán del Valle

exerted over the production ofwoolen textiles was effectively forcingmost

Ordázeans out of the market.

A variable that proved to have a significant impact on the decision to

make circuit moves for Santa Inés Yatzeche, San Juan del Río, Villa Díaz

Ordaz, and San Juan Guelavia was ethnicity, or, more to the point, the

presence of Zapotec or Chinantec speakers (table 3.5). Speaking a native

language negatively correlated with circuit moves. In other words, Zapo-

tec and Chinantec speakers were less likely to follow circuits to Oaxaca
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table 3.5 indigenous populations by community

Indigenous

Community population (%)

Guadalupe Etla �.��

San Juan del Estado �.��

San Juan del Río �
.��

San Juan Guelavia 
�.��

San Lorenzo Albarradas ��.��

San Martín Tilcajete �.
�

San Pablo Huitzo �.��

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca �.�


Santa Ana del Valle ��.	�

Santa Inés Yatzeche ��.	�

Santa María Guelacé ��.��

Villa Díaz Ordaz ��.��

City and other regional centers than were Spanish speakers. Neverthe-

less, speaking an indigenous language had no correlation with internal or

internationalmigrations.This suggests that an indigenous identity (defined

through language) carried a stigma in the state, and that stigma affected an

individual’s ability to succeed in Oaxaca.

Indigenous Oaxacans often chose instead to migrate out of the state

or to the United States as a way to escape local prejudice. In other parts

of Mexico, native speakers from Oaxaca were able to blend in with local

peasant populations in an effort to find-better paying wages. In the United

States, native Oaxacans became ‘‘Mexican’’ and could generally join the un-

documented community and lose their indigenous identity.

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, Santa María Guelacé, and Guadalupe Etla cluster

in the nonmigrant quadrant of the correspondence analysis.These commu-

nities are relatively closer to Oaxaca City than other villages surveyed, and

they share a plethora of transportation possibilities for accessing the city—

direct bus service, taxi service, and collectivos (taxis that follow set routes be-

tween hometowns and Oaxaca City). Nevertheless, more than location and

access to the city explains why these communities cluster in the analysis.

Work was a critical factor in the importance of circuit moves to these

communities. Farmers in Santa María Guelacé used their location near the

city to gain ready and quick access to zonal markets and restaurants for

their produce, most notably garlic grown in the village (and 96% of the
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community’s households farmed). Similarly, dairy producers in Guadalupe

Etla supplied area markets with milk and cheese and tended not to migrate

with the frequency of typical households in the area.

Women from San Pedro Ixtlahuaca accessed a different market. Many

of these women had traveled to Oaxaca City to sell tortillas in the city’s

large market for decades. One woman commented that the sale of tortillas

remained constant over time. The biggest change has been the arrival of

bus service, making the 10-kilometer trip between the town and the city

that much quicker.

San Juan del Estado plots to the right of these three communities and

near the point on the graph where the various outcomes intersect. In fact,

San Juan del Estado and Guadalupe Etla showed the most diversity in mi-

gration outcomes. For these communities, Oaxaca City was a place to find

work. Each village was home to a large group of professionals and skilled

workers who made the half-hour commute daily to salaried jobs. For ex-

ample, three households in San Juan del Estado sent members to Oaxaca

City, where they had positions as teachers, while nine other individuals

held professional positions in businesses based in the city. Men in San Juan

del Estado were also employed as taxi drivers and chauffeurs, transport-

ing people between the town and the city. Finally, a large cohort of young

people traveled to the city for advanced schooling at the state’s university

and technological institute. An average of 39% of the households in these

four communities sent children to Oaxaca City for higher education (35%

of the households in Santa María Guelacé and 30% of the households in

Guadalupe Etla also sent students to Oaxaca City).

Guadalupe Etla has excellent transportation services and is a short

twenty minutes from Oaxaca City. The town has a growing economic

infrastructure of its own, with restaurants, small businesses, an archaeo-

logical site (San José el Mogote), and a growing population of Oaxacans

who have left the city to live in Guadalupe Etla’s more suburban, coun-

try setting. In addition, dairy producers in the community did extremely

well for themselves and did not necessarily seek out work in Oaxaca City

or migration. In fact, no dairy producers sent members to Oaxaca City for

work, although half of all dairy producers sent their children to the city

for schooling. Dairy producers tended to limit their efforts to dairy pro-

duction. This was quite different from most rural Oaxacans, who typically

combined at least three different work strategies (usually farming with do-

mestic and unskilled wage labor). Finally, less than half of the households

that were involved in dairy production had migrant members.

San Martín Tilcajete also plots a little beyond the normal range in the
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correspondence analysis. The community falls lower on the y-axis than

most villages, but it is also nearly equidistant between international migra-

tions and nonmigration and near circuit moves on the x-axis. San Martín’s

pattern is explained by the important role of the production of Alebrijes in

the local economy.The sale of Alebrijes is an important source ofmoney for

San Martín’s populace (Chibnik 2003). In fact, as we explored San Martín,

we found that a series of variables proved important to the decision tomake

circuit moves and/or to migrate.

Variables that influenced migration outcomes included the age of the

male and female household heads; the presence of artisans; the amount of

maize a household produced during a year; a household’s weekly expenses;

and, not surprisingly, the presence of migrants in familial networks. Cir-

cuit movers were typically older men and younger women who were not

as likely to be involved in craft production, even though they participated

in farming. Migrants, on the other hand, were typically younger men and

older women who had relatives and friends already living in the United

States or other parts of Mexico. Artisans who were doing well often chose

not to migrate. One owner of a small gallery near the center of the town

remarked, ‘‘Why should I go to the United States? Of course I can earn a

lot of money—but how much do I have to spend? It is just too expensive

to migrate.’’

The last community I want to describe is San Juan Guelavia, where we

found the highest rate of migration: 62% of all households were involved

in some kind of movement. San Juan Guelavia is a Zapotec-speaking com-

munity that functioned as a hacienda during much of the late nineteenth

and early twentieth centuries (see Mendieta y Núñez 1960). The descen-

dents of the hacendados (owners of the hacienda) had continued to live in the

community and controlled a good portion of the land. Informants often

commented on this history and argued the lack of good arable land (par-

ticularly because of the controlling interests of the hacendado) had led to

the rapid rise in migration rates for the community. The number of Gue-

lavians involved in agricultural labor dropped by more than 38% between

1940 and 1990 (from 621 to 386 individuals). Nevertheless, therewas no cor-

relation between land use patterns andmigration. Instead, the linkages that

Guelavians held with friends and relatives who were migrants were the

most important predictors of an individual’s move to a U.S. or an internal

destination.

Circuit moves in San Juan Guelavia coincided with the kinds of work

that individuals pursued. Those community members who sought wage

labor in construction went where jobs were available, whether that was
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Oaxaca City or a local area. San Juan Guelavia was also home to a small

craft industry that produced handmade baskets for sale and export. Unfor-

tunately, the market for the baskets had collapsed, with few sales outside

the central valleys. The rising costs of raw materials had forced many pro-

ducers out of the market.Thosewho remained complained that they could

not earn a wage through production, and for some the alternative appeared

to be migration.

What can we learn from the distribution of the various kinds of moves

and the communities in the correspondence analysis? First, we note that

the moves that households make are not the same. In other words, migra-

tion outcomes have specific qualities. Second, although migration occurs

in each community, the outcomes of migrations vary among the commu-

nities. Third, some communities have similar migration patterns, such as

Santa María Guelacé, Guadalupe Etla, San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, and San Juan

del Estado, whereas other communities have quite different migration pat-

terns and plot as outliers in the correspondence analysis, such as San Juan

del Río, San Juan Guelavia, and Santa Inés Yatzeche.

We cannot reduce these differences, their causes, and where they may

lead to single variables. Furthermore, no common historical or ethno-

graphic thread explains the differences. San Juan del Río, San LorenzoAlba-

rradas, and Santa Inés Yatzeche give the impression that they are more

isolated, poorer rural communities. However, even among these commu-

nities there are important differences. Santa Inés Yatzeche is an indigenous

community, as is San Juan del Río. San Lorenzo Albarradas has lost most

of its citizens who speak an indigenous language. Santa Inés Yatzeche is

within walking distance of Zimatlán, an important market center for the

southern end of the south valley, but does not access that market for wage

work. Finally, Villa Díaz Ordaz, though indigenous, is not in as precarious

a position as other indigenous communities.

It is probably not possible to develop a model of migration that will

concisely explain all of the variation found among households and commu-

nities. It is even more difficult to predict future patterns.We cannot select

a single independent social, economic, or demographic variable. Neverthe-

less, I found that it is possible to use a logistical regression to predict future

trends (Cohen et al. 2003). However, some basic assumptions needed to

be made. First, because the decision to migrate is inherently economic, I

chose economic variables from the 259 independent variables available in

the data set. Second, because 259 independent variables is far too many to

build an effective model, I ran a series of bivariate correlations to deter-
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table 3.6 logit regress ion predicting the likelihood of

migration for rural oaxacans

ß SE

members .�
� .��	

migfrien −�.��
 .���

goodssc .��	 .���

Intercept −.		� .���

X2 ���.�	�

-� Log-likelihood ���.

�

Cox & Snell R2 .���

Nagelkereke R2 .���

N ���

p < .��

Predicted

Are migrants in

the household?

Observed � � correct

Percentage

Step �: Are migrants � ��� �� 
�.�

in the household? � �� ��� ��.�

Overall percentage 	�.�

minewhich variables showed an association with migration but would not

build multicolinearity.

The result was a list of thirteen independent variables, of which three

were significant predictors of migration outcomes:

1. The total of members in the household (members)

2. Ties to individuals with migration experience (migfriend )

3. The goods and appliances owned by a family ( goodssc)

The variable goodssc tabulated the total number of key consumer goods and

appliances present in a household, which included water heater, washing

machine, shower, gas/electric stove, refrigerator, television, radio, vehicle,

computer, iron, and sewing machine.
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The dichotomous variable migpres, ‘‘Are migrants in the household?’’

(where 1 = yes and 0 = no), served as the dependent variable in the model.

With the three independent variables described above, I achieved a 74%

prediction rate (table 3.6). The results suggest that migrants who have

friends and relatives with experience as migrants (or settled in the United

States) will be more likely to migrate in the future; that larger households

are more likely to send migrants; and that households with more resources

will more likely send migrants to U.S. destinations in the future.

I am always surprised when I return to Oaxaca and find someone at

home who had told me that they would never return. Alternatively, I am

just as surprised when a migrant who repeatedly told me he would never

leave his home and family again is gone. It is clear that the decision to mi-

grate is profound and is influenced by variables that include the number of

children a household must support, the networks the households is linked

to, and even the life experiences of the individual in question. However,

the decision is not made with perfect knowledge. Instead, the decision to

migrate is made by households, with the active participation of household

members.The decision takes account ofmember strengths, the household’s

resources, and the community’s traditions. The decision does not always

meet with success. Somemigrants disappear, leaving their families towon-

der what happened. Other migrants return with little to show for their

efforts. Nevertheless, most migrants in the central valleys do succeed and

return home to their families and communities. For those who succeed,

migration is a critical option.Migration is theway to build a home, to fund

a child’s education, and to cover the expenses of community participation.

Roman Hipolito, who works legally in the United States, mentioned the

sweetest possibility to me one afternoon, as we watched a basketball game

in Santa Ana:

Well, for me, you know, all I want is a satellite dish and my

beers. I want to come home in a few years and just retire.

That would be perfect. I’ve got my papers, and here I’ve got

my home. So when I’m sixty-five, I’m going to sit here and

collect my social security and enjoy my grandkids.

roman hipolito, santa ana del valle, may 1993
4
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Today—well, today, young people are under the illusion that

they can get everything if they will just go north. They go

north, they work, and then they will have something to buy a

nice house, a nice car. But they won’t come back, maybe for a

fiesta, but they won’t come back.

señora luisa espinosa, santa maría guelacé,

june 2000

I spent twenty-eight years in a little adobe house. Then my

husband went to Mexico [City], where he worked selling foods

with his patron. They worked hard, selling beans, maize, and

sugar in their store. He sent money home, he visited, and we

had children. He would come home and then leave again. We

built this home, but it was not easy. I had my children, my son

and daughter. We sent them both to the city [Oaxaca City] to

learn, and he kept traveling to Mexico.

señora flora bautista, san juan del estado,

may 2001

Our kids were grown and looking for work, and there was just

nothing here for them. They needed work and money for their

own families. So our sons left, and our daughter left too—she’s

in Oaxaca [City], working in a small store. Our sons have

been in the United States for five or six years. They send back

money, but only a little, maybe 1,000 pesos [about US$100]

every year. They have their own families to worry about. They

bought trucks and fixed their homes.

antonio martínez and francisca ávila,

san juan guelavia, june 2001
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My two sons have spent many, many years in the United

States working. I went there too, first in 1956, when I was only

eighteen. I worked as a bracero, and I built this house. Now my

sons are there and living with a cousin. Me, I’m here all

alone—my poor wife passed away years ago. The boys send

money home regularly, and I built them each a home [waves to
two empty two-story homes just off the main home], but look
at them—they are so sad and empty.

valeriano garcía, santa ana del valle, 1996

In chapter 3 we explored what migration and circuit moves looked like in

the central valleys, andwe noted household patterns and community varia-

tion as rural Oaxacans head for destinations in Mexico and in the United

States. In this chapter we ask, what motivates the moves.Why are so many

rural Oaxacans ready to sacrifice their home life and family in order to mi-

grate? The obvious answer is that most Oaxacan migrants take to the road

because they cannot find well-paid wage labor at home. To cover the costs

of daily life, people leave their hometowns and head for the border.

Most central valley Oaxacans are more than happy to join in the grow-

ing global market, and thus household heads must juggle the demand for

goods and services at home against the lack of wagework locally. Migrants

are aware that there is little potential for economic growth locally, and

they want, or at least perceive that they need, better homes and luxury

goods, education for their children, and money to invest in small busi-

nesses. Therefore rural Oaxacans leave for Oaxaca City and its booming

tourist market, for Mexico City, and for the fields of Sonora and Baja Cali-

fornia, or more often they leave for a job in the U.S. service industry. Once

they have settled, migrants begin to send money home—they remit to

their households. Money flows home mostly by wire and at a high cost

to the migrant, but it flows, and millions of dollars are returned to the

state’s rural communities.
1
Sons and daughters remit to parents; husbands

and wives support their children, households, and communities. However,

remittance patterns, like migration patterns, are quite varied. Although

some migrants remit regularly and follow a neat schedule, others remit in-

frequently or sometimes not at all. It is also important to remember that

receiving households are not consistent in the ways they use remittances.

This chapter focuses on the outcomes of migration and asks, what are

the costs and benefits that come from the moves that rural Oaxacans make?

I begin with a review of the debate over what remittances mean for rural

Oaxaca. Can remittances stimulate development and growth? Or does mi-
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gration build dependency? Does it rob a community of its able-bodied

workers, replacing them with high expectations for local growth that can-

not be met? And what can we learn concerning this debate, given remit-

tance patterns in the central valleys? The second part of the chapter con-

siders these issues in terms of what we have learned in Oaxaca.

understanding remittance

practices

The debate over the positive and negative outcomes of mi-

gration and remittance practices is framed by two compelling arguments.

On one side are scholars who note the costs of migration and the lim-

ited effects of remittance use (see Rempel and Lobdell 1978). This school of

thought points out that remittances are used to purchase consumer goods

and to cover the costs of daily life and therefore do not contribute to local

economic development. On the other side are scholars who argue that the

analysis of remittance outcomes is unduly pessimistic and does not take

account of household development, the social impacts of remittance be-

havior, and the strategic ways in which migrant households deploy their

remittances to cover daily expenses as well as limited investments (see, for

example, Taylor et al. 1996a).

Scholars who argue that migration is a costly decision with few posi-

tive outcomes tend to focus on the economic dependency that migration

creates. Dependency in this sense means that rural sending communities

throughout the developing world become ‘‘dependent’’ upon labor mar-

kets, economic cycles, and wages in the developed world for their well-

being. In some cases, jobs are exported to the developing world, such as

those in the maquiladoras (factories) along the U.S.-Mexican border. These

factories attract rural migrants from throughout Mexico to their low (but

substantially higher than local) wages. Alternatively, in the case of interna-

tional migration, foreign labor markets attract migrants. In this situation,

rural communities become little more than centers where surplus labor can

be stored until it is needed (Wilson 2000).

Stuart and Kearney (1981) argued the dependency position. They main-

tained that U.S.-bound migrants from the Mixteca of Oaxaca (the moun-

tainous region west of the central valleys) created economic dependency

in sending communities and, in the process, jeopardized these local com-

munities and local social systems.
2
Brana-Shute and Brana-Shute (1982) de-

veloped a similar model for the Caribbean, asserting that most remittances
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returned by migrants in the United States were spent on consumer goods,

real estate, and housing. Furthermore, they stated that the loss of migrants

to destination communities was an additional negative impact, one that led

to ‘‘brain drain’’ as a region, a community, or even a country watched its

able-bodied, young adult workers leave for the promise of higher wages in

the United States and western Europe (see Guidi 1993; Rubenstein 1992).

Rural communities and their populations become lost in these increas-

ingly dependent systems. Young adults who want the goods and services

they perceive to be the trappings of ‘‘modern’’ life must migrate to find and

afford them. In rural Mexico the result is an illness, ‘‘migrant syndrome,’’

which addicts rural youth to the ‘‘drug’’ of U.S. cultural and consumer

goods.
3
In such a situation, local development cannot take place. Migrants

can build homes and water systems and even sponsor fiestas, but if they do

not return home, what is the point? A local system cannot survive if it is

built around the very young and the very old and the majority of adults are

missing.

Sometimes in an interview an informant can say what we anthropolo-

gists miss. In this case, Valeriano García, a former presidente municipal in

Santa Ana, found the words that expressed the pessimism of dependency.

In 1993, I spent a few afternoons with him, collecting his life history. He

had spent several years working in the United States, first as a bracero in the

1950s and later as an undocumented migrant, working in agriculture and

the service industry of Southern California. Over the course of our inter-

views, I learned that he had used the money he saved to build a beautiful

home, to educate his sons, and even to defray some of the costs of hold-

ing high office in the village. Nevertheless, he saw migration as a negative

force. For him, too many young men and women were leaving the village.

Too few returned to the village, and of those that did return, few stayed

long enough to participate in the cargo system. Over a dinner of beans and

rice, he summarized his position in the community for me. ‘‘Look at me,’’

he said. ‘‘Look at me. I’m an important man in this town. Like all those

others. . . . But what am I really? I’m like a big tom turkey; I can dance

and show my feathers, but only right here, only right now. I’m nothing

beyond right here.’’ It was a sad commentary and one with which I was

not entirely comfortable. Nonetheless, Don Valeriano’s position resonated

with me.

On the other hand, some scholars believe that migration can have posi-

tive effects or at least can play a positive role in local social life. Richard

Jones (1998) makes the important point that migrant remittances often act

as an effective safety net for people who exist outside of the scope and pur-
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A tienda with remittance transfer services, Guadalupe Etla. Author photo.

view of the state, who lack local wage work, and who are ignored by the

international movement of capital and commerce. Jones uses the example

of Mexico and argues that migrant remittances are critical to the survival

of rural communities. Nevertheless, he cautions that class or classlike dif-

ferences can divide rural communities along socioeconomic lines and tem-

per the effects of remittances. Dennis Conway and I (1998) made a similar

point, suggesting that remittances inMexico and the Caribbean could have

an important positive effect on households, but that success is often tem-

pered by the evolving status of households as they develop over time (see

Cohen 2001).

Durand and Massey (1992), working in Zacatecas, Michoacán, and Gua-

najuato, found that although the bulk of remittances typically go to daily

household expenses, home construction, and the purchase of consumer

goods, enough remittances go to other kinds of investments that they have

a substantial impact on public work projects. Remittances can also contrib-
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ute to a household’s economic security and access to liquid capital (Taylor

et al. 1996a, 402).

The impacts of remittances change over time. As migration grows more

common and less risky, and as sojourns lengthen and remittances continue,

outcomes tend to move from negative to positive (Taylor et al. 1996a, 405).

Taylor (1992) tracks these changes in rural Mexico, noting that remittances

to rural households between 1982 and 1988 went from having a negative

effect on overall income levels (that is, they brought down a household’s

total income) to having a positive effect (increasing incomes). Specifically,

in 1982 every dollar returned by migrants was worth less than US$1 to the

migrant’s household. By 1988 the value of every dollar returned to a house-

hold was nearly doubled and brought US$1.85 of goods and services to that

household.

Smith (1998) makes the same point for communities in Puebla and adds

that migrant associations can have profound effects on sending commu-

nities. Not only do these groups finance local public works projects, but

they also support the arts and culture, sending money home to cover the

costs of fiestas and school construction. In addition, the political impact of

migration and remittances can be profound. Besides returning money to

households and communities, migrants also bring back new ideas and can

at times capture the attention of the state, as Rivera-Salgado (1999) showed

in his work withMixtec migrant associations in California. Thus the social

impacts of migration can be nearly as important as the financial impacts

(see Goldring 1998; Kearney 2000; Levitt 1998; Orozco 2002).

A final concern with the outcomes of migration and remittance prac-

tices is whether remittances destabilize local social systems and contribute

to increasing economic inequality between migrating and nonmigrating

households. Massey et al. (1994), in their analysis of continuity and change

in nineteenmigrant communities, asserted that again wemust pay close at-

tention to time as we investigate changes in social and economic inequality.

The authors found that status differences betweenmigrant and nonmigrant

households are initially quite significant, but that over time they will mod-

erate. Moderation and a decline in inequality should come as the risks and

costs of migration decline. Early sojourners are typically from resource-

rich households, which can cross the border without undo concern over

the costs and risks of movement. As migration becomes a more common

occurrence, the costs and risks of movement should decline, and the pool

of potential movers should in response increase and grow more diverse. A

more diverse migrant pool should ideally lead to a decline in differences
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among migrant and nonmigrant households, as it becomes relatively easier

for nonmigrant households to join the flow of migrants to national and

international destinations.

oaxacan realities

Oaxacan communities lack anything but the most rudimen-

tary of infrastructures.What can remittances accomplish in such a setting?

In a household like that of Antonio Martinez and Francisca Avila, where

there is no work for growing children, what options are available locally?

Does brain drain matter in a place like San Juan Guelavia? And what about

local economic development? What does it mean when rural communi-

ties cannot turn to the state for support but must ask member households

to pool their resources and invest in local infrastructural projects? Given

these questions, can we discern patterns in Oaxacan movement that argue

for dependency or development?What domigrant remittances actually ac-

complish? Are younger households more likely to use remittances for daily

expenses and home improvements, while older migrant households invest

in businesses? Finally, what about the migrant pool itself ? Is it growing

more diverse?

remittance practices

in rural oaxaca

RuralOaxacans in the central valleys are clear about the place

and role of migration in their lives and communities.We asked thirty mi-

grant and nonmigrant household heads in Guadalupe Etla, San Martín

Tilcajete, and San Juan Guelavia to rank five motivations for migrating to

the United States, using a Likert-type scale (Bernard 2002, 308).
4
The five

motives for migrating that we asked informants to rank were taken from

discussions and interviews we had conducted over three field seasons:

1. To find work

2. To better a family’s living conditions

3. To allow a household to save money for a future investment

4. To purchase a specific item

5. To have an adventure
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table 4.1 frequency scores for migration

motivations

Why do people migrate? Frequency score

To find work �.����

To improve the household �.����

To save for the future �.��	�

To make a purchase �.�	��

To have an adventure �.���


Note: n = �� respondents.

Migrants and nonmigrants ranked ‘‘to better a family’s living condi-

tions’’ as an extremely important motive for migration (see table 4.1 for

frequency scores for each variable).
5
In fact, 79% of respondents ranked it

most important, and 96% ranked it first or second as a motive for migra-

tion. A majority of informants (70%) also responded that they would use

migration as a way to find work. Only 25% of respondents ranked saving

money for future investments as an important motive for migration, and

just 27% ranked purchasing a specific item as a reason to migrate. Most

interesting was that 60% of respondents believed that an adventure was an

inappropriatemotive formigration; only 5% (all of whomwere individuals

with migration experience) believed that an adventure was a good reason

to migrate.
6

The importance of migration for Oaxacans seeking wage-paying posi-

tions is clear when we look at the kinds of work that are available locally.

We found that 71% of area households rely at least in part on farming to

make a living. Nevertheless, only 41% of that total (174 of 420 households)

earned enough from farming not to send circuit movers to Oaxaca City or

migrants to internal and international destinations. In fact, there is little

that Oaxacans can do locally if they want to earn a living wage. Although

60% of paid farmworkers (individuals working on other people’s land) stay

within their natal villages and do not seek wage work outside the com-

munity (earning on average about 50 pesos, US$5, a day), most workers

whether unskilled or skilled must seek positions in Oaxaca City or be-

yond. Only 11% of professionals, 28% of teachers, 25% of skilled workers,

and 32% of businesspeople, paid domestics, and unskilled laborers (con-

struction workers) find wage work within their home communities. Thus

circuit moves and migration are critical for obtaining work.

A second question, also using a five-point Likert-type scale, asked in-
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formants to rank the ways in which they might use migrant remittances.

We gave informants the following options:

1. To cover daily costs of living

2. To cover shortfalls from local wage work

3. To construct or improve a home

4. To cover educational expenses for children

5. To participate in local fiestas

6. To make specific purchases

7. To purchase land

8. To purchase stock animals

9. To save for future use or investments

10. To pay for medical expenses

Here the responses clustered around specific outcomes (see table 4.2 for fre-

quencies).Themajority of informants ranked covering the costs of living as

the first (81%) or second (9%) most important reason to migrate and remit;

building or improving a home was also ranked as the first (30%) or second

(40%) most important reason to migrate and remit. Informants considered

migration and the resulting remittances to be an important source of cash

for a household, and many of them ranked using migration as a means to

cover shortfalls in income first (36 percent) or second (45 percent). Mi-

table 4.2 frequency scores for the potential

use of remittances

If I received remittances,

I would buy/pay for . . . Frequency score

Costs of living �.	��

Work security �.�
�

Home construction/renovation �.���

Education �.���

Fiestas −�.���

Large purchases �.�	�

Land purchases �.���

Stock animal purchases �.���

Savings �.���

Medical care �.���

Note: n = �� respondents.
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A traditional kitchen, Santa María Guelacé. Author photo.

grating to secure the money necessary to cover fiesta expenses ranked low

for all informants, and no one ranked it as a first or second priority. Instead,

13 percent of informants were neutral about using migration as a means to

cover fiesta expenses, and the rest maintained that it was an inappropriate

practice.

Saving remittances for investment in a business ranked somewhat higher

but received only mild support, with 50% of informants ranking it as an

appropriate secondary use of a migrant’s remittances. Thirty-six percent

of informants ranked migrating to earn money for a specific purchase as

second or third in importance, and 20% thought that migrating to earn

money for medical expenses was also somewhat important.

When we asked informants to rank specific remittance outcomes, the

results were largely consistent with our questions concerning motivations

for migration.We asked informants to rank ten possible outcomes or uses

for their remittances again using a five-point, Likert-type scale. The out-

comes informants ranked included the following:

1. To cover daily costs of living

2. To construct or improve a home

3. To cover educational expenses for children
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4. To make specific purchases

5. To save for future use or investments

6. To pay for medical expenses

Here, too, responses consistently focused on consumption and construc-

tion as viable and important uses of remittances (see table 4.3), with

92% of respondents ranking ‘‘to cover daily costs’’ as the most important

use of remittances. Purchasing land and investing in business earned the

most diverse responses, and using remittances to cover ritual expenses re-

ceived the most negative response (65% chose it as an inappropriate use of

remittances).

The responses of informants to these general questions concerning their

motivations for migration and their plans for their remittances paralleled

the actual uses of remittances we collected in our survey for the central

valleys rather well. In our surveys, we first asked informants if migrants

returned remittances. We then asked informants to describe the schedules

that migrants followed for returning remittances and to describe how their

remittances were used. Finally, we asked informants to tell us how much

money they received in remittances and how remittances were transferred

to households from other parts of Mexico and the United States.

Households used remittances in much the way they talked about them

in the abstract, with most remittances going to the cover the costs of daily

life and the construction or improvement of households (see table 4.4 for

actual uses). However, therewere some differences. First, in the abstract, no

table 4.3 frequency scores for the specif ic uses

of remittances

Specific outcomes

of remittances Frequency score

Food �.	��

Building materials �.	��

Education �.�
�

Purchases �.���

Business investments �.		�

Medical services �.���

Note: n = �� respondents.
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table 4.4 how remittances were invested

No. of

Remittance use responses
a

No remittances received �� (��%)

Daily expenses �
	 (��%)

Home construction/renovation 	� (�	%)

Education �	 (�%)

Purchase of domestic items �� (�%)

Ritual expenses 
 (�%)

Health care � (�%)

Purchase of agricultural/farm goods � —

Business startup and expansion �� (�%)

Land purchase 	 (�%)

Other �	 (�%)

a
Total is less than ���% because of rounding

one commented that a household might not receive remittances. In prac-

tice, we found that just over 13% of migrant households that commented

on their remittances practices acknowledged that some migrating mem-

bers did not remit. Nonremitters included new migrants who had not yet

found work or had yet to cover the expenses of their trips. Second, in the

abstract, health care and education figured as more important uses of re-

mittances than either did in reality. Finally, no one said they were saving

remittances for future emergencies.

The household heads we interviewed spoke hopefully of the future and

of the money they anticipated that their children and spouses would soon

return. Nonremitters were usually migrants who had established families

in the United States or other parts of Mexico and were preoccupied with

their own finances to the exclusion of their natal households. Typically,

informants would explain the loss in terms similar to these:

Our sons left years ago, and for a while they sent money

home. But over time the money slowed down. Now we get

something here, something there, but the boys have their

own families and their own problems. They don’t send

money any longer.

doña antonia matadamas, san juan del estado,

may 2000
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This finding was not a surprise and follows what Lowell and de la Garza

(2002, 20) assert is a typical pattern of decline.

Households that acknowledged receiving remittances used them for two

specific practices. First was the daily support of the household, and second

was home construction or renovation. In total, 44% of migrant households

reported using at least some of their remittances to cover daily expenses

(food, transportation, clothing, and so forth), while 17% also used remit-

tances to cover the costs of home construction and renovation. A small

group, just over 5% of central valley households, used some of their re-

mittances for business startups, just over 1% invested their remittances in

land, and less than 1% used remittances for farm-related purchases.

Covering the costs of food, clothing, transportation, and incidentals was

included with every other remittance use category, except for the purchase

of agricultural/farm goods.We found that 77% of the migrant households

that earmarked their remittances for business startup and expansion still

used some of those remittances for daily expenses, and 71% of migrant

households that used remittances to cover land purchases also used remit-

tances to cover daily expenses. Additionally, 100% of the households that

used some of their remittances for health care also used some of their funds

to cover daily household expenses. The point here is that rural households

depend upon remittances for their daily success, and only a very few house-

holds can earmark more than a small portion of their remittances for use

in areas other than daily expenses, purchases, and business startups.

remittance practices and

community differences

Theways inwhich central valley households use their remit-

tances argue for what dependency advocates would characterize as nonin-

vestment outcomes. Remittances go to cover the costs of living, the pur-

chase of consumer goods, and the improvement of living standards rather

than to support economically viable businesses and/or the creation of local

wage labor alternatives. However, a more complex set of outcomes and

possibilities is apparent if we break down remittance use patterns by com-

munity (table 4.5).

First, covering daily expenses was important in each community and

accounted for much if not the majority of all remittances, no matter the

location. However, with the exception of San Pablo Huitzo, Santa Inés

Yatzeche, Santa María Guelacé, and San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, at least 10% of



table 4.5 remittance use by community (%)

Home Purchase Purchase

No Daily construction/ of consumer Business Land of farm Ritual Health

Community remittances expense renovation Education goods investment investment goods expenses care Other

Villa Díaz Ordaz �� �� �� � � �� � � �

Guadalupe Etla � �� �� �� � � 	

Santa Inés Yatzeche �� �� � � � ��

San Juan del Estado �� �� �� 
 � � � � � � 


San Juan Guelavia 
 �� �� 
 � � � � �

San Juan del Río �� �� �� � ��

San Lorenzo Albarradas �� �	 �� � �

Santa María Guelacé 
 �� 
 
 �

San Martín Tilcajete �� �� �� �� � � � � � �

San Pablo Huitzo 
� �� ��

San Pedro Ixtlahuaca � �� � � �� �� ��



Migration, Socioeconomic Change, and Development 113

remittances went to home construction and renovation expenses. House

building and renovation are not true investments, for they do not contrib-

ute to market expansion or foster profits in the household. Nevertheless,

many families used their new and renovated homes (or at least rooms in

these homes) as workshops/galleries or tiendas (small dry-goods stores).
7

This was particularly true in Guadalupe Etla, where the local economy

was growing partly because urban Oaxacans were relocating to the village.

Home building and renovations also fostered the growth and expansion of

local contractors—the small firms that did the building and planned the

renovations (Adelman et al. 1988; Massey et al. 1998). In most villages, we

found that at least one if not more households had opened small firms to

meet the demand for home building and renovation services.

A second pattern that was clear in the community-based data was the

large percentage of migrant households that did not receive remittances in

Santa Inés Yatzeche, San Martín Tilcajete, and San Juan del Río. In Santa

Inés Yatzeche, 35% of the migrants who had left the community did not

remit regularly; in SanMartín Tilcajete, 31% of the migrants did not remit;

and in San Juan del Río, 21% of the migrants did not remit.

The history of movement may explain the relatively higher percentages

of nonremitters in these communities. First, as the migration process ma-

tures and as migrants age, remittance rates tend to fall. Lowell and de la

Garza (2002, 19) note that remittances decline by an average of 2% for every

1% of additional time migrants stay in their destination communities. At

the same time, migrants who are among the first to leave a community and

are in the early phases of their sojourns face more risks and costs as they

cross the border (Massey 1990).

Migration in SanMartínTilcajete has a long history. It dates to the 1930s

and has continued through each decade since,with a steady flowof newmi-

grants throughout the late 1970s, the 1980s, and the 1990s. Thus migration

has had plenty of time to mature in the village. Alternatively, Santa Inés

Yatzeche and San Juan del Río have much shorter histories of migration.

The first migrants left Santa Inés Yatzeche in 1988, with the bulk leaving

only after 1998. In San Juan del Río the first migrant left in 1985, with the

majority of migrants leaving only after 1994. Sojourns were also quite a bit

longer for migrants who originated in San Martín Tilcajete, averaging just

under 9 years, whereas migrants from Santa Inés Yatzeche averaged only

about 3.5 years away and San Juan del Río’s migrants, just under 5.5 years.

These trends suggest three reasons why San Martín Tilcajete’s migrants

were less likely to remit. First, migrants had been away from their com-

munity long enough for the ties to their households to have weakened
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substantially, thus reducing the pressure for remittances; and second, the

history of migration in the community was long enough that virtually all

households were linked to migrants, so the overall utility of migration had

declined. Furthermore, nearly anyone from the community could travel

to the United States if necessary, rather than depending on remittances

(Massey et al. 1994).

Migration in Santa Inés Yatzeche and San Juan del Río was still rela-

tively new and included a much smaller population. Migration had not yet

reached a point of equilibrium, and the costs of migration remained high.

Thus remittances were limited by the combined effects of the relatively

smaller total number of years that any one migrant spent away from the

natal household and the limited history that migration had in the commu-

nity in general.

Cultural concerns also affect migration and the lack of remitting in San

Martín Tilcajete. Because migration is relatively less costly in San Martín

Tilcajete, nearly anyone who wants to leave the village can elect to do so.

Individuals whowant to ‘‘exit’’ their household and give up their member-

ship face few limitations if they do so (see Hirschman 1970). Several of the

household heads we interviewed complained about abandonment by chil-

dren and described migration in largely negative terms. Additionally, the

success of San Martín Tilcajete’s artisans meant that migrants were under

less pressure to remit and could migrate for reasons other than the support

of their families. In fact, some households noted that people from the com-

munity migrated not to find work but instead to find markets for locally

made crafts and to sell those crafts directly to consumers.

A third pattern is reflected by the diversity of remittance use patterns

that we found in several communities. San Juan del Estado and San Martín

Tilcajete had the most diverse patterns of remittance use, followed closely

by San Juan Guelavia and Villa Díaz Ordaz, whereas San Pablo Huitzo was

the least diverse in remittance patterns. The diversity of outcomes likely

relates to the history and size of the migrant pools in these communities.

These communities had large migrant pools, histories that included mi-

grants leaving in the first half of the twentieth century, and migrants who

had been away for more years than average (although the length of stay is

short in Guadalupe Etla). San Martín Tilcajete was home to the first mi-

grant in the sample who left the central valleys in 1930. San Juan Guelavia’s

first migrant left for the United States in 1941. Migrants from San Juan del

Estado joined this slow but steady flow of migrants in 1956. San Martín

Tilcajete’s very healthy craft economy also allowed migrant households to

be more creative with their remittances.
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Business investments were highest in San Pedro Ixtlahuaca, San Juan del

Río, and Villa Díaz Ordaz, but the total percentage of remittances given

over to business was small (about 8% of the funds returned). Business in-

vestments reflected different opportunities in each village. Households in

San Juan del Río used some of their remittances to enter the mescal mar-

ket, while families in Villa Díaz Ordaz invested in craft production. In San

Pedro Ixtlahuaca, businesses were growing to serve urban Oaxacans who

entered the village as they built new homes.

remittance incomes and

household expenses

In general, we have noted that the remittance practices in

the central valleys, whether we focus on households or communities, tend

to be concentrated on uses associatedwith daily life and consumption,with

a much smaller percentage of remittances going directly to business invest-

ments. A question that comes to mind, given these patterns, is, just how

much money are we talking about? In general, remittances were not large

for the area.

Migrants traveling to national destinations remitted on average just over

700 pesos (US$70) a month over a seven-year period. However, one-half

of all national migrants remitted no more than 100 pesos (US$10) a month

over a three-year period. There was also a difference between the remit-

tances returned by migrant men and women. Although migrant men re-

turned an average of 650 pesos (about US$65) a month, women returned

just 500 pesos (US$50).

Remittances from migrants traveling to U.S. destinations averaged just

over US$300 a month over a six-year period, but again one-half of those

migrants returned no more than US$200 a month for only about one year.
8

Migrant women who moved to the United States also typically remitted

less than migrant men did. The women remitted US$130 a month on aver-

age, while migrant men averaged US$280 per month. This difference re-

flected the lower wages that women are paid for their work, even though

about half of all the men and women surveyed found jobs in the service

industries; and it also reflected the fact that 12% of the men surveyed had

found relatively higher wages (up to US$20 per hour) working in con-

struction. Finally, migrant women were expected to care for their migrant

households, and this added domestic work took time away from the jobs

they could hold.
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Mostmigrants who are in theUnited States have several potential means

through which they can remit. In the past, before the advent of electronic

wire service, many migrants hoarded their savings and carried them home

in their pockets.The dangers of such a system are obvious and include theft

as well as loss. Nevertheless, older migrants who began their migrations in

the 1950s and 1960s often continued to carry their savings home. Younger

migrants typically chose to wire money home, and the majority of mi-

grants used Western Union. Most market towns in the central valleys and

some of the communities we surveyed hadWestern Union offices or a bank

that could handle a wire transfer. But such transfers are extremely costly

for the migrant, with fees ranging as high as 20% of the total transfer (see

Martin 1996). A few migrants said they would give money to a friend and

ask him or her to deliver it home.We did not encounter any migrants who

said they had been victims of theft on either side of the border, but it was

a constant point of concern and tension for migrants and their families.
9

Migrants who stayed in their destination communities for more than a

few years earned a good deal more than the average migrant did (although

the mean is about US$500 a month, 75% of all migrants return less than

US$400). Migrants who remitted more than US$500 a month tended to

stay in the United States for more than five years. Internal migration pat-

terns were similar. Internal migrants who remitted more than 1,000 pesos

a month were involved in moves that took them away from the central

valleys for no less than six years, and some continued to work as migrants

for up to thirty years.

What do these remittances mean for area households? We asked in-

formants to estimate their weekly incomes (not including remittances),

as well as their weekly expenses. We were able to check at least some of

these estimates against responses we received concerning wages and in-

comes from work. Expenses for area households were harder to estimate,

but wewere able to ask community leaders what services and commodities

cost in each village.

Weekly incomes for area households ranged from a low of nothing (6%

of households) to highs of 3,000 to 7,000 pesos a week. High-income

households (3% of area households) included professionals from San Juan

del Estado and Guadalupe Etla, a butcher living in Guadalupe Etla who had

spent time as a migrant, and artisans in San Martín Tilcajete. Still, weekly

incomes averaged just over 700 pesos, with half of all households making

no more than 600 pesos. There were little average income differences be-

tween migrant and nonmigrant households. Incomes for migrant house-
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holds averaged 769 pesos a week, while nonmigrant households averaged

715 pesos a week.

Weekly expenses ranged from nothing to 6,000 pesos a week. A family

with no income laughed when I asked them about their weekly expenses.

‘‘What do we spend in a week? Whatever God will give us!’’ said Marco

Martínez in San Juan del Estado. ‘‘I make what I can, but too many weeks

I don’t earn a thing. Weeks like that I’ll trade my time for food or cover

someone’s tequio to earn a little.’’ Households like theMartínezes are the ex-

ceptions; only about 5% of area households stated that they had no expenses

for theweek during which we surveyed them. Just under 2% of households

reported that they spentmore than 2,000 pesos a week on food, transporta-

tion, utilities, schooling, and so forth. The average for area households was

just over 400 pesos a week, with half of all households spending no more

than 300 pesos a week. Expenses for migrant and nonmigrant households

were quite different. Nonmigrant households spent on average 405 pesos

a week on their expenses, whereas migrant households spent an average

of 553 pesos a week. Combining this information with data from incomes

showed that migrant households tended to earn a little more per week than

nonmigrating households did (not including remittances), but migrating

households also tended to have somewhat higher expenses. The addition

of remittances, even if we use a low estimate such as US$200 a month over

a year, greatly enhances the economic strength of a migrant household.

remittances and investment

So far we have noted that the majority of remittances go

toward daily expenses and home construction, but what about the small

group of households (about 8% of the total) that invest their remittances,

start or expand businesses, or purchase land and farm implements for com-

mercial agriculture? Martín Gutiérrez, a fifty-year-old widower and father

of five from San Juan Guelavia, described what can happen when a migrant

is able to use some of his earnings for business. ‘‘When I was young, I went

to the United States to build my house. I worked as a carpenter for a lot of

years, and I saved about 4,000 pesos, which I used to build this house.’’ As

Martín’s sons grew older, they replaced their father as migrants.

My two younger sons left last year, and they send 100 dollars

each monthly. The other has stopped sending money. The
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balance of migration is negative, because the migrants are in

danger and they learn terrible things. It is better if kids stay at

home in their villages and work. I have to work hard to take

care of our family and organize our expenses. When my older

son helped, it was easier. I saved much of his money for

building his home. My daughter used some of that money to

start her beauty salon.We bought a little pump to get water

too. To save money, we are buying used clothes. . . . My

neighbors helped my sons get to the United States. They gave

them gifts to cover their expenses, and they fed them while

they traveled.

martín gutiérrez, san juan guelavia,

december 2001

Señor Gutiérrez’s story is not surprising. Migrants often leave their home

with serious goals in mind, and most migrants, even if they do not use

their remittances for investment, are at least thinking about the possibility.

Furthermore, migrants use some of their remittances as investment capital

once they have covered immediate expenses, constructed or renovated a

home, and sent children to Oaxaca City for their continued education.

Migrant households that planned to invest some of their remittances

sent on average two members—and as many as four members—to the

United States. Migrants from these households stayed in the United States

much longer than the typical Oaxacanmigrant from the central valleys, and

their sojourns averaged 12.5 years.Most of thesemigrantsmade two trips to

the United States rather than the more typical single sojourn, and 31% (7 of

22)made three to six trips to theUnited States. Finally, investment-minded

migrants remitted at rates much higher than did the average international

mover.The seventeen households that described themselves as planning for

business startups and expansions averaged remittances of about US$200 per

month over the course of their entire migrations.

The expenses and exigencies of everyday life make it hard to hoard re-

mittances and save them for future investments.
10
Internal migrants who

remitted more than US$400 a month were involved in moves that took

them away from the central valleys for no less than six years, and some con-

tinued to work as migrants for as many as thirty years. Some households

consciously decide to use their remittances to purchase goods that they

could not consume, such as construction materials, goods to fill a small

store, or a yunta that could be rented for farmwork and hauling.

Households that planned to use their remittances to start or expand a
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business tended to be smaller (with five or fewer members) and to own

substantial amounts of land (nearly 3 hectares on average). The houses of

these families also tended to be smaller but built of brick or cement instead

of adobe, with finished concrete floors, tile roofs, and kitchens that include

gas stoves and sometimes running water.

Business opportunities in central valley communities are quite limited,

and as noted above, most of these communities lack the infrastructures to

support economic investment and expansion. The marginal costs to start a

business, particularly something that demands access to utilities and water,

are quite high. Thus households that want to use remittances to invest in

businesses tend to establish small stores, beauty salons, repair shops, taxi and

trucking services, restaurants, and, in Guadalupe Etla and San Pedro Ixtla-

huaca, Internet cafés.
11
Other households invest in agriculture or land and

farm implements. One household in Santa María Guelacé used remittances

to purchase a yunta. ‘‘I can earn 500 pesos a day renting out my yunta dur-

ing planting and again during the harvest,’’ Arturo Sáenz told me during an

interview in 2000. Three households (two in San Juan del Estado and one

in San Pedro Ixtlahuaca) used a portion of their remittances to hire agri-

cultural workers. Don Arturo Martínez of San Pedro Ixtlahuaca reasoned,

‘‘Well, I pay these guys 50 pesos a day [500 pesos a week for two workers]

for a few weeks here and there, but my son sends us about US$500 every

other month.’’ The result will not make Don Arturo’s household wealthy,

but Don Arturo does not work as hard and he can use his son’s remittances

to put the household ahead.

remittances and community

development

The increase in wage labor and remittances and in the

amount of cash present in area households has led to an increasing reli-

ance on cooperación in central valley communities, according to local infor-

mants.
12
The importance of cooperación and community-supported devel-

opment cannot be overestimated.The arrival of electricity in the 1970s and

paved roads in the 1970s and 1980s, as well as the expansion of water systems

and sewers at present, were brought about largely through the efforts and

resources of rural populations.The state sometimes supports rural develop-

ment through programs like Solidaridad;
13
however, the bulk of themoney

needed to finance most projects continues to come from rural households.

Development is not easy to organize in rural Oaxaca. Often what seems
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like a sensible goal to one set of households appears as little more than folly

to another. One older man from Santa Ana talked to me about the arrival

of electricity in their community in the 1970s:

It was extremely hard to bring electricity to the town.

The leaders and the elderly members of that time resisted

electrification for many years. I can still recall the voice of

my jefe: ‘Why do I need more than a candle?’ and ‘what will

a light accomplish but make us waste even more of our

money?’ It was a difficult period and one when we struggled

for a long time.

eliodoro garcía, santa ana del valle,

january 1993

Citizens throughout the central valleys continue to debate whether public

services should be extended, whether water systems should be expanded,

and how best to install sewer systems. Each of these changes costs money,

and usually funds are collected locally and requested from households in

the form of cooperación. The money for projects promoted by community

leaders is hard to find locally. One elderly man said, ‘‘Oh my, we used to

cooperatewith a peso or 2 or 10, but now it is 100 pesos here, 50 pesos there.

It really adds up!’’ The importance of cooperación is evident in its many uses.

Cooperación is collected for projects that range from the simple to the com-

plex, from supporting after-school programs for youth to digging a sewer

system. Community events, such as village-wide fiestas, are also funded

in part through cooperación.Most household heads recalled participating in

three or four episodes of cooperación a year; however, some wealthy house-

holds would contribute more often, while poorer households lacking in-

comes would often negotiate to make their donations in kind rather than

in cash. Of the households we talked with concerning cooperación (n = 349),

we found that 76% participated by contributing an average of 400 pesos for

the last collection organized in their community. There was little differ-

ence in the rates of contribution between nonmigrant and migrant house-

holds; 76% of 165 nonmigrant households and 75% of 184 migrant house-

holds participated.Nonmigrant households averaged higher payments over

time than their migrant counterparts did; however, the difference was not

significant.

Cooperación is not a motivation for migration; rather cooperación is one

way that households use remittances. In fact, although a fewmigrantsmen-

tioned that the savings from their migrations made it easier for them to
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participate in community government (cargos and comites), in interviews

no one said that service alone was a sufficient motivation for migration.

Migrants asserted that an added benefit of remittances was to be able to

support community expenses occasionally. The exception to this rule were

several older men in Santa Ana del Valle, San Martín Tilcajete, and San

Juan Guelavia who were serving in cargos and used remittances from their

children specifically to cover the expenses of their offices.

A second concern is whether migration may reduce participation in

community government, even as cooperación supports local development.

Several informants voiced this concern and stated that migration was chip-

ping away at local cargo systems and reducing levels of servicio among citi-

zens. The presidentes municipales of San Juan del Estado maintained that mi-

grationmade it hard for them to find volunteers to fill positions in the local

civil hierarchies.We also heard similar complaints from citizens concerning

migration during interviews. In an interview in 2001, Guadalupe Sáenz of

Santa Inés Yatzeche commented, ‘‘We used to be very united. We used to

work together. Now we don’t work so hard or together. No one comes for

tequio. Everyone is busy, and everyone has a business. The authority won’t

call tequio.’’

Despite such stories, we found no relationship between migration and

a decline in service participation throughout the valleys.We collected ser-

vice records for 219 households. Migrant and nonmigrant households were

evenly divided, with 42% of nonmigrant and 45% of migrant households

participating in their systems. And for the 174 households for which we

were able to collect detailed records of service, there was again little dif-

ference between migrant and nonmigrants.

discussion and conclusion

I began this chapter by asking why Oaxacans from the cen-

tral valleys are ready to sacrifice their home lives for an opportunity to mi-

grate. I suggested that the easy answer was that they are looking for work

and hoping to improve the status of their households.The data presented in

this chapter make this position quite clear. Rural Oaxacans talk about their

migration decisions as built around two key concerns: the need for wage

work and the hope of a better life at home. Their actions emphasize just

how important these two factors are when it comes to migration decision

making. No outcome colors the choice of migration more than their per-

ception that a better life can be found through migration. Thus husbands
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and wives travel to national and international destinations in an effort to

earn incomes that are not available locally. Migrants to the United States

are able to secure jobs that pay well more than the wages they might find

locally or in Oaxaca City. They send home whatever they can, minus the

fees and service charges.

Remittances tend to go to cover a household’s immediate daily expenses.

This is certainly the case for the households we encountered. In general,

rural Oaxacans from the central valleys are making short-term, almost

commuter-like migrations. Typically, they stay in the United States for a

year, perhaps two, and then return home. Furthermore, the majority do

not remain in the United States long enough to amass or remit the kind

of money that would have a long-term effect at home. Rather, remittances

supplement what are generally lower weekly incomes, and they make it

possible for the nonmigrating members of the household to survive and

perhaps even enhance their situations. Remittances also support home con-

struction and renovations, but again the returns are short-term and typi-

cally do not extend beyond the construction project.

We found a small group of migrants whose remittances go to invest-

ments. These migrants spend more time as migrants but are able therefore

to remit more and for longer periods. Nonmigrating members of these

households have time to adjust their activities and redistribute their ener-

gies to cover for migrating members. The pressure to adapt is less intense

for the nonmigrantmembers whenmigrants leave for short-term sojourns.

They know that the migrants will not be gone for long (usually no more

than a year), and rather than learning a new repertoire of coping skills, they

can hold on until their migrating member returns.

Given the patterns that we found among migrants in terms of their

remittance practices, what can we say about dependency and develop-

ment? The outcomes of migration in the central valleys appear to share

more with a dependency model than with the more positive develop-

ment model. Wage positions are not available locally, and the majority

of workers, whether skilled or unskilled, must leave their hometowns for

work.The outcome for the central valleys is that locals leave to escape their

communities and what they perceive to be a lack of employment oppor-

tunities at home. Migrants do not want to leave—at least that is what we

heard in our interviews—yet they have few choices. Where can a profes-

sional find work in a community with no industrial base? He or she must

go to Oaxaca City or migrate—there are few alternatives.

Remittances also followwhatmight best be thought of as a ‘‘dependency

trajectory,’’ with the bulk going to support daily expenses, construction,
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and the purchase of consumer goods rather than investments in business,

land, or the like. However, the remittance patterns also show some positive

signs. Rural Oaxacans use their remittances to support the improvement

of their communities, and they invest in the development of water deliv-

ery systems and sewer service, among other infrastructural improvements.

Better homes with finished floors and modern kitchens also have impor-

tant health outcomes for the rural populace; although we do not have con-

cise evidence in terms of health status, informants describe the situation

as improving rapidly throughout the central valleys. Finally, communities

continue to rely on traditional systems of organization to manage civil life

in their communities. Cargos, tequio, and cooperación remain quite viable in

each village we visited. We noted that, in general, migrant households are

as equally involved as nonmigrant households in these systems.

We can also ask about the migrant pool. Is it more diverse than in the

past, and are the costs of migration declining, thus allowing more migrants

to leave? Althoughmigration has increased rapidly in the region, it remains

an expensive proposition, particularly for households whose members are

not well connected tomigrants who either already live in destination com-

munities or can at the very least supply contacts there. Thus the pool of

migrants is more diverse than it was twenty years ago. However, from a na-

tional perspective, it is not as diverse as we might expect, and many house-

holds cannot afford the costs and risks of migration. The exceptions are

communities like San Juan Guelavia, where migration has a longer history

and where migration and remittance practices are more diverse.

Finding the key to understanding whether dependency or development

will rule the day in the central valleys is likely only possible through the

continued analysis of migration and remittance practices over time. Mi-

gration has come to dominate social affairs only in the last few decades. It

may be a few more decades before we can be sure of the trajectory of these

outcomes. The extremes are obvious. Rita López, a widow in San Lorenzo

Albarradas, emphasized the negatives that haunt migration for most rural

Oaxacans: ‘‘Being a migrant is not in general a good idea. It is very risky,

and migrants learn bad habits, like taking drugs and joining gangs. They

forget their homes and families.’’ On the other hand, there are many if not

more households whose members have had good migration experiences

and see the evidence daily as they enjoy their renovated, two-story homes

with running water and satellite television.



Five NONM I G R AN T

HOU S E HO L D S

I don’t have much experience with migration to the United

States. I would like to go and earn some money to support my

family, but I cannot. . . . How can I afford it? I have nothing!

[Shrugs and laughs.]
julio méndez cruz, guadalupe etla, january 2002

You know, I am happy here. I have my store [a papelería—
stationery and paper goods store—with the only copying

machine in the village], and I think we do well. My brother, he

went to the other side and came back. He helps my parents, but

I have done this [built the store] myself. I am not interested in

migrating; I do not want a husband or children. I just want to

do my job. I serve the village, and I am proud of what I

have done.

claudia lópez, san juan guelavia, january 2002

Migration is really contradictory, a great contradiction. If you

manage to earn some money, you won’t come home. Or you’ll

start to drink or waste your money. So what is the point? I

don’t want to leave my family without support. I don’t want to

travel so far, and if I did, and if I earned some money—well,

then, I would have to pay back the coyote [smuggler] for maybe
six months or a year, and I won’t save any money. If I do save

some money, I’ll just spend it in a month or two, so then I have

to go back. It is not for me.

ramón villa, san juan guelavia, january 2002

A focus onmigration patterns and remittance uses in the central valleys can

make it appear that these communities are rapidly depopulating as people
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leave for national and international destinations. Newspaper, radio, and

television reports, talk on the street, even the casual comment at a pro-

fessional meeting, typically focus on migration and suggest that Mexico

is becoming a country whose rural communities act as nurseries on the

one hand or senior centers on the other. Although there are communities

throughout the country where this is the case, many ruralMexicans choose

to remain in their hometowns.

Given the pull of jobs in the United States, the lack of wage labor at

home, and the desire to better a household’s material and social status, why

did about 40 percent of the central valley households we visited choose not

to migrate?
1
This chapter looks at why Oaxacans remain in their home-

towns. Three elements frame and influence the decision to migrate: the

social networks available to the household, the socioeconomic status of the

household, and the natural resources of the community.

Most studies of migration note that kin ties and social networks are

critical to successful movement, and that is certainly the case in Oaxaca. In

fact, as will become clear in the next section, social contacts based in kin-

ship and friendship are central to the decisions of most migrants and the

lack of such networks limits nonmigrants.

A second important element is the socioeconomic status of the house-

hold. It is hardly surprising that poorer households, lacking incomes and

without resources (whether social or economic), do notmigrate.More sur-

prising are those households that are relatively comfortable by local stan-

dards and yet choose not to migrate. There is also a group of households

that have relatively high incomes and control enough resources to make

migration unnecessary.

Julio Méndez Cruz’s household is a good example of the first group. His

household lacks connections to migrants and is too poor to afford the risks

and costs ofmigration. Poor households cannot organize the resources nec-

essary to cross the border, and they may even lack the resources to cover

internal movements. The problem is not just that they lack the money to

cover the costs of movement; they also lack the social networks that are

crucial to successful migration. Crossing the border and finding a job are

daunting tasks even for the migrant with the resources necessary to sup-

port his or her movement. To a household that lacks economic resources

as well as social capital, crossing the border can seem nearly impossible.
2

The household of Claudia López and Ramón Villa is an example of the

second group—they hold the resources necessary to migrate, yet they elect

to remain at home. Households like these are able to choose their path.Mi-

gration,whether to an internal destination or to the United States, is a pos-
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Women selling vegetables in Santa Inés Yatzeche, 2002. Author photo.

sibility, but it is not inevitable. These households control enough resources

to cover daily expenses and earn enough to be comfortable. These are not

wealthy households and they may not be extremely successful; neverthe-

less, they do not need the supplemental income that migration might offer.

These nonmigrants live well, according to their own standards. Migration

may be an option in the future, but for the moment, they do not concern

themselves with the risks that come with national or international moves.

A smaller set of households is able to move beyond being comfortable

and to become quite successful without migrating.Typically, thesewealthy

nonmigrant households have parlayed landholdings, dairy production, and

local business accomplishment into the kind of success that makes migra-

tion unnecessary.

The Delgado-Morales household from Santa María Guelacé is a good

example of this third group. The household includes five members, all of

whom contribute labor and pool resources. The male household head and

two sons are involved in agriculture, farming 5 hectares of irrigated land.

They produce vegetables for sale, and grow about half of the maize they

need for the year. The female household head, Doña Antonia, and her

daughter are involved in domestic work around the home. Three times a

week, Doña Antonia travels to local markets to sell produce.The key to the

household’s wealth is the sale of animals, including yuntas. Don Gregorio,

the male head, is known for training yuntas, and his teams bring a high

price. By pooling their efforts and carefully managing their resources, the
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household not only survives but also has grown wealthy without turning

to migration.

Geography and natural resources are also critical to migrants and non-

migrants. As was noted in chapter 3, distance is a critical factor to circuit

movers; communities that are closer to Oaxaca City can access the city and

its labor market far more easily than distant communities. Thus one would

expect that nonmigrants in a place like San Pedro Ixtlahuaca make their

decision to ‘‘stay home’’ because they can travel to the city to find work.

People in a community like Santa Inés Yatzeche or San Juan del Río are in

a different situation. Because the trip to Oaxaca City is long and expensive,

migrating may be a better decision, and in fact, this has happened.

A focus on nonmigrants helps us gain a sense of the role of migration

in the central valleys. It also helps us determine just what migration is at a

theoretical level. In this sense, understanding why households do not mi-

grate is as important as understanding why other households do migrate.

First, nonmigrant households share kin and communal networks, cultural

traditions, social practices, and community resources with most migrant

households, and these resources are fundamental to any household’s suc-

cess (Conway 2000, 207). Second, examining the management of assets in

nonmigrant households offers a material and socioeconomic foundation

upon which we can understand the linkages (or articulations) that char-

acterize transnational space for migrant households (Basch et al. 1994, 81;

Kearney 1996).

When I started my investigation of migration in Santa Ana del Valle in

1996, I assumed that I would find a high rate of out-migration and the de-

velopment of strong transnational networks. These networks would link

migrants from Santa Ana to destinations in the United States and would

be much like the patterns discovered by Runsten and Kearney (1994) in

their study of Mixtec farmworkers (see also Rivera-Salgado 1999). How-

ever, I did not find a strong sense of ‘‘transnationalism’’ among Santañeros

with whom I worked. Rather, I found that Santañeros were moving be-

tween their home village and the United States for economic reasons, and

the links between village and individual migrant were built largely around

kin ties.

To better understand what migration and transnationalism mean in the

central valleys, I added data from eleven other communities (the data pre-

sented in this book).The results emphasized the rapid increase inmigration

from the central valleys in general, as Oaxacans sought regular and higher

wages for their work. I also found that kin networks were a cornerstone of

much migrant achievement. In other words, the social networks that tied
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table 5.1 frequency scores for perceived

impediments to migration

Perceived impediment Frequency score

Family �.		��

Work �.�
�


Village �.���	

Age of the migrant �.�		�

Health of the migrant �.�
�


Migrant is a woman �.�	�


Parents’ concerns �.����

Costs of migration �.����

Dangers of crossing border �.��



Note: n = �� respondents.

migrants together and to their sending households were vital to success in

the United States. Critical to understanding these networks is the fact that

they are based in ties of kinship, not community. Thus we can perhaps ar-

gue that, at the household level, rural Oaxacans from the central valleys are

transnational.Whether their communities fall into that category as well is

still to be discovered.

The importance of social networks is clear if we examine their place

in the decision to migrate. When we asked twenty-nine household heads

to use a Likert-type scale to rank items that might hinder migration, we

found that family was critical (table 5.1).

We found that 58% of rural Oaxacans believed that a family’s status (the

strength of its social networks and resources) was a very important factor

that could help or hinder one’s decision to migrate; 25% of the remain-

ing households ranked these concerns as the second most important factor.

Other factors that informants ranked as impediments to migration were,

first, a fear of the border and the risks of crossing into the United States

(ranked as most important by half of the informants) and, second, the age

of the migrant. Migrants were ideally younger, not older, men. The costs

of migration and the limits that a job might place on a potential migrant

were also considered important.

In contrast, the protests of one’s parents ranked lower.Only 17% thought

that parents’ concerns were the most important factor that might block

their decision, 21% said theywere of secondary importance, and 21% had no

opinion concerning their parents’ role in migration decisions. The remain-
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ing informants responded that the opinions of their parents had little or

no bearing on their decisions. Other factors that might impede migration,

but were less important to our informants, included a migrant’s health and

gender (women should not migrate as much as men), but opinions about

these factors were more varied. Finally, the needs of a community did not

factor as a very important impediment.

The nature of the social relationships that we found among most mi-

grants, linking them through kinship and friendshipwith migrants already

settled in a receiving community, confirmed the importance of those re-

lationships. We found that of the 275 households that included migrants

traveling to internal or international destinations, 64% (or 177) described

themselves as having close friends or relatives who were migrants. Only

25% said they lacked any connection to other migrants when their first

members left for an internal or international destination.

When we asked migrants to describe their sojourns, 60% of U.S.-bound

migrants (70 of 118) mentioned the important role that an already estab-

lished relative played in making their decision as to their destination.These

connections proved slightly more important for women than men.We also

found that 89% of the nonmigrating households lacked familial ties to cur-

rent migrants or a strong friendship with an experienced migrant.

To understand the relationship of migrant to nonmigrant households

in the central valleys, we need to look beyond macroeconomic issues, such

as the push and pull of labor markets, to various kinds of local assets that

migrant and nonmigrant households can bring to bear on their decision-

making process (see Faist 1997 and Fischer et al. 1997, 77). Local assets in-

cluded the following resources: sociodemographic (education, household

networks, family status, age of members); economic (work and careers,

savings); cultural (the values and practices that inform decision making);

environmental and geographic (natural resources and access to them); and

community based. None of these assets is shared equally among a commu-

nity’s households. Thus we need also to return to the issue of social in-

equality and how a lack of access to wealth and power can limit migration

for households, while local success makes migration pointless for others.

By the start of the twenty-first century, 62% of San Juan Guelavia’s

households had a least one member with internal or international migra-

tion experience. In contrast, in San Juan del Estado, about 45% of house-

holds had sent migrants to national or international destinations, and in

Guadalupe Etla only 30% of households included migrants. To understand

why anywhere from 40% to 70% community’s households opted to stay

home even with the allure of good wages and plentiful work in the United
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States, I focus on the assets that three nonmigrating households bring

to their decision making. The first example is a nonmigrating, marginal

household from San Juan del Estado. This example is contrasted with an

average nonmigrating household from San Juan Guelavia, and a successful

nonmigrant household in Guadalupe Etla.

I classify the San Juan del Estado household as marginal because it lacks

land and has no wage laborers and therefore no regular sources of income.

Its members hold few kin or communal ties (the heads do not act as god-

parents, for example), they hold low-status positions in the local cargo sys-

tem, and the male household head uses labor to cover communal expenses

that would typically be met through monetary contributions. The second

household, from San Juan Guelavia, is characterized as average because it

holds some land (about a hectare), and its members combine farmwork

with wage labor to cover expenses. The household is embedded in kin and

community networks, and its members hold minor positions in various

civil cargos and act as compadrazgos for a few families. Like most households,

this one is able to cover its daily expenses with limited savings. There is

usually some money to make the occasional luxury purchase, although it

is also possible that a crisis will sap resources and stress support networks. I

describe the household from Guadalupe Etla as successful because it holds

substantial high-quality land and includes a number of wage earners em-

ployed in various fields. Furthermore, the household uses its place in kin

and communal social networks (particularly the cargo system and the spon-

sorship of godchildren) to increase and earn status within the community.

In San Juan del Estado, I interviewed the Martínez household as one

of several follow-ups to surveys in the community. This household could

not migrate and existed on the margins of the growing market system

that characterized rural life in the village. The household included Don

Marco, Doña Flor, Inés (Flor’s mother), and two young children. Poor

health forced Inés to settle with her daughter and son-in-law after having

spent nearly two decades in Mexico City working as a live-in domestic.

Her experience in Mexico City brought no resources to Marco and Flor’s

household. Rather, Inés was now a burden on the household because of her

health.

The resources available to the household were limited. The household

owned no land, and Marco farmed a quarter of a hectare of wetlands (not

irrigated land but land with a high water table) por la mitad. Flor took in

laundry and ironing, earning about 50 pesos a week for her efforts. Inés

brought no savings to the household and did not work. She owned a sew-

ing machine, however, and when she felt well, she took in minor work
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repairing clothing. Marco and Flor’s daughters (ages four and six) were too

young to effectively add any labor to the household. Both were in school

full-time.

I asked Marco, Flor, and Inés to describe their expenses for me. Marco

replied, ‘‘Expenses? How can you have expenses if you don’t have an in-

come? We do not have any money. We have to ask for help, and God

willing, we make it. But we really don’t have anything.’’ He added, ‘‘My

mother-in-law, she used to live away, but now we are taking care of her.

She needs medicine, but we can’t buy it, and here she is a widow—who

will take care of her? Really, we just don’t have anything.’’ When I asked

the couple how they covered the village’s bimonthly charges for water and

electricity, Marco answered, ‘‘I do extra tequio—I trade my service in the

community to cover that. But sometimes the electricity is shut off because

we can’t pay for it. Other times we borrowmoney to pay—maybe 50 pesos,

but I usually trade my time.’’ The situation was the same for water service:

‘‘When we cannot pay for water, I go to the river [below the house] and

carry buckets for cooking.’’
3

Trading labor to cover the costs of utilities is not a bad short-term solu-

tion. However, it does carry social consequences. Much of a household’s

social status and community standing is defined by its members’ partici-

pation in local social institutions. These include participating in the sys-

tem of cargos, paying cooperación, and performing regular service in tequio.

Using tequio to cover weekly or monthly costs removes the reciprocal basis

of its original social contract and emphasizes the economic marginality of

Marco’s household.Thus, one outcome of Marco’s actions is to increase the

asymmetry that separates marginal and successful households in terms of

wealth, status, and standing in the community.

A lack of resources alsomeans that households inmarginal positionswill

hold only low-status positions in low-status cargos and comites. For Marco

this has meant a series of positions as a topil (a person who provides infor-

mal security for the town) or a vocal (a voting member with no leadership)

on a minor committee, the casa de salud (health clinic).

Later in the survey, I asked Marco, Flor, and Inés to talk a little about

migration. Marco responded, ‘‘How can we afford to migrate? I have my

children to feed; I have my wife and my mother-in-law. I can’t leave them

alone. Even if I did, where would I get the money to get across the border?

Who would help me? Where would I live? I can’t do it. I don’t even think

about it.’’

Inés talked about her time in Mexico City. She had worked as a servant

for a family in the district, earning a very low wage, none of which she



132 The Culture of Migration in Southern Mexico

was able to save. ‘‘I went when my poor husband died,’’ she related. ‘‘I had

nothing to do and I was very young, so I left my daughter [Flor] with my

mother and I went to Mexico City. I spent twenty years there. Can you

imagine? Twenty years working my fingers to the bone, and now what

have I to show for my time? A sewing machine and bad health!’’

The lack of able-bodied workers in marginal households like this one

can limit potential income, wealth, and status throughout periods in the

developmental cycle of domestic groups. However, we should not assume

that marginal households grow out of their predicament as their children

mature and become effective workers.

The challenges facingmarginal households cannot be explained by using

a Chayanovian crisis model, in which problems are solved as the worker-

to-consumer ratio improves.
4
Rather, the situation is one in which the

marginal household lacks assets (social, cultural, economic, and political)

and will have few if any opportunities to gain additional assets to respond

effectively to anything more than daily maintenance (Durrenburger and

Tannenbaum 2002).

The situation that marginal households like Marco and Flor’s face every

day—a struggle to put food on the table and to maintain a modest home—

pertains to about 18% of the nonmigrating households we surveyed. These

households have few resources (that is, they lack land, own few consumer

goods, and have few linkages to other households as defined by kin and

compadrazgo ties), and they often face crises at home (usually a death, an

accident, or, as in Inés’s case, a medical crisis) that quickly consume any

resources and stress network supports.

However, the majority of nonmigrant households (about 58% of the

households surveyed) own land and fill wage jobs that provide the money

needed to purchase goods and services that members want. They maintain

social ties with other households that effectively establish them in local and

sometimes regional, national, and transnational flows. For a few house-

holds these connections become the basis for successful economic growth

and for earning local status and prestige.

San Juan Guelavia is a town that looks as though it has seen better times.

Most of the streets are unpaved and there are few satellite dishes and even

fewer cars in the town. San Juan Guelavia was once home to salt producers

and basket makers who traded their goods throughout the valleys using the

local rail line that passed through the community, linking it with Oaxaca

City and Tlacolula (Mendieta y Núñez 1960). Today no salt is produced,

and basket making is in steep decline. One basket maker commented, ‘‘It

just isn’t worth it. You have to find carrizo [reed]. It doesn’t grow here any-
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Vendor in Tlacolula, May 2002. Photograph by Margaret Fox; reproduced

with permission.

more; we don’t have enough water. And carrizo costs a lot of money. No

one buys the baskets either. Before, we would export even to Arizona, but

not now.’’

There is arable land in the community, but it is largely unirrigated.

Townspeople regularly told us that Guelavia suffers from a lack of usable

resources (see Mendieta y Núñez 1960, 279–280) and, because of increased

migration, a lack of skilled workers. It is interesting thatMendieta y Núñez

(1960, 321) found little migration as recently as 1957, when he conducted

his study. He noted that young men and women traveled occasionally to

Oaxaca City to work as domestics or to seek additional education.
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Even though migration is common in San Juan Guelavia, not everyone

elects to migrate. Some cannot, for reasons similar to those noted in the

example of Marco and Flor’s household. For others, the decision to stay at

home is made carefully and is balanced against what are perceived as the

costs and risks of migration.

Amador Méndez, who is fifty-eight years of age, heads an extended

household that is typical of nonmigrating households in the community.

It includes eight other individuals: Amador’s wife, Consuela; their son,

Cornelio (age twenty-seven); their daughters Lupe (twenty-two), Rosa

(twenty), and Antonia (nineteen); Cornelio’s wife, María (twenty-six); and

Cornelio and María’s two young children. The family farms a hectare of

temporal land and grows assorted vegetables and enough maize to cover

about a fourth of their yearly demand for tortillas. Money comes from

raising animals and renting yuntas. Amador described the situation: ‘‘I can

recover my costs for the house and expenses by raising and selling cows,

pigs, yuntas, sheep, and goats. I use some of our corn to fatten my pigs, and

then I take them toTlacolula to sell. Every year I take [two teams of ] yuntas

to sell in Tlacolula. I sell them and buy new yuntas to train.With my son I

rent out my team—I can earnmaybe 300 pesos a week [during the planting

season], 300 pesos!’’

Amador and Cornelio also work irregularly as day laborers in town,

building homes and additions. Occasionally Corneliowill travel to Oaxaca

if he hears about potential work on a building site. This work can earn

up to about 60 pesos per day. Lupe and Rosa work in Oaxaca, where they

have jobs as domestics. They are each paid 200 pesos a week plus room and

board (see Howell 1999). They travel to Guelavia to spend their days off

and to bring their salaries to their mother, who keeps track of the house-

hold’s assets. Antonia travels to study accounting in Oaxaca City and helps

Consuela and María with housework.

When I asked Amador if hewould think about migrating, he answered,

‘‘I cannot afford it. I don’t knowwho to talk to, and wherewould I go?’’ He

described the border and migration to the United States in negative terms.

He did not object to the process, but he was not sure of the outcome: ‘‘My

father was one of the first people to go to the States. He went in 1943 as a

bracero. But to work now, you need a patrón, you need papers. It is a way

to earn a lot of money, but it is hard. I see what happens. People leave and

they don’t want to come back, or they want to change everything. . . . I

would rather see jobs come here and not suffer like those poor souls that

cross, only to be treated badly.’’ Amador, Consuela, and their household
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have the resources to carefully weigh the risks of migration and what they

see as questionable success against the guarantee of low but steady wage

labor. The issue is not one of whether there is money to cover the costs

of migration, for in fact there is. Rather the issue is whether risking that

money makes sense.

Although the household continues to pool its resources and manage its

affairs with enough money to cover daily expenses, some entertainment,

and the occasional luxury item, there is little reason to migrate. If Cornelio

and María decide to establish an independent home, the balance may shift.

Particularly for Cornelio, migration to the United States might become

an important alternative. A second factor that adds to Amador’s status—

and therefore increases the assets and resources the household can turn to

in times of stress and crisis—is his continued service to the community

through tequio, cooperación, fulfilling cargos, and family’s sponsorship of a

mayordomía in 1991.

The third example comes fromGuadalupe Etla, a town that shares many

qualities with San Juan del Estado. Most of the streets are paved, there is

a booming local market system, and Oaxacans who are relocating from

the city have started a small land boom in the area. We interviewed two

families who were in the process of selling land they had gained during

agrarian reform in Guadalupe Etla (see DeWalt et al. 1994). Farming and

dairy production are important in Guadalupe Etla. The twenty households

that reported keeping dairy cattle averaged four cows and earned up to 500

pesos a week.

In Guadalupe Etla, I encountered a household that was able to use its

strengths to climb the local status ladder, as well as to carve out a niche for

itself in the growing market system that links Guadalupe to Oaxaca City

and beyond. Carlos Pérez (age fifty-three) and Virginia Cano (age fifty-

one) livewith their two sons, twenty-five-year-oldMiguel and seventeen-

year-old Guadalupe, and their two daughters, fifteen-year-old María and

twenty-year-old Carolina. Virginia’s mother, Soledad (age sixty-seven),

also has lived in the household since her husband died some years ago. The

household pools its resources not only to maintain itself but also to in-

vest in higher education and business. Don Carlos divides his time between

fieldwork (his irrigated plot produces about a year’s worth maize for the

family, in addition to some alfalfa, beans, and squash) and renting his 3.5-

ton truck for deliveries. Carlos earns a minimum of 150 pesos per delivery

and manages between six and ten deliveries a week. This situation is far

different for Carlos from the one he knew as a child:



136 The Culture of Migration in Southern Mexico

We used to be so poor in this town [Guadalupe Etla], we

didn’t even have shoes, and we used our harvest to feed

ourselves. . . . But my poor, departed father, he suffered for

me and my sisters—he was never satisfied with his life, and

he suffered. He would go to Etla to work or to buy and sell

goods. He would make a few pesos, a few centavos, but he

would take the extra harvest and sell it in Etla or he would

take firewood to sell. He saved for us, and when I was old

enough, I was able to help him . . . the way my son [Miguel]

helps me. It is correct—he helps his papa.

Miguel and his brother, Guadalupe, both work with Carlos in the field

and as assistants with the truck rentals.Virginia is occupiedwith the house-

hold but also earns a small income as a seamstress. In the house, her mother

lends a helping hand, as do María and Carolina. Miguel’s wife, Susanna,

lives with him in the household and contributes by helping Virginia with

housework and occasional sewing. María and Guadalupe attend the In-

stituto Tecnológico de Oaxaca, where each pursues a bachelor’s degree in

business. Guadalupe says, ‘‘It was my mom’s idea for me to go . . . but I

like it. I want to earn my degree and then find a job in Oaxaca [City],

maybe working for a delivery service.’’ María has no definite plans yet for

her future but has hopes to be a store manager.When she is not in school,

she works in a papelería and brings her salary back to the household.

No members of the household have ventured farther than Oaxaca City

in search of work.When asked about migration, Carlos stated: ‘‘Well, over

the last years it has really grown, but it isn’t something I would recom-

mend. . . . What if you go away for five years? Your wifewill suffer for you,

and your children won’t be satisfied with what they have. In my opinion,

migration is not worth the time or suffering. . . . And the obligations you

have to the community? You have to pay for that! And what about food?

What about the cargos? It isn’t worth it, not for me.’’

Carlos and Virginia have invested time and effort supporting the com-

munity. Carlos has served on a series of committees, and Virginia has

worked in LICONSA. The couple also contributes cooperación and gives

tequio as necessary to community projects and programs regularly. Their

sons have served as topiles.

In the last year, Carlos was asked to serve as the head of a minor com-

mittee (for electricity). For the first time, Carlos declined to serve on a

committee and instead paid 5,000 pesos (about US$500) for a substitute to
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take his place. He will still get credit for the position; however, he is free

to pursue his growing delivery business.
5

Carlos’s use of money to cover the social costs of cargo service contrasts

clearly with Marco’s use of labor to meet household expenses in his mar-

ginal situation. However,whereMarco’s labor takes the place of themoney

he should use to cover expenses, Carlos is able to use his savings to gain

more time and create opportunities to earn more money. In each case, the

trade emphasizes socioeconomic asymmetries that are growing in what are

traditionally based and socially sanctioned reciprocal acts.

Given the examples above, immobility is perhaps not the best term to

describe the ways in which ‘‘stay-at-homes’’ and nonmigrating households

respond to their situations. Although themajority of these households have

not yet seen members travel to other parts of Mexico or the United States,

they are active households, struggling and often succeeding in their quest

to secure a livelihood.

Many stay-at-homes are involved in local circuits to Oaxaca City. Thus,

although migration may not be present in these households, they are not

immobile. Many locals depend on these circuits to survive, and they will

travel regularly to other communities and the city for education, work,

health care, and on rare occasions entertainment (though this is of ex-

tremely minor importance), even as they describe international migration

in risky terms.

Circuit movers fall into one of three classes: students who travel to

Oaxaca City for education; workers in the formal labor force of the city;

and campesinos and unskilledworkers who travel toOaxaca to sell produce

or crafts or to find occasional work as day laborers. People moving between

rural towns and the city are evenly divided between men and women.

In our study, men constituted 75% of the professional workers who trav-

eled between rural towns and Oaxaca City and held jobs in politics and

management. Nevertheless, professional women—officeworkers, teachers,

and workers in the health and allied health fields—outnumbered profes-

sional men in our total count (29 women, 13 men). Students commuting

to Oaxaca were more evenly divided.

Rural Oaxacans also travel regularly to Oaxaca City to find work in the

informal labor market. Men seek out construction jobs (like Amador and

Cornelio above), and women often find domestic positions. Women and

men also travel to Oaxaca to sell goods. The experiences of women in San

Pedro Ixtlahuaca who travel the short distance to Oaxaca City to sell tor-

tillas are typical. This kind of work by women is important to households
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and, combined with the efforts of husbands and sons, supports the house-

hold and can effectively limit the need to migrate.

One factor in the different rates of migration in the central valleys is ac-

cess to labor markets—whether formal or informal—locally and in Oaxaca

City. Locals understand that wages are much higher in the United States.

However, for those households that can earn enough locally, the option to

migratemay not seem important. RamónGonzález, of Guadalupe Etla sug-

gested, ‘‘I know that you can earn 6 dollars an hour for minimum wage—

that is like 60 pesos an hour! But if you spend a million pesos to get to the

United States to buy something, what is the point? It isn’t a good deal.’’

In 1993 and 1996, migrants and nonmigrants in Santa Ana del Valle de-

scribed the process of border crossing in innocuous terms. They did not

dwell on the risks or dangers of crossing into theUnited States. Sergio Bau-

tista described his situation: ‘‘I go to Tijuana by bus, and I’ll call my brother

Eloy. . . . He has a green card. He’ll come get me in his car and take me

up to Santa Monica.’’ Once in Santa Monica, Sergio slides into a job he has

held off and on for several years, as a busboy in a Chinese restaurant.

By the year 2000, migration was a much more tense subject. The costs

of crossing the border were high, as were the risks. Many households, both

migrant and nonmigrant, said that a crossing could easily cost thousands

of dollars. For marginal nonmigrants the opportunity to find wage work

in the United States had greatly declined. Even some migrants agreed that

the situation had changed. Señor Méndez, a former migrant to the United

States now living at home in San Martín Tilcajete, stated in January 2002,

‘‘Parents see the news, and they know what is going on. They won’t let

their children migrate.’’ A second informant, Señor Jiménez, also from San

Martín, echoed this point, adding, ‘‘You have to sell everything to get across

the border. If I went, I would have to work just to pay for my trip.’’

Migrants, though not fully aware of the costs and risks on the border,

talked about those risks, and as noted above, at least half of the informants

mentioned the dangers they perceive on the border as one reason they

might not migrate. In informal conversations Oaxacans talked about bor-

der troubles, and most could recall the numbers of Mexicans who had died

in the last year as they struggled across the border.Though households with

migrant experience were more likely to say they would still seek work in

the United States, nonmigrant households appeared to weigh carefully the

risks involved in migration to the United States. Thus a second factor that

may lead to an increase in the numbers of nonmigrant Oaxacans in these

central valley communities is the fear surrounding perceived risks (whether

real or not) of migration. This factor is difficult to quantify, but we can
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note a tendency among nonmigrants in particular to describe migration in

increasingly risky terms.

While access to Oaxaca City and its resources and fear of the border

are important factors in defining migration outcomes, the most important

influences remain the kinship and friendship networks that potential mi-

grants can access and the local assets (whether economic or social) that indi-

vidual households can bring to bear in daily life. Central to the ability of a

household to survive and prosper are the economic assets that are available

to its members. These include both fixed assets (such as land) and flexible

assets (such as animals and skills) and range from the economic to the so-

cial, the geographic to the community-based (Conway 2000; Conway and

Cohen 1998; Fischer et al. 1997; Wiest 1973).

Fixed and flexible resources include land, homes, stores, automobiles,

and other big-ticket items that can be expensive to buy or build but can

sometimes be sold (land, animals) or used to enhance economic standing

and status. Households with larger landholdings tend to dominate local af-

fairs. Their reach extends first through contracts they maintain with land-

poor households that farm por la mitad but also through their domination

of local affairs through the service of their members on high-ranking cargos

and comites.

Households also manipulate flexible costs and assets such as labor, edu-

cation, health care, and leisure time. Health care is a flexible resource, and

a household’s members can choose either to cover those costs (as Marco

and Flor do with Inés) or to minimize costs and hope that crises can be

avoided. Leisure time can become an important resource for households as

well. Participation in cultural programs in a community (such as the casas

de la cultura that are found in San Martín Tilcajete, Santa Ana del Valle, and

Villa Díaz Ordaz) is one way to gain internal status and standing, but par-

ticipation in these extracurricular activities can also create opportunities

for households to connect with regional and state leaders. In Santa Ana,

for example, supporters of the town’s museum have gained access to spe-

cial funds through state programs and an NGO affiliated with the museum.

One leader received a truck to haul textiles from Santa Ana del Valle and

Villa Díaz Ordaz to Oaxaca City. In addition, he now has a vehicle while

the majority of his neighbors must still rely upon bus service.

For marginal households there may be few real assets available to mem-

bers for investment or even as hedges against potential risks. On the other

hand, many rural households (as the example of Carlos and Virginia illus-

trates) are able to use their wealth effectively to enhance their standing

and status. Certainly one of the challenges for anthropology is to follow
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how households continue to deploy their resources, how those resources

change over time, and how migration can influence the strategic use of

those resources.

Understanding the networks that migrants access as they move inter-

nally and to the United States remains the most critical area for study.

Migrants depend on social networks (either familial or communal) as

they travel across the border, look for work, and settle into communities

throughout the United States. Migrants turn to other migrants already

settled in U.S. communities, their families, godparents, and village leaders

for monetary support to move across the border. Typically migrants bor-

row money from these individuals and use their early months in their new

homes to pay off their debts. Once in a new setting, nearly all of the mi-

grants we interviewed stayed with relatives (brothers, cousins, fathers) or

friends from their hometown, asMassey (1990) found forMexicanmigrants

in general.

Social networks are establishedwithin families and between households.

They are amplified through kin and non-kin ties, communal labor, service,

and support of village projects and programs (Cohen 1999; Mutersbaugh

2002; Nader 1990). Thus households that lack the network ties and the re-

sources necessary to create more ties through participation are at a severe

disadvantage. These limits do not simply affect migration outcomes (or the

decision not to migrate) but also, as was pointed out in the examples above,

set the stage for future development and growth that can make it quite

hard for marginal households to move out of their position.

Finally, there are the intangible cultural beliefs that influence all out-

comes. In an earlier work (Cohen 2002), I asked, why do Oaxacans care

about their communities? My point was that Oaxacan migrants would

likely be expected to turn their backs on hometowns and families, given

the burdens that households place upon migrating members. It is also im-

portant to remember that at home inOaxaca, migrants are participants, not

criminals; they are fathers andmothers, not ‘‘illegals.’’ Local values and rules

of participation, while burdensome, also confirm membership and status

that fly in the face of the image of the poor migrant in North America. For

nonmigrants, codes of conduct and participation are similarly strong and

are a resource that households and their members (and communities) can

use as they navigate the alienating world of global capitalism.

It is easy to ignore the dynamics of migration in rural Oaxaca and to

argue that everyone is leaving. Obviously that is not the case, even as the

majority of communities in the state continue to lose their population at

a high rate (DIGEPO 1999; Embriz 1993). Nevertheless, migration is not
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inevitable, and it is not the only solution for local households. What I

have shown here are the ways in which three different kinds of house-

holds use local assets, circuit moves, agricultural labor, and local opportu-

nities to meet the challenges of their changing economies. I have noted

that marginal households are at a disadvantage and that their marginality

may increase as economic changes take place, even as typical and success-

ful household manage their situations quite effectively.What remains is to

understand the trajectories of these households over the near term and the

long term.

Will nonmigrant households sendmigrants in the future?Most theories

argue that the costs of migration drop over time and thus allow for a more

diverse pool of individuals to join themigration stream (Massey 1990).This

process is critical for individuals who would like to migrate but cannot,

because they lack the resources necessary to cross the border. However, the

costs of migration, particularly of crossing the border to the United States,

appear to be climbing. Two outcomes appear on the horizon. First, ten-

sions on the border and the rising costs of crossing into the United States

combine with economic slowdowns in Mexico and the United States to

limit the potential pool of migrants who can leave rural Oaxaca. Second,

for those Oaxacans who can leave, their return is far less certain. Many mi-

grants—on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican border—mentioned that they

were staying in the United States longer than they had originally planned.

They said the costs of crossing were too high, so they needed to work

longer to break even. More importantly, they feared capture and detention

as they returned home. Therefore they elect to stay in the United States

rather than return toOaxaca. Concerning the issue of transnationalism that

was raised earlier, we can argue, yes, Oaxacans are following transnational

paths as they cross the border—they are even ‘‘acting transnational’’ in the

United States. In other words, they are accessing resources through ties of

kinship and friendship. Nevertheless, the situation remains problematic at

best. Migrant networks tend to bypass nonmigrant households, and the

differences separating the two groups appear to be widening. Finally, even

as they ‘‘act transnational’’ and follow transnational circuits, migrants from

the central valleys remain largely at the mercy of economic forces that are

well beyond their control.



Conclusion M I G R AT I ON I N OAX ACA’ S

C EN T R A L VA L L E Y S A N D

AN TH RO PO L OGY

You know, I’d like to see my children play more fútbol.
patricia melchor, san martín tilcajete,

january 2002

Understanding Oaxacan migration is not easy. The variability that exists

between communities and the diversity that characterizes area households

make this process extremely hard to pin down. Add in the human dimen-

sion—that people are unpredictable and that we never act with perfect

knowledge—and the goal of understanding migration can seem daunting

indeed.

There are moments when our informants let us know just how odd

our questions and concerns can be. When I interviewed Patricia Melchor

in her home in San Martín Tilcajete in January 2002, we spent about an

hour working together on my consensus survey that asked her to rank-

order various questions concerning migration and remittance practices. At

the end of the interview, as with all interviews, I asked Doña Paty if she

had anything that she would like to add to our discussion and interview.

She commented on fútbol, and we spent another quarter of an hour talk-

ing about how parents can keep their children happy and healthy. I had

not anticipated a discussion of fútbol or of the pros and cons of organized

sports for children. Nevertheless, the moment was telling. It is difficult to

remember that the topics on which we focus our efforts are not always the

topics that concern our informants. Sometimes when our informants bring

up the odd topic, like fútbol, it’s a good thing.

Patricia reminded me that rural Oaxacans from the central valleys have

other concerns besides the impact of migration and remittance practices.

Her comments referenced the kinds of topics that many informants will

easily focus upon if given the opportunity. In a sense, Patricia’s concern for

her children was the issue that most Oaxacans wanted to talk about, and
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Graduation performance, Santa María Guelacé, June 2000. Author photo.

certainly the topic came up regularly as our informants talked about their

decisions to migrate, the impacts of migration upon households, and the

impact of remittances practices and movement for communities at large.

I do not want to overstate the importance of Patricia’s commentary, but

her thoughts on the need to plan for children and to involve them in the

life of their community stand in contrast to the images of migration and

migrants with which I started my analysis.

Unlike theMexicanmigrantwho is a loner, focused on self, and uninter-

ested or unable to think about households and communities, the Oaxa-

can migrant thinks about his or her family and is deeply concerned for the

future and the changes that are ongoing in the region. Nevertheless, this

concern is not some kind of essentialistic reaction that is rooted in tradi-

tional practices and geography. Rather, Patricia Melchor and the other men

and women I talked to over the last several years, both migrants and non-

migrants, remind us that Oaxacans are mothers, fathers, sons, and daugh-

ters who are trying the best they can to make the best of the hand they

were dealt. Perhaps this is the most important lesson we can take from the

analysis of migration and remittance practices in Oaxaca’s central valleys.

In this conclusion, I want to do three things. First, I want to summa-

rize the argument and point out where I believe we need to better focus

our efforts. Second, I want to argue that relying upon either a ‘‘Norteño’’

model or a traditional, geographically centered approach to illustrate the
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process and patterns of Mexican-U.S. migration misrepresents how Oaxa-

cans and, I would suggest, most rural Mexicans frame their decisions. We

are better served by the idea that a culture of migration is at work. A

cultural model of migration moves the issue of migration away from an

emphasis on the individual and the often negative characterization of the

individual and toward an emphasis on how migrants act as members of

households and communities and how those households and communi-

ties make sense and order of migration outcomes. Third, I want to suggest

that anthropology is positioned among the social sciences to help advance

migration studies, largely because anthropologists are able to focus on the

social foundation and cultural nature of the moves people make.

migration in the central valleys:

processes and possibilities

Rural Oaxacans approach the decision to migrate as one that

is rooted in the interests and abilities of the individual, the needs and re-

sources of the household, and, to a lesser degree, the resources of the com-

munity. The decision is framed by local and regional economic processes,

the market for labor in the area, and the perceived promise of work in the

United States or another part of Mexico. A migrant weighs self-interest

and ability against and in relation to his or her household’s interests and

needs, history of movement, and access to resources that will support a

move. The majority of migrants come to a decision that reflects their de-

sires—and the desires of the household—to improve or at least maintain

its station in life. However, the desires of the individual and the household

do not necessarily connect. Rather, in most of the cases of migration we

studied, the needs of the household were at least a consideration in the de-

cision to migrate. For the individual, the decision to migrate is framed by

a desire to find a job that will pay wages that cannot be found locally. The

outcome for the household is that the migrant helps the household cover

expenses, secure a future, construct or renovate a home, and receive edu-

cation. Somewhat surprisingly, an individual’s desire to have an adventure

was not important to the decision.
1

Our study has shown that Oaxacans are not abandoning their home-

towns. The availability of work in Oaxaca City and the increasing ease

with which Oaxacans living in the central valleys can access the city’s labor

market are two important variables that have limited some of the pull

that central valley households feel from the promise of higher wages in
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Fiesta in Guadalupe Etla, July 2000. Author photo.

the United States. For other households, the resources that are present at

home (whether they be land, skilled craft production within the family, or

community-based support) mitigate the need to seek work elsewhere.

Like nonmigrant households, migrant households also remain largely

focused on the local; they showed similar levels of community involvement

and participation. In spite of the many critical comments we heard con-

cerning migration, we saw very little evidence that migration was a cause

of perceived declines in traditional cultural practices.

When migration is the choice—and for a little less than half of the cen-

tral valley households the decision is typically to migrate—a second deci-

sion must be made: is the destination within Mexico, or is it the United

States? The majority of central valley migrants decide to cross the border

and seek a job in the service industry of Southern California.

Decisions concerning destinations are informed by the social networks

themigrant holds and that facilitate movement. Regardless of the resources

a household controls, most Oaxacans rely on ties of kinship and friend-

ship to identify destinations, to find a place to live, and to find a job. The

fewmigrants who lack these supports must depend on personal savings and

perhaps some luck, for they cross the border at a much greater risk.

One sign that migration has begun to mature—in other words, the mi-

grant pool has grown more diverse—is that the number of migrants mov-
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ing across the border without social networks has increased somewhat over

time. This would suggest that the risks of migration are decreasing. How-

ever, this change was tempered by the events of September 11, 2001; the

decliningU.S. economy; and the sense amongmanymigrants and potential

migrants that the dangers and risks of crossing the border were increasing.

We measured the outcomes of migration in the central valleys by ex-

ploring the ways in which migrant households use their remittances. We

found that most migrants return at least a little something home and that

only a minority does not remit. The reach of the household and theweight

of family values that are based on cooperation remain strong motivating

forces for most migrants. Most migrants remit to support their households,

construct and renovate their homes, and pay for education, small purchases,

and health care.

A smaller group also remits to support investment, and here we found

that rural Oaxacans used remittances to open businesses, buy land, and pur-

chase agricultural implements, as well as animals. These investments are

made against an economic backdrop that is marginal at best. The margin-

ality of the local economies in rural Mexico is likely the largest obstacle to

growth and development for these communities. In other words, as central

valley communities plan for their futures, they must contend both with

neoliberal economic policies that cannot solve local problems and with

local infrastructures that are substandard and demand far more investment

and attention than any local or federal program can afford to support.What

is surprising is the effort with which central valley communities meet the

challenges of local development. In every town, village governments are

organizing projects to extend electrical grids, pave roads, improve access

to water, and install sewer systems. Migrants are crucial to these programs.

Often they send the money that covers the cooperación collected for the

projects. Just as important is the training that they receive by working in

construction in the United States.

One of the problems that arise frommigration and remittance use is the

cost to communities in terms of increasing status differences between mi-

grant and nonmigrant households. Currently, the differences remain small,

as is evident in the overall outcomes of migration and remittance pat-

terns chronicled here. Most migrant households do not earn a great deal

more than their nonmigrating neighbors do. Migrant households do not

use remittances to make purchases or to invest in ways that are exception-

ally different from the choices that nonmigrant households make. Never-

theless, even though the differences remain small, they distinguish those

poorer, marginal nonmigrant households from other, more successful mi-
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grant and nonmigrant households. Furthermore, although there are suc-

cessful households that do not include migrants, many do, and the differ-

ences between poor and wealthy, migrant and nonmigrant, are likely to

increase.

These patterns and outcomes suggest that we must continue to pay at-

tention to Oaxacan migration. We must continue to monitor migrants as

they cross the border, but just as importantly, we must continue to focus

on outcomes in sending communities. Many processes and patterns will

only be understood through further, long-term study. Is the migrant pool

growing more diverse? Are migrants returning home? Are remittances

going to investments as households mature and home construction is com-

pleted? Will the differences between migrant and nonmigrant households

increase? Again, only long-term research will give us answers. Another

question concerns the gender of future migrants. Currently women are

more likely to follow local circuits and to migrate nationally, but will that

pattern hold? As more men leave, will more women follow? Additionally,

Consejo Nacional de Población (CONAPO) estimates that the communi-

ties of the central valleys (like most of rural Mexico) will pass through a

demographic transition in the next ten to twenty years, with populations

peaking, only to begin a steady decline (CONAPO 2000). What role will

migration play in this process, and if these declines occur, what will be the

outcome?

a culture of migration

What I have described throughout this book is a culture of

migration.What do I mean by that term? I use the idea of a culture of mi-

gration to capture the fact that, for rural Oaxacans, migration is an every-

day experience. It is accepted as an effective means to an end—economic

well-being. Rural Oaxacans do not think of migration as a silver bullet

that will resolve all of the inequities that come with being rural peasants

or indigenous people in Mexico. Migration is an option, an option that a

household can choose as one potential way in which to earn a living. Some

rural Oaxacans that we interviewed would talk about migration in nega-

tive terms. ‘‘Migration is ruining our town,’’ said the presidente municipal in

San Juan del Estado. ‘‘Our children are doing drugs and joining gangs.They

are leaving their families and turning their backs on tradition.’’ However,

we were not able to find any evidence of this. Children were not joining

gangs, although therewas some graffiti around town, and no one suggested
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even a rumor of drugs. As for tradition, we did not find a decline across the

communities in participation in the cargo systems. Furthermore, cooperación

and tequio are critical institutions throughout the valleys. The decline in

local traditional practices, whether it has started or not, may have little to

do with migration. Rather, changes in the Mexican Constitution and the

privatization of communal lands may be far more central to change (see

Otero 1999).

Calling the patterns and processes in Oaxaca a culture of migration does

not mean that the migration system functions in some wonderfully con-

sistent fashion over time. The reality of migration and remittance use is far

from consistent, but it is also not so destabilizing as to threaten local prac-

tices.What I mean when I describe the situation as a culture of migration

is that Oaxacans are able to make sense of migration. Put another way, mi-

gration fits into local practices as one of many possible ways in which to

maintain and sometimes improve a household. Most migrants and nonmi-

grants are aware that migration is a choice; it is neither good nor evil in

and of itself, although it does have costs and benefits. Most households are

able to understand those costs and benefits, and most are able to make the

choice to stay or go, to migrate or not, as they see fit. It is a sign of the re-

silience and ingenuity of most rural Oaxacans that they can cope with the

changes, that they can integrate migration into the patterns and processes

that define their world, and that they can use remittances to accomplish

important goals for their households and communities.

Migration and remittance outcomes are but one piece of a rapidly glob-

alizing, capitalist market system that is changing rural Mexico in profound

ways. We cannot overlook the importance of the national government’s

neoliberal policies or of entertainment, the media, education, and evange-

lism as forces that may contribute as much or perhaps more to patterns of

local change than migration does.

Urban Oaxacans are moving to communities like San Pedro Ixtlahuaca

and Guadalupe Etla as they search for a more bucolic and what they per-

ceive to be safer existence. Urban transplants can undermine rural systems

of rule and community participation. New settlers in San Pedro Ixtlahuaca

are pushing for the establishment of party-based politics in place of usos y

costumbres.Currently, the locally born populace holds an advantage in votes,

and although such changes in politics are not likely to occur soon, they are

a source of tension.

Neoliberal policies that favor privatization and the removal of public

support programs also threaten local communities. Arizpe (1981) stated that
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the removal of price subsidies and support programs concerning maize

production was integral in the first large wave of internal migration that

brought thousands of rural Mexicans to the nation’s capital in the 1970s.

More recently, Otero (1996, 1999) and Gledhill (1995) asserted that neolib-

eral policies in Mexico, which tend to monetize local economies and fur-

ther erode social support programs while privatizing national industries,

have forced a new wave of migration, this time to the United States. In

these cases, migration is better thought of as a symptom of a much larger

problem. A focus on migration that fails to note these changes fails to cap-

ture the nature of movement.

That other processes besides migration may lead to change became clear

in a conversation I had with a friend in Santa Ana del Valle in 1992. We

were talking about families that had joined an evangelical church in the

village. The presence of these families in the community was a point of

heated debate that continues to occupy villagers to the present day. My

friend commented that an evangélico (a person who has converted) is much

like a migrant who leaves his family; both are losses to their household

and to the community. There was, however, one important difference. The

migrant is a painful loss that can negatively influence a household’s ability

to cover its expenses, but it is a pain from afar—the migrant has in effect

voted with his feet and left.The evangélico, on the other hand, is in the com-

munity as a focus for debate and tension. For households and communities

that depend uponmorality, values, and practices such as familial reciprocity

and community service to create a sense of belonging and identity, evan-

gélicos may prove far more destabilizing, at least in the short run, than the

migrants who leave.

anthropology and the

study of migration

In a recent essay, Caroline Brettell (2000, 98) characterizes

anthropological studies of migration as being ‘‘focused less on the broad

scope ofmigration flows than on the articulation between the placewhence

a migrant originates and the place or places to which he or she goes.’’ Bret-

tell (2000, 107) goes on to say that much of the contemporary effort shifts

the analysis away from the individual (where he or she goes) and toward the

analysis of migrant networks and, in particular, migrant households. This

shift has been particularly fruitful in the analysis of migration in the late
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twentieth century and the rise of transnational movers, that is, migrants

who are able to participate in the social life of their sending and receiving

communities (Basch et al. 1994; Massey et al. 1998; Portes et al. 2002).

Much of this work focuses on the ways in which migrants create new

opportunities in receiving communities while remaining embedded in

local cultural processes in sending villages. Although these studies have im-

portant implications for understandingMexican-U.S. migration, they have

spent too little time describing methods and models through which trans-

national outcomes can be studied. In their rush to understand migrants in

their receiving communities, they have failed to capture how local patterns

influence these outcomes (Conway 2000). Portes et al. (2002, 279) describe

the situation as follows: ‘‘Qualitative case studies consistently sample on the

dependent variable, that is, they document in detail the characteristics of

immigrants involved in transnational activities, but say little about those

who are not.’’ This is the challenge for studies of migration. We know a

good deal about transnational migrants and where they go; what we do

not understand as well are the causes of transnational migration or its out-

comes and implications for nonmigrants and the households and commu-

nities that migrants leave. Finally, because studies tend to sample on the

dependent variable, we lack the ability to explain why the percentages of

migrants who are transnational vary from one location to another.

I have argued here that in addition to understanding transnationality

among migrants who are in the United States, we must pay attention

to local social practices in home communities that, while not necessarily

transnational or global in their structure, constitute and are created by the

transnational processes we investigate (see Meyer and Geschiere 1999, 5;

Mittelman 2000, 58). I believe that there is an order to migration that can

be observed ethnographically in sending communities. Focusing on these

patterns helps us understand the diversity of moves found in rural commu-

nities and the variations that characterize rural households.

The analysis of migration cannot begin with transnational migration

and migrants living in the United States. Rather we must start in sending

communities, by exploring the variables that are involved in all types of

movements—whether they are local circuits that link a rural village to the

state’s capital, national moves to urban centers like Mexico City and agri-

cultural fields in Sonora and Baja California, or transnational moves to the

United States.

A study that begins with transnational migration and emphasizes the

qualitative experiences of migrants living in the United States risks ob-

scuring or even excluding social practices that may be critical to under-
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standing local variations in social patterns and outcomes. I maintain that

anthropology’s strength lies in our ability as anthropologists to understand

complex patterns and processes in situ. In a sense, I advocate a return to

a traditional kind of ethnography, which recognizes that space and place

matter—but with a new conceptualization of space and place that is not

constrained by geography.Understandingmigration in ruralOaxaca begins

by understanding its households and communities. To jump to the United

States is to lose that foundation and to miss the profound forces that frame

and organize the very processes we hope to explain.

Oaxacan migration is complex and involves men and women who fol-

low local circuits, who are bound for national destinations, and who cross

international borders.We cannot understand any single piece of this puzzle

without looking at the others. The rapidly changing nature of the U.S.-

Mexican border only adds to the complications that face rural Oaxacans. In

the early 1990s, when I first started working in the region and first began

to think about migration, the movement of Oaxacans to the United States

was something of a long-distance commute. Individual migrants came and

went, clicking into their households and communities when they were in

Oaxaca, and assimilating to a small degree when they were in the United

States.
2
But as we have seen, those times are over, and the perceived dan-

gers of the border, whether real or imagined, have a powerful effect upon

Oaxacans.

Most tragic are the unanticipated costs of a tense andmilitarized border.

Many of the informants I talked to said that if they were to migrate, they

would have to stay in the United States longer than they had originally an-

ticipated. First, the costs of crossing into the United States were rising, to

as much as US$5,000. Second, and perhaps more important, Oaxacans were

nervous and feared being caught by the U.S. Immigration and Naturaliza-

tion Service (INS). To build upon a successful border crossing, migrants

would need to stay much longer. One migrant reasoned, ‘‘Why would I

come home if I was in the United States? Why would I risk crossing back

into Mexico? If INS catches me, I’m done for. I’ll never get papers. It is

better just to go and stay.’’ A third factor is that Oaxacans are growing angry

about the entire situation. They feel as though both Mexican and INS offi-

cials have singled them out for abuse.

Oaxacans understand that they are entering the United States as un-

documented aliens. What they have a harder time understanding is why

such status should matter when jobs in the United States are available. The

negative comments of young men concerning migration and the United

States are a shift from the statements of older informants concerning mi-
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gration. Older men typically described their experiences in largely posi-

tive ways. For them, going to the United States for a short contract was

an effective means for earning a little extra money to help cover a house-

hold’s expenses. Young migrants today face extreme pressures at home and

as migrants. Although the money a migrant remits may not seem like a lot

in real terms, it is critical to the survival of a household. Given the trajec-

tory of the Mexican economy and the continued short-term growth in the

young adult population, migration is likely to continue apace and perhaps

even to increase. It seems to me that our role as anthropologists should be

threefold: to continue to document this process; to understand the local

costs and benefits of movement; and where possible, to work with policy

makers so that they can better understand the challenges facing rural Mexi-

cans and why migration to the United States remains such an attractive

proposition.



Appendix A CH A R AC T E R I S T I C S O F

T H E P O P U L AT I ON B Y

COMMUN I T Y



San Santa San San San San Santa Villa San

Guadalupe Juan del Inés Pedro Juan Juan Lorenzo María Díaz Martín

Characteristic Etla Estado Yatzeche Ixtlahuaca del Río Guelavia Albarradas Guelacé Ordaz Tilcajete Total

Age (household head)

Male ��.� ��.	 ��.� ��.� ��.� �
.� �
.	 ��.
 ��.� ��.
 ��.�


Female �
.� ��.� �� �	.� ��.
 �	.� ��.� ��.� ��.� ��.
 ��.	�

Household size

Total members �.� �.� �.� �.
 � �.� �.
 �.� �.� �.	 �.



Minors per household (average) �.	 �.
 �.	 � �.	 �.� �.� �.� �.	 �.� �.��

Education

Household head (average

years)

�.
 �.� �.� �.� �.� �.
 �.
 �.	 �.� �.	 �.���

Children beyond sixth grade ��% �	% ��% ��% ��% ��% ��% �	% ��% ��% ��%

Language spoken

Spanish ���% ���% �% ��% �% ��% �
% ��% �% ���% ��%

Zapotec �% �% ���% �% �
% �% �% �% 	�% �% �
%

Bilingual �% �% �% ��% �% 
�% �% �
% ��% �% ��%

Migrants per household

(average)

�.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.
 �.� �.�	

First year migrant left (any

destination)

���� ���� ���� ��
� ��
� ���� ��	� ��
� ��		 ����

First year to Mexico D.F. ���� ���� ���� NA ��
� ���� ��	� ��
� ��		 ���� ����

Average years spent as internal

migrant

�.�� ��.	� �	 NA ��.� �.
	 �� �.�� NA ��.	� ��.�

Average number of internal

migrations

� � � NA � � � � � � �



Average remittance from an internal migrant = ��� pesos a month for 
 years

Average age at first internal migration for women = �� and for men = ��

First year to USA ���� ���� ��

 ��
� ��
� ���� ��
� ���� ��	� ���� ����

Average years spent as migrant

in USA

	 	.�� �� NA �.� ��.�
 ��.�� �.� �.� �.�
 
.
�

Average number of migrations

to USA

� � � NA � � � � � � �

Average remittance from USA = US$	��.�
 (bimonthly) for �.� years

Average age at first migration to USA for women = �� and for men = ��

Living quarters

Number of rooms (average) �.	 �.
 NA NA NA �.� NA �.� �.� �.� �.


People per room (average) �.� �.	 NA NA NA �.� NA �.� NA �.� �.	

Land

Average hectares �.
	 �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.� �.	

Average months’ worth of

maize grown

�.� �.� �.� �.� NA NA 
.� NA 	.� NA �.�

Note: Percentages are rounded.



Appendix B HOU S E HO L D S U RV E Y

Transnational Migration, Remittances, and Daily Life in Oaxaca:

Survey Directed to the Head of Household, Summer of 2000, 2001

Town:

Date and time of the interview:

Survey form number:

Name of interviewer:

Information on interviewee:

Block #, Address, Street Name, #, Neighborhood/Section

Draw a map where the house is located (signal: the North, direction in which the

municipal palace and some familiar place are found, the name of two streets that

circle the block).

Describe the informant (dress, shoes, hairstyle):

Where was the interview carried out?

How was the interview?

8 excellent 8 good 8 easy 8 normal 8 difficult 8 very difficult

Who were other people present?

How well does the person interviewed speak Spanish?

8 excellent 8 well 8 normal 8 poor 8 bad

Do you recommend this family for a longer interview? 8 yes 8 no
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i : the family unit

List all members of the household by name

Indicate sex of each member male female

Indicate relationship of all members with household head:

Head (f ) Head (m) spouse

son/daughter mother/father brother/sister

brother/sister-in-law grandchild

father/mother-in-law other not related

Indicate age for each member

Indicate marital status for each member

single married cohabiting

single mother widowed divorced

Place of birth of each member (note community)

Educational achievement for each member

elementary ninth grade high school

college grad school

Language(s) spoken by members

Zapotec Spanish Zapotec & Spanish

Mixtec Mixtec & Spanish

other (specify)

Indicate if each member of the household lives in the house. If not present in the

household, indicate where the member resides.

i i : productive activities of

household members

For each member of the household indicate

Name

Main activity

The three most important productive activities of each person

Place of work (location, municipio, state)

Time in the job
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Works for money? yes no

Income or earning hourly daily biweekly

(Estimate wages)

Describe what you sell:

Number of days worked per week (1–7)

What percentage of your earnings goes to the household?

How much income do you give to the family for spending?

i i i : presence of migration

Are there migrants in your family? yes no

Do you have family in:

the city of Oaxaca? (note street, neighborhood)

other parts of Mexico? (note locality, state)

the United States? (note locality, state)

How many migrants (people who live and work outside of the house and locality)

are there in your family?

Do you know how to migrate to other parts of Mexico? (explain)

Do you know how to migrate to parts of the U.S.? (explain)

Please fill out the following for each migrant and for each migration made:

Migration: first sojourn second or more last time

Name of migrant:

Date of exit:

Destination:

Migration began: (month / year) End: (month / year)

Is the person still away from the community? yes no

How much did the trip cost?

How did s/he get the money?

savings family money loan gift

land sale animal sale other
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What type of work does s/he realize? Income:

With whom does s/he live there?

family countryman employer alone other

Is there a migrants association in the destination community?

yes no

How much money did you send or bring back? (explain)

How do you send the remittances?

Western Union bank transfer other wire transfer

pocket transfer exchange house other

Remittances are sent:

monthly every 6 months yearly other

How were the remittances used?

iv: agriculture

Do you own farm land? yes no

Describe land:

Dry land hectares

individual holding family property rented

Irrigated hectares

individual holding family property rented

Wet land hectares

individual holding family property rented

This year, did you split your parcels with someone?

yes no

If yes, how did you divide the harvest?

by rows in equal parts other

This year, did you rent any of your parcels?

yes no

How much corn does your family consume daily? kilos

What crop did you farm this year?

(include types of crops, hectares planted, and months of harvest)

Did you farm (plant and harvest)

Corn yes no

Beans yes no

Alfalfa yes no

Other (specify):

Did you sell your harvest? yes no

If yes, how much did you earn?

Animals—indicate total number of:

Donkeys
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Horses

Pigs

Cows

Lambs

Goats

Turkey

Chickens

Other (specify)

How many animals do you have?

Explain value of animals:

How many animals did you sell last year?

Why did you sell them?

Do you have a team of oxen? (value) yes no

If yes, do you rent your oxen? yes no

Do you own a tractor? (value) yes no

If yes, do you rent your tractor? yes no

Do you own an oxcart? (value) yes no

If yes, do you rent your oxcart? yes no

When migrants are away, who is in charge of working your land?

male sons intermediary wife lent it

father-in-law fallowed land hired help

the family without the husband other

When your husband or children leave to work outside the community, how do

you get the money to farm?

v: expenditures that the family unit has

Approximately how much money did you spend last week?

How much money did you spend last week on:

Utilities (electricity, water, and gas/firewood)

Food (corn, tortillas, meat, vegetables, etc.)

Health

Education

Entertainment

Clothing

Transportation

Other, specify:

Total expenses for a week

Do you have a bank account? yes no
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vi: housing

Do you your home?

rent own borrow share

housesit other doesn’t know/answer

What year did you acquire or inherit the land for this house?

How did you obtain the money for buying or building this house?

savings migration loan sold land

inherit sold animals gift other

Did you use guelaguetza in building this house? yes no

What type of fuel do you use for cooking? (mark all options that apply)

wood coal petroleum gas electricity

other

How do you obtain water for domestic use? (mark all options that apply)

water pipe public water pipe public well

private well purchase bottled water other, specify:

Do you treat cooking or drinking water? yes no

What treatment? pills (chlorine) bleach boiling

other, specify:

Do you have:

Bathroom yes no

Toilet yes no

Septic tank yes no

Connection to public sewer yes no

How many bedrooms are there in the lot?

How many people sleep per room?

How many floors does your house have?

Mark the main building materials for:

Walls:

plastic

carton

wood

metal sheets

bajareque: mud/reed

adobe

polished wood

concrete blocks (tabicón)

blocks

other, specify:

Roof:

palm, straw, reed

tile

carton or zinc sheets
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asbestos sheet

concrete slabs

other, specify:

Floor:

dirt

wood

blocks, mud slabs

raw cement

finished cement

mosaic

other, specify:

Object—number

electrical/gas water heater

firewood water heater

sprinkler

refrigerator

gas/electric stove

washing machine

manual/pedal sewing machine

electrical sewing machine

blender

electric iron

bed type (with mattress, not including cribs)

couch or sofa

dining table

tape recorder

record player

CD player

radio (not part of recorder)

TV

bicycle

motorcycle

truck

car

computer

VCR

microwave oven

Nintendo, Play Station, Gameboy

cable/ satellite dish

Other, specify:
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vii: community participation

of the family unit

In the last year, has a family member participated in tequio?

yes no

Do you use substitutes for tequio? yes no

If you used a substitute, how much did you pay him/her?

Do you have a guelaguetza book? yes no

Are you godparents? yes no

How many godchildren do you have in total?

How many baptism godchildren do you have?

Have you sponsored a mayordomía/saint’s day celebration?

yes no

In what year(s)?

Do you pay cooperation to the authorities? yes no

When you need help, who do you go to?

parents siblings other relatives

friends other people (specify)

In the last year, has any household member served in a cargo/commitee?

yes no (explore)

Why are you not fulfilling a cargo right now?

done with cargos

taking a break

another reason, specify:

Did you use substitutes for the cargos that were assigned to you? yes no

If you used a substitute, how much did you pay him/her?

Service history for each person in the household, including:

Name of the person

Years of service

List of cargos/committees

List of positions in cargos/committees



Appendix C CU LT U R A L CON S EN S U S

This survey is designed to obtain a ‘‘cultural consensus’’ concerning migration in

your community.

Background information:

Community

Date

Survey given by

Address of household

Describe the household (Take into account the quality and size of the house; pres-

ence of furniture, electrical appliances, bathrooms, vehicles, satellite dish; business

ownership)

poor average rich

Characteristics of the household

Number of people in the household

Amount of land the household possesses

The household has migrants? yes no

The household has minors? yes no

Rank each option along the following scale:

1 = strongly agree

2 = agree

3 = neutral

4 = disagree

5 = strongly disagree

People migrate

In search of a job

To improve the livelihood of the family

To be able to save
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To be able to buy furniture, appliances, a truck, etc.

To have an adventure

Other (specify)

Rank your agreement with the following reasons to migrate

Daily sustainability of the family

For lack of jobs

To build a house

So their children can go to school

To participate in parties

To buy a land, oxen, breeding animals, a truck

To be able to save

To be able to pay for family medical bills

Other

Rank your agreement with the reasons that keep a person from migrating

Family

A job

The town

Age of the migrant

Health of the migrant

That the migrant is a woman

Parents

Migration costs

The dangers of crossing the border and living in the U.S.

Rank typical migrants who go to the U.S.

Your son

Your daughter

Your husband or wife

You

A head of family

A young and single man

A young and single woman

A single father

A single mother

Rank typical migrants who go to other parts of Mexico

Your son

Your daughter

Your husband or wife

You

A head of family
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A young and single man

A young and single woman

A single father

A single mother

Rank your agreement with who travels to the city of Oaxaca

Your son

Your daughter

Your husband or wife

You

A head of family

A young and single man

A young and single woman

A single father

A single mother

Rank your agreement with the following reasons to migrate to the U.S.

Work

Education

Entertainment

Medical services

Shopping

Visit relatives

Other

Rank your agreement with the following reasons to migrate to other parts of

Mexico

Work

Education

Entertainment

Medical services

Shopping

Visit relatives

Other

Rank your agreement with reasons to travel to Oaxaca City

Work

Education

Entertainment

Medical services

Shopping

Visit relatives

Other
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Rank agreement with the following remittance uses

Daily sustainability of the family

To create a secure source of work

Building a house

Education

Parties

Purchase of large items (furniture, appliances, vehicle, pump, etc.)

Purchase of land (urban or for farming)

Purchase of work and breeding animals (oxen, cattle, pigs)

Savings

Family medical services

Other

Rate how you have used remittances if applicable

To buy food

To buy fertilizers, animal feed, fuel, etc.

To buy building materials

To buy work or fattening animals

To pay for the children’s education

To pay for the family’s medical services

To invest in a business

Other (specify)

Rate your agreement concerning what you would do if you received remittances

Would buy food

Would buy fertilizers, animal feed, fuel, etc.

Would buy building materials

Would buy work or fattening animals

Would pay for the children’s education

Would pay for the family’s medical services

Would invest in a business

Other

Rate your agreement with the following statement:

Migration is good because

The money earned helps the families

The money earned helps the town

The goods purchased help the sustainability of the family

You can see the world

You learn new trades

Rate your agreement with the following statement:

Migration is bad because
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The family loses income

It destroys families

Youth join or form gangs (cholos, grafiteros, rockeros, scualos)

Migrants return with illnesses

The undocumented immigrants live fearful of the ‘‘migra’’

Brings along delinquency and drug addiction

Brings other risks

What are typical destinations for migrants from your community?

To the United States, specify the place

To other parts of Mexico, specify the place

For the following questions, please select the better option:

Which is better

Emigrate with papers

Emigrate without papers

Who is better, a man who

Is with his family and is poor

Leaves and earns a lot of money but never sees his children

Who is better, a man who

Earns little money in his town

Earns a lot of money in the United States

Who is better, a woman who

Is at home without money in charge of her family

Works in the city of Oaxaca

Who is better, a son who

Works in the field

Is a migrant

Who is better, a son who

Is a migrant

Is in school

Who is better, a son who

Works for a salary in Oaxaca

Is a migrant and works in the field in the U.S.

Who is better, a son who

Is a migrant and lives with relatives
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Is a migrant and lives alone

What is better for migrants?

Work in the field

Work in construction

Work in a restaurant

Which is better?

A migrant with 1 year of experience in the U.S.

A migrant with over 3 years of experience in the U.S.

A migrant with over 10 years of experience in the U.S.

What is better for a migrant?

Go to the U.S. without the wife and children

Go to the U.S. with the wife and children

Go to the U.S. and have a baby

Who is better, a daughter who

Works as a domestic in Oaxaca

Is in school

Is at home

Who is better, a man

Rich without kids

Poor with a lot of kids

Comfortable with 2 or 3 kids

In a few sentences, describe your ideal family:



THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK



NOT E S

introduction

1. Translation mine.

2. Translation mine.

3. Ravenstein (1889) defined the ‘‘laws of migration’’ and argued that economic

disparities between countries (for example, differences in wages) were a driving

force in migration patterns. For more on this model, see the discussion of seg-

mented labor market theory in Massey et al. (1998, 33).

4. JohnWatanabe (1992) describes this perspective as ‘‘essentialistic.’’ Essential-

ism defines a population according to the presence or absence of a series of cul-

tural, linguistic, and geographic markers. Thus, essentialist models tend to reify

populations and focus on concrete markers of identity (clothing and language, for

example) rather than the outcomes of action. In other words, essentialists focus on

what people are rather than what people do.

5. INEGI numbers are problematic at best, and questions abound over their

accuracy. The estimates of migration are likely low. However, here I am interested

in national patterns, and I believe that the totals, though low, are indicative of the

relative size of the migrant pool in various states and therefore are reasonable for

comparative investigation.

6. The total for the state adds up to more than 100 percent. This anomaly is

likely due to multiple moves as described by migrants in their home communities.

7. Laura Nader (1969) makes clear how difficult it is to conduct comparative

work in Oaxaca that is based on the concept of ethnic identity. She argues that

any approach to the comparative study of Oaxaca must pay attention to economic

organization first.

8. The struggle between traditional political systems (usos y costumbres) and

politics por partidos (party based) has increased in recent years. Part of the shift comes

from urban migrants who moved into communities like San Pedro Ixtlahuaca and

refused to join the cargo system. In other communities the parties (PRI, PAN, and

PRD) apply direct pressure on the populace to change their systems of rule. In

Oaxaca the cargo system continues to dominate local politics.
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9. An indigenous identity is not the source of poverty in rural Oaxaca. Rather,

poverty is a result of the state’s neglect and the lack of rural investment that has

marked most of Mexico’s history.

10. Even though prosperity ruled San Martín Tilcajete in 2000, by the end of

2001 the market had shrunk drastically. The drop in sales, in response to the de-

clining U.S. economy through 2002, has had a heavy impact on craft production

throughout the region (see Chibnik 2003, 245–246).

11. The quotations that appear throughout the text are summarized from inter-

views conducted during fieldwork in 2000 and 2001. The names of individuals

have been changed; however, communities are accurately portrayed.

12. It is difficult to estimate the total of annual remittances to Mexico from

the United States. Much of the money returned to the country likely follows

informal paths, including pocket transfers. The Banco de México estimates that

formal transfers totaled approximately US$2 billion in 1990; however, an addi-

tional US$4 billion may have been returned through informal transfers, according

to TELECOMM-SEPOMEX (Lozano Ascencio 1993, 2). Whatever the total, the

effects of the money remitted to Mexico are profound (see Martin 1996).

13. A household is more than a building. It is a domestic unit—those individu-

als who share food and resources—and can include people in more than one place

(such as a California-based migrant who remits to a home in the central valleys). A

household is not the same as a family, although most rural Oaxacans live in house-

holds that are based in nuclear families. A household includes everyone who par-

ticipates in shared activities (cooking, cleaning,working) and everyonewho shares

or pools resources; and it follows a trajectory, or domestic cycle, through time

and space (Folbre 1988; Fortes 1971; Netting et al. 1984; Pennartz and Niehof 1999;

Royce 1981; Wheelock 1992; Wilk 1989, 1991). Finally, it is important to remember

that plenty of people opt out of their household responsibilities (the migrant who

‘‘disappears,’’ for example), but understanding these changes at the household level

helps us to appreciate why migration can be so costly to a household.

14. Gaining the informed consent of participants is crucial to the success of any

project. As researchers, we should be able to explain our work to our informants,

and we must respect their wishes if they elect not to participate. The Institutional

Review Board at Pennsylvania State University has reviewed and approved this

project.We also explained our project to each community’s leaders and proceeded

only after we had received their permission to conduct our work.

15. Slightly less than 10 percent of the households surveyed include migrants

who have left their homes and severed connections.We cannot estimate the num-

ber of families who have left their communities en masse; however, village leaders

and community members did not mention a problem with families or households

disappearing.



Notes to Pages 33–44 173

chapter 1

1. My estimate of 10 percent may be low, but working with households that

included missing migrants does give us the opportunity to define what the loss of

a member (or members) means to a household and a community.

2. Similar changes arise within households as children marry, members die,

and children are born. However, I will concentrate here on the outcomes, as they

are manifested in migration situations.

3. There were significant positive correlations at the .01 confidence level be-

tween the variable ‘‘total members in household’’ and (1) ‘‘total migrants in the

household,’’ (2) ‘‘total migrants in Mexico,’’ and (3) ‘‘total migrants in the United

States.’’ Similarly, correlations were significant at the .01 confidence level for ‘‘total

migrants in the household’’ and the age of both the male and female household

heads.

4. The Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 was signed into law by

Ronald Reagan in January 1987. The act allowed for higher rates of legal immigra-

tion and the naturalization of millions of undocumented Mexicans living in the

United States. At the same time, the act formalized what Massey et al. (1998, 49)

have described as ‘‘increasingly harsh and repressive policies’’ that lowered benefits

for migrant workers and increased sanctions for employers who hired undocu-

mented migrant workers.

5. Pigs and goats generate a limited income, and they are not often profitable.

Rather they are ways to ‘‘bank’’ money. In a period of crisis or when cash is needed,

a family can sell its stock animals for a quick infusion of cash. A much more profit-

able investment is a team of oxen. A team of trained oxen is often worth thousands

of dollars.

6. Unfortunately, deficiencies aremore typical in the region.On average, seven

of every ten years are marked by low yields for maize (Martha Rees, pers. comm.).

7. Mestizos also practice or participate in guelaguetza. However, these recip-

rocal relationships are most often found among native Oaxacans (Acevedo and

Restrepo 1991; Murphy and Stepick 1991; Nader 1990).

8. To evaluate the continued importance of cooperative and reciprocal rela-

tionships to migrant and nonmigrant households, I modeled the rate of migrant

and nonmigrant household participation in community affairs and used a two-

tailed t-test to determinewhether therewas a significant difference in the outcomes

for the two groups. I scored all households according to whether a member had

participated in tequio and cooperación over the previous year, and the total number of

cargo positions members recalled holding in their local hierarchy. The first variable,

which I called CPTOT (community participation total), combined the presence or

absence of tequio and cooperación in a household. I scored households with a 1 for the

presence of a member in the household who contributed tequio or 0 when no tequio

was contributed. Similarly, a score of 1 indicated that the household contributed

funds to cooperación,whereas a 0 indicated that no funds were contributed.The sec-
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ond variable was the total number of cargo positions that a household’s members

held over time, regardless of status. The total number of cargos held (TOTCARGO)

ranged from 0 (none) to 16.

I assumed that nonmigrant households would outscore migrant households,

indicating that migration destabilizes and undermines participation in traditional

patterns of association. I used a two-tailed t-test with each variable and found no

significant difference between migrant and nonmigrant households:

CPTOT: t = −1.45, df = 588, and p = .147

TOTCARGO: t = −.32, df = 384, p = .746

9. One of the powerful myths in Mesoamerica tells us that rural households

prefer to have lots of children, because each child is viewed as an able-bodied

worker. However, the myth never focuses on the costs of raising those children.

In four of the communities we visited, we asked informants to describe the ideal

family. Rural campesinos (farmers), as well as professionals with careers, all de-

scribed the perfect family as one with no more than three children. They typically

stated that more than three children were too expensive and a significant burden

on a household and its resources.

chapter 2

1. Migrants like DonMario and Doña Christina do not like breaking laws and

overstaying their visas. Nevertheless, they felt that they had few alternatives. They

wanted to see their children and meet their new grandchildren, but they could

not easily cross the border. The purchase of the tourist visas used savings that were

already low because of the couple’s commitments at home. Don Mario had little

choice, in his words, other than to stay. My sense is that migrants would prefer to

move to the United States by following legal routes, but they feel that it is nearly

impossible to do so (Heyman 1998).

2. My wife and I lived in Felix’s house during our stay, and it has served as a

temporary home for anthropologists and others who visit the community.

3. Mountz and Wright (1996) also report strong connections between the vil-

lage of San Agustín Yatarení and Poughkeepsie, New York.

4. Migration has been a force throughoutOaxaca’s history. However, the scope

of that history is far more extensive than I can recount in this volume. Following

are three examples of what I mean. First, according to the stories we heard in Santa

María Guelacé and San Juan Guelavia, the village of Guelacé was founded by Gue-

lavian families who relocated to protect farmlands and rich soils. Second, Santa

Ana’s origins also lie in local migrations. In this case, itinerant merchants moving

through the valleys established a small community at the site of a spring that today

serves as Santa Ana’s main well (see Cohen 1999). Third, several natives of San Juan
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del Estado described the early history of their community as being rooted in the

arrival of Nahuatl speakers just before the arrival of the Spanish. For this mestizo

town, the stories appear to create a sense of identity that is picturesque rather than

mundane. Nevertheless, we were able to find little evidence that Nahuatl speakers

ever entered or settled in San Juan del Estado.

5. Foster (1979, 29) noted that nearly half of the men in Tzintzuntzan, Mi-

choacán, traveled to the United States and that many participated in the bracero

program. He also stated that the program’s demise in 1964 had a negative economic

impact on the Mexican community.

6. Currently, a lawsuit brought against the U.S. andMexican governments and

several banks seeks to recover monies that former braceros allege they were never

paid. The money in question comes from a part of the bracero program that stipu-

lated 10 percent of any worker’s wages would be held back and sent upon com-

pletion of a contract to the bracero in question. The class action lawsuit maintains

that between $500 million and $1 billion is owed to former braceroworkers (Ponce

de León 2002).

7. Abraham Iszaevich, working in six central valley communities, notes that

although migration to the United States was present, it did not dominate house-

hold decisionmaking. For example, regarding Soledad Etla, he states, ‘‘Before 1966,

I have no doubt that there was literally no migration to the United States’’ (1988,

191; translationmine). A lack of international movers before the 1960s is confirmed

by the stories I have collected in the field, particularly from older informants.

8. Beverly Chiñas (1993) notes a similar pattern among market women living

in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. She describes working with market women who

traveled throughout the isthmus but also went to Oaxaca City to sell mangoes,

among other things.

9. CONAPO (2000) notes that the populations of nearly every rural town in

Oaxaca should begin to decline in the next decade. By 2020, populations for most

towns will be at levels not seen since the 1960s and 1970s. Some of this drop will

be due to migration and households that are opting to leave rural communities.

However, some of the dropwill also be a response to changes in expectations about

family and the number of children that is ‘‘ideal.’’ Anecdotal evidence suggests that

rural Oaxacans are becoming proactive—planning their families and having fewer

children. Whether this change will translate to less migration (because there will

be fewer mouths to feed) or more migration (because the investment per child will

be greater—as will the expectations for those children) is one of those questions

that anthropology must begin to address.

chapter 3

1. A professional career was the only type of job that limited or reduced the

probability that Oaxacans from the central valleys would migrate.
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2. Correspondence analysis is a technique that allows for the multidimensional

scaling (mapping) of contingency tables, representing both the rows and the col-

umns of a matrix in the same multidimensional space (Greenacre 1984; Weller and

Romney 1990). We use correspondence analysis to represent the rows (commu-

nities) and the columns (migration outcomes) of table 3.4 in multidimensional

space. The contingency tables show the various migration outcomes defined for

each community, as well as the grand totals for each outcome. The association, or

‘‘correspondence,’’ between communities and outcomes is presented in figure 3.1.

Communities that aremore similar are closer to each other in the two-dimensional

space, and more similar outcomes are closer as well. In addition, communities that

exhibit particular outcomes more frequently than others are closer to those out-

comes in the space.

3. Migration in San Pablo Huitzo has reached a level of maturity over its his-

tory: fewer new migrants have left the village in the last twenty years than might

be expected in other central valley communities. Massey et al. (1994) argue that,

in such a situation, migration loses some of its momentum as local opportunities

increase and the pool of potential migrants shrinks.

4. In 2002, Roman again mentioned his dream. He had made one more trip

to the United States in 1997, staying two years. But by 2002 he was content to stay

home, build a small library, and enjoy his first grandchildren.

chapter 4

1. Lozano Ascencio (1993) estimated that migrants returned at least $55 million

to Oaxaca in 1990.

2. It is important to note that Kearney’s recent work (1994) focuses on theways

in whichmigrants carefully negotiate the divide between their rural homeland and

urban receiving cities. The economics of migration have not changed. What has

changed is the way in which we approach the subject of migrant decision making.

3. The pessimism that permeates this model is not restricted to Mexico or

even to the Western Hemisphere. Researchers have made similar arguments for

the American Samoa and the Philippines (McArthur 1979; Shankman 1976), India

(Helweg 1983), and Thailand (Mills 1993).

4. Informants ranked each of the responses, using a five-item Likert-type scale:

1 = strongly agree; 2 = agree; 3 = neutral; 4 = disagree; 5 = strongly disagree.

5. We obtained frequencies for ranked items, using the following equation:

S =
[ (1 − R + 1/L)]/L

N

where R = the average rank of an item and L = the length of the rank list (in

this case the five options were as follows: agree strongly, agree, neutral, disagree,

disagree strongly).
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6. In three cases, informants whowere all female household heads grew angry

when they read the option ‘‘to have an adventure.’’ Each of these informants argued

that an adventure was such an extremely inappropriate motive that she wanted to

rank it below any option on the Likert scale we had supplied.

7. A household’s overall health is also enhanced by home building and im-

provements. The decline in chronic diseases that comes with home improvements

has a direct impact on the resources that a household has available for other kinds

of uses.

8. These figures are quite consistent with Lowell and de la Garza’s findings

(2002, 19) that 60% of migrants in the United States reported remitting about

US$260 per month.

9. Migrants and nonmigrants alike were quite aware of the death toll among

Mexicans crossing the border. Migrants were also concerned for their safety fol-

lowing the September 11, 2001, attacks on theWorld Trade Center and the Penta-

gon. For some, these concerns weremore than enough to decide against migrating,

but others, worried over the collapse of Oaxaca’s tourism industry following the

attacks, saw few options other than to cross the border and find work (see Smith

and Ellingwood 2001).

10. Additionally, there are few if any local banks in which to place money, and

where banks are accessible, interest rates are extremely low.

11. In 2003 an Internet café also opened in Santa Ana del Valle.

12. Although I have a sense that my informants were correct when they told

my research team that cooperación is more important than it was in the past—a time

when tequio provided labor to cover what cooperación covers at the present—I do

not have direct evidence of this change.

13. Solidaridad is a program that was begun under the auspices of the Salinas

administration. Through the program, the state matches local funds for rural de-

velopment projects.

chapter 5

1. Although the rate of householdmigration from the central valleys amounted

to 46% of all households, the range of rates among individual communities varied

from a low of 22% of the households in San Pablo Huitzo to a high of 60% in San

Juan del Estado. Thus it is important to explain why 54% of the households we

surveyed had not yet elected to migrate.

2. Of course, there are poor households that will risk everything to send a mi-

grant across the border. However, these migrants must in effect mortgage their

very lives and in some situations become little more than indentured slaves to un-

scrupulous, unethical, and immoral smugglers and employers (see Nangengast et al.

1992; Runsten and Kearney 1994).

3. Drawing water directly from the river is difficult—during the dry season
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the river sometimes ceases to flow. During the rainy season, the water is easily

contaminated, for it flows over garbage that covers the banks.

4. Chayanov argued that generally, among peasant households (likemany rural

Oaxacan households), production is keyed to immediate need and not to profit

margins. Peasant economics could be best understood by analyzing the ratio of

laborers to consumers in a household and the balance that exists between family

needs and the ‘‘drudgery’’ of labor (Thorner et al. 1966, xv).

5. Mutersbaugh (2002) found a very different situation in the Sierra Norte of

Oaxaca. In his example, villagers developed sanctions in response to the nonpar-

ticipation of locals in tequio and the cargo system. Sanctions for nonparticipation

ranged from fines to expulsion from the community.

conclusion

1. This view comes in part because my study focused on sending households

in sending communities. I would imagine that if we were to interview the 25%

of all migrants who do not remit, we might hear a different story. However, the

point of this study was not to focus on the migrants who disappear or leave their

households. Rather, the goal was to understand the impacts of migration for the

sending communities and their populations.

2. One migrant described going to the United States in the late 1980s as an

opportunity to get healthy. He was not interested in access to United States health

care; rather hewould ‘‘dry out’’ and not drink during his time as a migrant. He also

commented that his diet greatly improved, and his weight would go down. This

is not something that he talks about today, even though he has returned twice to

the United States since the late 1980s. Now he mentions how tense he is and how

dangerous he feels that Southern California has become.
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