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TRANSNATIONAL COMM U N ITIES, REG IONAL DEVELOPMENT, 

AND THE FUTURE OF MEXICAN IMMIGRATION* 

Rafael Alarcon 

This article examines the relationship between regional 
development and labor migration to the United States in 
the context of NAFTA. The article develops two principal 
arguments. first, the current migration process between 
Mexico and the United States is not only the result of push­
pull economic factors, as is generally assumed, but also the 
result of well-developed social networks and the 
implementation of U.S. and Mexican government policies 
as manifested by the formation of a number of 
"transnational communities. • This observation leads to a 
second and related argument: the additional job creation 
resulting from NAFTA will not necessarily stem the 
international migration flows from regions with a long 
tradition of migration to the United States. 

Introduction 

Illegal immigrat ion from Mexico cont in ues to be one of the most 
delicate and controvers ial issues affecting relat ions between Mexico 
and the U n ited States. In November 1 994, 59 percent of Cal i fornia's 
electorate approved Propos it ion 1 87, suggesting that the anger towards 
undocumented imm igration had become endem ic in a state 
h i storically characterized by immigrat ion.  Proponents of the i n it iat ive 
very successfu lly portrayed undocumented immigrants as cri m inals 
who deplete the coffers of cit ies and the state th rough their use of 
social services. They used questionable data to substantiate th is  
assert ion and to depict m igration as an unstoppable flow. 

Th is  image intens ified with the rea l izat ion that the Imm igration 
Reform and Control Act of 1 986 O RCA) had fa iled to reduce illegal 
imm igrat ion.  In 1 986, the U .S .  Congress enacted I RCA, which 
contai ned three principal measures: an amnesty for undocumented 
persons a l ready res id ing in the Un ited States, sanct ions aga i nst 

An earl ier vers ion of this article was pub l i shed as a working paper by the 
Chicano/Lat ino Pol icy Project of the Institute for the Study of Social Change 
at the Un iversity of Cal iforn ia, Berkeley under the title: Labor migration 
from Mexico and free trade: Lessons from a transnational community 
(Aiarc6n 1 994). I am greatly indebted to Gu i l lermo De Ia Peiia, Macrina 
Cilrdenas, Wayne Cornel i us, Rachel Moran, and Martin  Sanchez Jankowski 
for their valuable comments and assistance. 
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employers who "knowingly" h i re undocumented workers, and 
i ncreased enforcement at U .S .  borders. 

Congress passed I RCA to stem the flow of i l legal imm igrat ion to the 
United States . Its supporters argued that the legislation would solve 
the problem s i nce it conta ined measures that would affect both the 
supply and the demand for the labor of undocumented workers, in 
addit ion to prov id ing a generous amnesty program that would benefit 
a large number of people who were a l ready i n  the U n ited States 
i l legal ly. There is a growing consensus, however, that I RCA has not 
brought about the sought-after reduction of undocumented 
imm igrat ion from Mexico. Apprehensions at the border - an 
imprecise measure of actual flows but a good ind icator of trends - rose 
sharply in 1 990. Th is  i ncrease showed that the red uct ion in the 
number of apprehensions observed between 1 987  and 1 989 was only 
a fleet ing resu l t  of lega l ization under I RCA: people who had previously 
crossed the border i l lega l ly  now had proper documents (Castaneda 
and Alarcon 1 99 1 ). 

· 

Several studies have found l itt le evidence that the new law has 
deterred i l legal imm igrat ion.  I n  a study conducted in 1 988 i n  th ree 
trad it ional send ing commun ities in Western Mexico, Corne l i us 
( 1 990b) found no evidence that I RCA had reduced the heavy flow of 
workers to the U n ited States. On the contrary, he found that I RCA 
seemed to have augmented that flow, at least in the short term, 
through the lega l i zation programs. Bean, Edmonston, and Passe l 
( 1 990) concl uded that the stud ies they reviewed genera l ly  suggested a 
decrease i n  the flow of i l legal m igrants as a resu l t  of I RCA. However, 
they ind icated that a large proportion of the decrease was due to the 
lega l i zation programs and that some recent data suggested that 
undocumented m igration flows continued to grow in the post-I RCA 
period. Donato and her assoc iates ( 1 992) more emphatica l ly stressed 
the fa i l u re of I RCA. The i r  study of seven Mexican commun it ies 
showed l i tt le evidence that I RCA had sign if icantly deterred 
undocumented Mexican m igrat ion.  In the i r  view, the few sma l l  effects 
brought about by I RCA were l i tt le to show for the m i l l ions of dol lars 
and thousands of hours invested to implement the Act. 

In th i s  context, Pres ident Sa l i nas de Gortar i  in 1 99 1  proposed the 
establishment of a North American F ree Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
He c la imed, among other th i ngs, that it would reduce m igrat ion from 
Mexico to the U n ited States. Accord ing to Pres ident Sa l i nas, "Mexico 
prefers to export its products rather than its people ."  I n  part because of 
th i s  reason, the U .S. Congress narrowly approved NAFTA i n  
November 1 993 .  
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The Comm ission for the Study of I nternat ional Migration and 
Cooperative Econom ic Deve lopment was an ardent supporter of 
NAFTA. The Comm ission was cha i red by Diego C. Asencio, former 
Ass istant Secretary i n  the U .S .  State Department. I t  was created by 
Congress as part of I RCA, to exam ine the cond it ions i n  Mexico and 
other send ing countries which contr ibute to unauthorized migration to 
the U n ited States i n  order to explore mutual ly benefic ia l  trade and 
investment programs to a l l eviate such cond it ions. By creat ing the 
comm ission, Congress sought to emphasize that the u lt imate solut ion 
to i l legal imm igrat ion was to promote economic development in 
send ing countries. ' 

I n  1 990, in its fi na l  report t it led Unauthorized migration: An 
economic development response, the Commission stated that 

the 1 980s witnessed unprecedented levels of global 
migration - much of it unauthorized - from developing to 
developed countries. [These movements) have created 
regional tensions, exacerbated economic problems in host 
countries, taxed internat ional humanitarian support systems, 
and created what some refer to as "compass ion fat igue" in 
many receiving countries. (Commission for the Study of 
International Migrat ion 1 990, 9). 

The Comm iss ion's most important recommendation was its support 
for NAFTA. Accord ing to Bark in  and Lopez ( 1 991 -) ,  the Asencio 
Comm ission was so i nterested in  promot ing NAFTA that 30 percent of 
its recommendations centered on the issues of free markets and trade 
integrat ion.  Among other th ings, the Asencio Commiss ion 
recommended that the U n ited States change i ts import quota 
a l locations for text i les, appare l ,  and stee l to encourage Mexican 
exports of manufactured goods. The Comm ission also recommended 
that the U n ited States support Mexican requests for funds to develop 
maquiladora activit ies, although it urged the two governments to be 
vigi lant about protect ion of workers' r ights and labor standards. The 
Commission further suggested that the U n ited States cond it ion b i lateral 
aid to send ing countries on their tak ing steps toward structural 
adj ustment. 

In add it ion to f irmly support ing NAFTA and its anticipated 
macroeconom ic effects, the Comm ission recommended th ree 
strategies to foster regional and loca l economic dev.elopment as a way 
to d im in ish the pressures for undocumented immigration: 

38 
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regions with greater potent ia l  to offer i mproved econom ic 
alternatives to prospective m igrants. 

2. Developing small business. S i nce the i nformal sector often 
serves as a refuge for the urban poor and provides employment 
to an increas ing n umber of women, the Comm ission suggested 
that national and i nternational development agencies work with 
governments to reduce legal and bureaucratic imped iments to 
the development of small busi ness. 

3. Channeling remittances into productive small businesses . The 
Comm ission found that most m igrant rem ittances are used to 
pay for bas ic necess it ies, and that l i ttle goes to productive 
i nvestment. The Comm ission recommended that ind iv idual 
m igrant rem ittances be complemented by other fi nancial 
resources from public and private i nst itut ions to support the 
development of the small busi ness sector. The Comm ission 
s i ngled out the Agency for I nternational Development to take 
the lead in foster ing such cooperat ive f inancing arrangements. 

I n  the remai nder of this art icle, I use the case of a trad it ional 
send ing commun ity in Mexico: ( 1 )  to exam ine the relationsh ip  
between regional deve lopment and  labor m igrat ion to  the  U n ited 
States; and (2) to evaluate the potent ia l  i mpact of NAFTA and the 
Asencio Comm ission 's  recommendations on the f low of 
undocumented m igrat ion .  Tlacu itapa, with a popu lat ion of 2 , 300 
i nhab itants i n  1 988, i s  located i n  the Los Altos de ja l i sco region in 
Central-Western Mexico and has a nearly one-h undred-year-old 
trad it ion of m igrat ion to the U n ited States. People in Tlacu itapa form a 
"transnat ional commun ity . "  Th is  term describes the social 
organization of some rural Mexican commun it ies that have spec ialized 
in the production and reproduction of i nternat ional m igrant workers 
and that have deve loped "daughter" commun ities in the U n ited States 
through the concentrated settlement of fam i l ies (Alarcon 1 992) .  
Transnational commun ities have evolved i n  a more comp l i cated 
fashion than s imple push-pu l l  econom ics can explai n .  In particu l ar, 
most send ing commun it ies are located in regions that have 
experienced econom ic deve lopment; yet they nevertheless pers ist i n  
sending large numbers of  m igrant workers to  the U n ited States. 

Research in  the Los Altos de ja l isco region was conducted at E l  
Colegio d e  J a l  i sco between 1 986 and 1 988. Data from Tlacu i tapa 
come from field work and a survey conducted i n  the town and in 
Ca l i forn ia as part of a research project sponsored by the Center for 
U .S .-Mexican Stud ies at the U n ivers ity of Ca l i forn ia, San D iego i n  
1 988 and  1 989.2 A l i ttle more than ha l f  ( 54  percent) o f  t he  3 74 
households in Tlacuitapa were surveyed in that t ime. I n  cases where 

39 



Berkeley Planning Journal 

empty houses were found, an attempt was made to i nterview the 
fam i l ies in  the i r  places of res idence in  Californ ia .  

The art icle is d ivided i nto three sect ions. The fi rst part describes 
the h i storical development of Tlacuitapa as a transnat ional commun ity. 
I n  the second section, the development of the los Altos de )a l isco 
region is described, and Tlacu i tapa is compared to other localit ies that 
have been able to stem m igrat ion flows to the U n ited States. The f ina l  
sect ion draws on these f ind ings to d i scuss the imp l ications of the 
existence of transnational commun ities for the future of Mexican 
m igrat ion to the U n ited States. 

Tlacuitapa: The Development of a Transnational Community 

To someone arriv ing in Tlacu i tapa, the immediate presence of El 
Norte3 i s  evident. Due to the absence of young males, women and 
teenagers dr ive pickups that transport catt le feed . Most of these 
pickups have Cal iforn ia plates, a lthough there are some from 
Oklahoma and Nevada. The fifteen sate l l ite d ishes in th is  town of 3 74 
households demonstrate the ava ilab il ity of money and the competit ion 
for status. One neighbor states "Thanks to God and to El Norte, the 
people of Tlacu i tapa have been able to make progress. "  Accord ing to 
the survey, 48 percent of those aged 1 5  or older had gone to the 
Un ited States on at least one occas ion.  

People i n  the village combine corn farm ing with dair)- cattle ra i s ing.  
Nevertheless, many households depend on rem ittances that arrive 
from the U n ited States. Every day at th ree in the afternoon, people 
gather around the store where the ma i l  is d istr ibuted to rece ive the 
news and the money sent by migrant workers. 

Accord ing to the 1 988 survey, the majority of the homes (63 
percent) and of the lots (65 percent) that were not i nherited had been 
acqu i red with income from the Un ited States. For th is  reason, people 
i n  the town bury U .S. co ins  in  the foundation of their homes as a 
symbo l ic gesture to acknowledge that housing has improved because 
of money from the Un ited States. 

Apparently, rem ittances from the Un ited States have substituted for 
Mexican government cred its and are used to susta in  agr iculture and 
l ivestock. The government extension ist i n  the area considers the 
Tlacuitapa ejido to be the most prosperous in his zone because of 
money arr iving from the Un ited States. Accord ing to h im ,  " i n  
Tlacu i tapa the people do not l ive off the i r  parce ls o f  land; the i r  parcels  
of land live off El  Norte. " 

Cattlemen, Knitters, and Migrants 
Tlacuitapa was originally a settlement of peons and sharecroppers 

who worked in nearby haciendas. The commun i ty received ejido land 
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in 1 93 7, dur ing the most active phase of Mexico's agrar ian reform . By 
1 988, the commun ity had a total of 1 5 7 ejidatarios who worked 2,248 
hectares . Only 5 percent of the land i s  i rr igated, 6 7  percent i s  ra i n  fed, 
and the rest i s  pasture land or has other uses.4 The survey found that 
44 percent of the econom ically active populat ion whose pr imary 
res idence i n  1 988 was in Tlacu i tapa worked in agr iculture .  Fourteen 
percent were employed in services; 8 percent in reta il commerce; 8 
percent in construct ion; and 26 percent in l ight man ufactur ing, mostly 
i n-home garment-making (Cornel ius 1 990a, 9). 

As in the whole Los Altos de jalisco region, because of the poor 
quality of the soil and lack of water, cattle ra is ing for m ilk prod uct ion 
has been more important than crop cultivat ion . S i nce the 1 940s, m ilk 
has been sold to large process ing plants located in the city of Lagos de 
Moreno, nearly 20 m i les away. The da i ry producers range from those 
who sell 2 l iters of m ilk a day to those who deliver 200. Households 
i nvolved in the product ion of m ilk generally implement two k inds of 
arrangements. F i rst, whi le men go to the U n ited States, the elderly arid 
women are in charge of agricultu ral prod uct ion .  They h i re day 
laborers to perform the work. S i nce many of these day laborers have 
moved from smaller su rround ing localit ies, they replace the m igrants 
who are either absent or not will ing to work in Tlacu itapa after hav ing 
worked i n  the U n ited States for h igher wages. Second, when the 
whole household moves to the U n ited States, an imals are left i n  the 
care of relatives and land is given to sharecroppers. 

L ike other women in the region, Tlacu i tapeiias have long engaged 
in domestic handicrafts. Embroidery and kn itti ng are activit ies 
i nherited from Span ish ancestors. I n  the 1 950s, substant ial domestic 
production began when a merchant from San j uan de los Lagos, a 
nearby city that houses the second most important sanctuary i n  
Mexico, took embroidery frames to  Tlacu itapa for production of 
bedspreads .  Women later began to embroider shawls. Th i s  work 
ended in the m id-1 960s, when women were allowed to enter churches 
without cover ing the i r  heads. S i nce the begi nn ing  of the 1 9 70s, the 
kn itt ing of baby clothes has expanded i n  Tlacu i tapa. At present, 
almost half of the work ing women in the town kn i t  as a pr inc ipal or 
secondary occupation . Women kn i t  i n  their  homes with yarn given to 
them by merchants or by other women who pay them for the work 
completed. Women who work i n  th i s  act iv ity say they do not earn 
yery much.  

Social Networks and iabor Markets in the San Francisco Bay 
Area 

S i nce the beginn ing  of th is  century, Tlacui tapeiios have been 
i ncreas ingly in tegrated in U .S .  labor markets. Three generat ions of 
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migrants have worked at various jobs and in  d i fferent places. At 
present, Tlacu itapelios concentrate in  several areas of the U n ited 
States . A city in the San Francisco Bay Area has the largest 
concentrat ion.  There are other smaller, related commun ities i n  
Ca l i forn ia - near Sacramento and  i n  Los Angeles - as  well a s  i n  
Oklahoma, Texas, Nevada, and  Oregon.  

Table 1 shows the d istr ibution of the popu lation of Tlacu itapa, 
accord ing to p lace of res idence in 1 988. It il l ustrates the extent of 
m igration to the Un ited States. Nearly half the males (46 percent) and 
1 5  percent of women res ided i n  the Un ited States i n  1 988. Although 
m igrat ion by women has been increas ing as more fam i l ies sett le i n  the 
Un ited States, men sti l l  m igrate more. 

n - 774 

Table 1 

Place of Residence of People Born in Tlacuitapa 
(Persons Aged 1 5  to 64), 1 988 

Place Male Female 
(%) (%) 

Tlacu itapa 52 .5  8 1 .8 
Other place in Mexico 1 . 3 2 .6 

Northern Cal iforn ia 1 6. 7  8 .2  
Southern Cal iforn ia 7.6 2 .3  
I l l inois 2.9 0.8 
Nevada 1 .8 1 . 5  
Oregon and Washington 2.4 0.5 
Oklahoma 7.8 2 . 1  
Texas 6.0 0.3 
Other place in the U .S .  1 .0 0 

Total 1 00.0 1 00.0 

Source: Center for U . S.-Mexican Studies Household Survey, 1 988 

Of a l l  of the current concentrat ions of Tlacu itapelios in the U n ited 
States, the most populous and inst itutional ized is the one in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, where close to forty fam ilies have sett led. The San 
Francisco Bay concentrat ion began at the start of the 1 970s with the 
grad ual d i splacement of Tlacu itapelios who had previously sett led near 
Sacramento. The pr incipal reason for moving was a des i re to leave 
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farm jobs that were seasonal  to seek urban employment that was more 
permanent and h igher paying. 

After th ree decades of work experience, the San Francisco Bay 
m igrants have managed to ga i n  access to the labor market i n  the 
region.  Most of them work i n  restaurants and hote ls  and i n  jan itor ia l  
work. A few - espec ia l ly those a l ready legal residents - work i n  a salt 
factory, i n  compan ies that bu i ld  chain l i n k  fences, or i n  construct ion . 
Others work in a mattress factory or as farm workers i n  flower growing 
and nurseries. Women, bes ides do ing  farm work i n  the  flower 
industry, work in d ry clean ing and in housekeeping  in hotels,  
restaurants, and private homes. They a lso provide chi ld care at home. 

The soc ia l  l i fe of Tlacuitapenos, which inc l udes cooperat ion and 
confl ict, is in tense i n  th is  c i ty and centers on a char ismat ic 
Tlacuitapeno whose house has a garden next to the street. Th i s  p lace, 
ca l led the Plaza de Tlacuitapa or the "goss ip,"  is very i mportant to the 
i nterrelat ionsh ip  of Tlacuitapenos who exchange i nformation and 
favors there. I n  years past, a soccer team, the "Tiacu i-boys, " a l so 
served to sol id ify the commun ity. 

Regional Development and Migration in  Los Altos de Jal isco 

The debate over the rati fication of NAFTA generated a number of 
studies that examine the agreement's effects on m igrat ion patterns from 
Mexico. Calva ( 1 991  ), for instance, foresees a chaotic s ituation for 
Mexico as a resu l t  of NAFTA. I n  h i s  opin ion,  free trade in agr icu ltural 
and l ivestock products w i l l  cause the v i rtual dem ise of Mexico's 
domestic product ion of its most important gra ins  (corn and beans) and 
the emigrat ion of nearly 1 5  m i l l ion people from rural areas. I n  a 
s im i lar way, H inojosa-Ojeda and Robinson ( 1 992) argue that wh i l e  
complete l i bera l ization w i l l  i ncrease U .S .  agr icu ltura l  exports to 
Mexico, i t  w i l l  a l so speed up out-m igrat ion from rural areas of people 
who w i l l  show up i n  Mexican urban and U .S .  labor markets. For this 
reason, they propose a long transit ion period to a l low t ime for needed 
infrastructure investments in rural areas and to smooth the process of 
labor absorption in the Mexican ind ustr ia l  sector. 

Corne l i us and Mart in  ( 1 993) contend that, even with the 
antici pated d is locations in smal l-scale agricu l ture, future leve ls  of tota l 
Mexican m igrat ion to the U n ited States (both legal and i l lega l )  may not 
i ncrease i n  response to trade l i bera l izat ion.  F i rst, many rural dwe l lers 
a l ready have d ivers ified the i r  sources of i ncome, making them less 
dependent on i ncome earned from producing agr icu ltural 
commod it ies. Second, a free trade zone w i l l  i nduce more U .S .  
agricultural producers to expand i n  Mexico i n  the 1 990s creat ing 
add it ional jobs there. Th i rd, the i ncrease i n  i nterna l  m igrat ion may not 
translate i nto a great deal of i nternat ional m igrat ion .  F i na l ly, fo l lowing 
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the European experience, free trade and econom ic integration can be 
structured so as not to cause s ign ificant emigrat ion . 

One can argue that NAFTA and the policies suggested by the 
Asencio Commission should reduce the flow of m igrants from villages 
l ike Tlacu i tapa. Tlacu itapa 's  economy is based on agricultural 
activit ies that do not requ i re large numbers of workers, and the 
industrial activit ies carried out by women at home are low paying. 
Two observations, however, challenge th is pred ict ion .  F i rst, 
Tlacu itapa is located in an already econom ically dynamic region that 
has seen the prol iferation of small busi nesses, many of them started 
with m igrant rem i ttances . Second, the rapid growth of the 
manufactur ing industry i n  the nearby city of lagos de Moreno has not 
affected the migrat ion patterns from Tlacu i tapa. 

Tlacu itapa is part of los Altos de ]ali sco, a region located i n  an arid 
plateau i n  the northeast of the state of ]al isco.5 l ike other regions in 
Western Mexico, los Altos de ]ali sco is considered a "trad it ional 
send ing region"; and it has a one-h undred-year-old h istory of U .S.­
bound m igration . Researchers have long recogn ized the importance of 
los Altos de ]ali sco as a m igrat ion region.  As early as the 1 930s, Paul 
Taylor ( 1 933), an econom ist from Berkeley, conducted the fi rst study 
in Arandas where he found that recru iters sent from the U n ited States 
played a key role in developing migrat ion from that town . 

The region has spec ialized in cattle ra is ing s i nce colon ial t imes. At 
the begi nn i ng, th is activity was aimed at prod ucing meat and draft 
an imals desti ned for the m i nes of Guanaj uato and Zacatecas. In the 
last four decades, the area has become one of the pr incipal da i ry 
production regions in Mexico due pr incipally to Nestle's sett ing up a 
plant in the early 1 940s in the city of lagos de Moreno. 

The establ ishment of the Nestle plant prompted cattle ranchers to 
sh i ft from meat production to m ilk product ion.  I n  add it ion to large 
farm ing compan ies that produce for the national market, there are 
th ree types of da i ry production farms that operate on d i fferent 
economic levels. Large production units have a substantial number of 
fi rst-class l ivestock, excellent technical cond it ions to produce fodder 
crops, and a steady workforce of contract salaried workers. Because of 
the farms' capital, they can ra i se dai ry cattle at a h igh profit or red i rect 
the i r  i nvestment if th is activity becomes unprofitable. Medium-sized 
farms are the un its that predom inate in the region and are preferred by 
the local enterpri ses that process m ilk. These production un its engage 
in cattle ra is ing activit ies wh ich are complemented by the cultivation 
of fodder crops that in  most cases are insufficient. These un its tend to 
be characterized by the installat ion of a mechanized da iry stable, the 
production of fodder, and the d ivers ification of act iv it ies wh ich perm its 
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them to operate even dur ing t imes of cr is is .  Family farms are the 
sma l l est peasant un i ts; they cu lt ivate corn and beans for the i r  own 
consumption and for their  l ivestock .  Work on these farms i s  genera l ly 
carried out by the household un it itse l f, which is barely able to subsist 
and therefore expe ls  a sign ificant port ion of its workforce . Accord ing  
to  researchers of  the  I nstitute de Estudios para el Desarro l lo  Rura l  
Maya ( 1 985), the  sa le  of  labor i n  the  U n ited States perm its the 
reproduction of these un its and even a modest expans ion .  Th us, 
rem ittances sent by fam i ly  members represent a s ign i ficant i ncome 
without which these farms wou ld not survive. 

Besides da i ry production, the man ufactur ing industry began to 
grow rapid ly i n  the region dur ing the 1 970s. Enterprises ded icated to 
the product ion of da i ry prod ucts and c loth ing were set up. Four of the 
most important manufactur ing firms i n  the state of )a l i sco are located 
in Lagos de Moreno: Pasteur izadora L de M and Cremeria La Danesa, 
wh ich produce da i ry products; and two transnat ional  corporations, 
Nestle and Swissmex Rapid, S .A. ,  which prod uce metal products (A lba 
1 986). 

There are a lso several med i um-sized ind ustries, as wel l  as a great 
number of sma l l  fam i ly workshops ded icated to producing c lothes and 
kn i tt ing, work shoes and gloves, and da i ry products. The pro l i ferat ion 
of sma l l  workshops has rad ical ly changed the econom ic profi le  of 
many towns. The cloth ing industry i n  Los Altos is based on sma l l  
maquila workshops and home work i n  which women p lay a 
predom i nant ro le.  Beginn ing  a lso in the 1 970s, the southern part of 
the region, around the city of Tepatit lan, deve loped a new type of 
entrepreneur ia l  pou l try farm ing that requ i res large fi nancia l  resources 
and channels its production toward the large urban centers of the 
country. 

The city of Lagos de Moreno, located 20 m i les away from 
Tlacuitapa, has experienced the most rap id ind ustr ia l  deve lopment i n  
the region . Table 2 shows that manufactu r ing i n  Lagos d e  Moreno 
grew faster than that of the state of )a l i sco in  the period 1 960- 1 990. 
The newly created jobs there, however, have not attracted the 
popu lat ion from Tlacu itapa, which conti n ues to m igrate to the U n ited 
States in great numbers. I n stead, the industr ia l ization of Lagos has 
attracted numerous popu lation groups from neighboring rural 
commun it ies. The few fam i l ies from Tlacuitapa who l ive i n  Lagos de 
Moreno moved there i n  order to start busi nesses. 

In contrast to Tlacuitapa, the estab l i shment of local sma l l  
bus inesses has a l lowed two commun it ies i n  the Los Altos de )a l i sco 
region to break their dependency on i ncome earned in the U n ited 
States: Los Dolores in the mun ic ipa l ity of Arandas, a commun ity 
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stud ied by j uan Lu is  Orozco ( 1 992); and V i l l a  H idalgo, a sma l l  c i ty 
studied by Wayne Corne l i us ( 1 990a). Los Dolores was origi na l ly  a 
commun ity of da i ry farmers with heavy m igration to the U n ited States. 
In 1 979, on the advice of priests and members of a nearby 
cooperative, res idents of Los Dolores began to organ ize a cooperative 
to buy l ivestock feed . Along with two other cooperat ives, they began 
to make the i r  own l ivestock feed, which was better and less expens ive 
than the feed they purchased . In 1 984, the th ree cooperat ives bought 
a plant to process m i lk, and th ree years later the cooperative was able 
to produce 800 k i lograms of cheese. 

Table 2 

Employment by Industry in Lagos de Moreno (Municipality) and 
}alisco (State), 1 960- 1 990 

I ndustry Lagos de Moreno )a lisco 
1 960 1 990 Total % 1 960 1 990 Total % 

chan1e chan�e 

Agriculture 1 1 , 380 8,492 -25.4 393, 1 1 6  2 34,0 1 6  -40.5 

Mining • 1 0 1  90 - 1 0.9 7,255 1 1 ,669 60.8 

Manufacturing 1 ,624 7,467 3 59.8 1 1 8,4 1 3  . 3 72,498 2 1 4.6 

Construction 642 2,490 2 8 7.8 33,686 1 24,5 1 2  269.6 

Commerce 1 ,209 3, 1 86 1 63 . 5 84,045 242, 790 1 88.9 

Transp. and 400 757  89 .2  24,723 67,2 1 1  1 7 1 .9 

communic. 
Services 1 , 355  5,8 1 9  3 2 9.4 9 1 , 7 1 6  447,452 387.9 

Not specified 1 39 1 ,090 684.2 4,047 53,054 1 2 1 0.9 

Total 1 6,850 29,39 1 74.4 75 7,00 1 1 , 5 53,202 1 05 . 2  

• Includes o i l  a n d  gas extraction a n d  p u b l i c  uti l i t ies 

Source: General Census of Population and Housing, Mexico, 1 960 and 1 990. 

In 1 988, the cooperative had 240 members, 80 of whom were from 
Los Dolores. The cooperat ive offers the h ighest price for m i l k  and 
buys all its members' product ion.  Most of the cooperative 's  profits are 
re invested . The cooperat ive also employs 80 people ( 1 1 of whom are 
from Los Dolores) and tends to h i re members or ch i ldren of members. 
Orozco ( 1 992, 381 ) bel ieves that the cooperative has played a key ro le 
i n  reducing the flow of m igrants to the Un ited States - a f low that 
peaked in the period 1 968-1 978. Today, a fam i ly can enjoy a 
relatively good standard of l iv ing by rema in ing in Los Dolores and 
part ic ipating in  the cooperative. Despite al l of th is ,  young people sti l l  

46 



Transnational Communities, Alarc6n 

go to the U n ited States for short periods of t ime when they have to 
save for a wedd ing or the construct ion of a house. 

Villa H idalgo prov ides another example of a small c i ty that 
successfully reversed the trend toward out-m igration to the U n ited 
States. Although Villa H idalgo lost populat ion dur ing the 1 950s and 
1 960s, the city ga i ned populat ion through immigrat ion i n  the 1 970s 
because a large number of jobs were created in approx imately 200 
small, fam i ly-owned text ile and garment factories establ ished 
begi nn i ng in the late 1 960s. The ind ustrialization process began when 
a former m igrant worker invested his savi ngs i n  two manually operated 
cloth weaving mach i nes. By the end of the 1 970s, the town had 
become a key supplier of cloth ing to major department stores i n  large 
cit ies. Cornel ius  ( 1 990a, 3 1 -32)  states that the i n i t ial i nvestment came 
from sav ings accum ulated through employment in the U n ited States, 
although commerc ial bank cred it became ava i lable later .  He 
considers that jobs could have been created faster and in larger 
numbers with Mexican government and i nternational agency support 
through low interest loans, tra i n i ng, and assistance in developing 
domestic and export markets. However, Cornel ius suggests the need 
to be cautious in general iz ing from th is  case . A s im ilar i n i t iat ive - that 
of Noch istlan Zacatecas production of cloth ing and shoes - fa i led 
because local producers were unable to compete with large producers 
from bigger cit ies. 

U nl ike los Dolores and Villa H idalgo, Tlacu i tapa rema ins  a 
substant ial source of i nternat ional m igrants - despite the growth of 
manufactur ing and the prol iferat ion of small bus inesses in lagos de 
Moreno. Th us, the Tlacu itapa story demonstrates the need for a closer 
assessment of the Asencio Comm ission 's  cla im that economic 
development i n  nearby regions will deter m igrat ion to the U n ited 
States. 

Final Considerations 

The m igrat ion process from los Altos de Jalisco, l ike all soc ial 
processes, res i sts s implif ication .  In contrast to the widespread 
conception in the U n ited States, the case presented here calls i n to 
question the image of Mexican m igrants as people who were poor and 
unemployed i n  the i r  own country and who come to the U n ited States 
desperately seeking work. labor m igrat ion from los Altos de Jali sco 
takes place in the context of a region that has experienced economic 
growth and where dedication to work has  d i st i ngu ished a populat ion 
that i n  the last fi fty years has made up one of the most i mportant da iry 
regions i n  Mexico desp ite an adverse environment. I n  add it ion, the 
development of a number of large and med i um-sized man ufactur ing 
f i rms and the prol iferation of small workshops have created jobs that 
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captured part of the labor d isplaced from agriculture. However, the 
massive emigration from the region, both to other cit ies in Mexico and 
to the U n ited States, shows that the rate of regional econom ic growth 
has not been able to keep pace with the expectations of a large 
segment of the populat ion.  

The case of Tlacuitapa i l lustrates how deeply certa in  rural 
commun ities in  Western Mexico are socia l ly and econom ically 
i ntegrated with the Un ited States. These transnational commun ities 
have largely resulted from pol ic ies implemented by the U n ited States 
and Mexico. From the turn of the century to the m id-1 960s, U .S .  
imm igration pol icy encouraged temporary Mexican labor m igrat ion . 
This  was the overall i ntention, despite the deportations that took place 
in the 1 930s and 1 950s. Dur ing the fi rst two decades of th is  century, 
d i rect recruitment in Centra l-Western Mexico and the implementation 
of len ient immigration pol ic ies by U n ited States stimu lated the 
formation of transnational commun ities. Between 1 942 and 1 964, the 
B racero Program strengthened the l inkages between U .S. employers 
and many Mexican workers; and it expanded the migrat ion experience 
of many rural commun it ies, as well as the i r  econom ic dependence on 
money earned in the Un ited States. Dur ing th is period, the Mexican 
government a l located a d i sproportionate share of B racero contracts to 
the Central-Western region to d ilute polit ical oppos it ion (Cross and 
Sandos 1 98 1 ). Later, the maturation of socia l  neiworks and U .S .  
immigration policy that facil i tated fam ily reun i fication re inforced the 
formation of "daughter commun ities" i n  the U n ited States. 

The concept of transnational commun ities draws on a long trad it ion 
of research i n  the soc ial sciences. Soc ial network theory has been 
app l ied to m igration stud ies s i nce the 1 920s (Massey et a l .  1 987, 5). 
More recently, Mi nes ( 1 98 1 )  used the approach to study a send ing 
commun ity i n  Zacatecas; and Reichert ( 1 98 1 )  used the term "migrat ion 
syndrome" to describe how the improved standard of l iv ing 
perpetuates the m igrat ion process by generat ing a demand among the 
population for mainta i n i ng such a l iv ing standard . I n  Return to Aztlan 
(Massey et al. 1 987), we found that once i nternational m igrat ion 
begins, social networks deve lop to make foreign employment 
i ncreas ingly access ib le to all classes of a send ing society. These 
networks cons ist of socia l  ties that l i nk  send ing commun ities to 
specific points of dest i nation in  rece iving societies. These ties b ind 
migrants and non-m igrants with in  a complex web of complementary 
socia l  roles and interpersonal relationsh ips that are mai nta ined by an 
informal set of mutual expectations and prescribed behaviors. Socia l  
networks based on ki nsh ip, friendsh ip, and commun i ty origi ns ease 
the cost of m igration and provide a good env i ronment for new 
immigrants. 

48 



Transnational Communities, Alarc6n 

In 1 988, I called "norteri izac i6n" the process by which a Mexican 
commun ity becomes social ly and econom ica l ly integrated i nto El 
Norte (Aiarc6n 1 988 and 1 992). At the same ti me, Durand ( 1 988) 
po inted out the existence of m igrat ion c i rcu i ts between Mexico and 
the U n ited States. Rouse ( 1 988 and 1 992) used the term •transnational 
commun i ty" to descr ibe sets of geograph ically d i stant commun it ies i n  
Mexico and  i n  t he  U .S. among wh ich  there is a very active c i rculation 
of people, money, in formation, and goods. Accord ing to Rouse, i t  i s  
very d i ff icu lt  to consider these commun it ies as separate - despite 
d i stance and i nternational borders. He later contended that m igrat ion 
has been analyzed i n  b ipolar terms as a movement of people between 
essential ly autonomous commun it ies and that people stead i ly  sh i ft 
the i r  focus of attention and the locus of their  pr inc ipa l  soc ia l  t ies from 
one commun ity to another. Contrary to th is ,  he proposed that 
sett lement has been accompan ied by the emergence of a transnat ional 
c i rcu i t  i n  which m igrants have deve loped and ma inta i ned 
transnational involvements. This term seems to be more appropriate 
and therefore is used in th i s  art ic le .  

A transnational commun ity consists of a "parent" rural commun ity 
in Mexico and one or more "daughter" commun it ies i n  the U n ited 
States. For members of transnational commun it ies, some processes i n  
the U n ited States become more relevant than processes occurr ing i n  
Mexico. For example, the creat ion o f  jobs i n  the U n ited States i s  more 
important for these Mex icans than the existence of s im ilar 
opportun it ies i n  Mexican cities. Th us, Tlacuitapa i s  "closer" to the San 
Francisco Bay Area i n  Ca l i forn ia than to G uadalajara or Mexico C i ty. 
I n  genera l ,  transnat ional  commun ities experience s im ilar processes: 
( 1 )  s i nce people ach ieve a better standard of l iv ing th rough work in the 
U n ited States, they become dependent on these rem ittances (Reichert 
1 98 1 ); (2) local econom ies experience dynamic growth or stagnation 
due to the i nfus ion of dol lars (the d i rect ion of the trend depends on the 
regional context); (3) in ternational m igrat ion predom inates over 
i nterna l  m igrat ion as people in the commun ity ga i n  more access to 
labor markets in the U n ited States; (4) people adapt the i r  soc ial and 
cu ltural structures to make m igrat ion poss ib le; and (5) the m igrat ion 
process evolves from a temporary and seasonal m igrat ion pattern to a 
more permanent sett lement (Aiarc6n 1 992). 

I n  th is  context, transnat ional commun it ies are s ites where soc ia l  
networks have reached a very h igh level of development. The soc ial 
sc1ence l i terature has .  documented the existence of severa l 
transnational commun it ies in Mexico. I n  Michoacan the fol low ing 
commun it ies have been identif ied: ]ar ipo (Fonseca and Moreno 1 984), 
Gomez Farias (l6pez 1 986), "G uadalupe" (Reichert 1 98 1 ), Agu i l i l l a 
(Rouse 1 988), and Chavinda (Aiarc6n 1 988 and 1 992). Corra l i l los 
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(Orozco 1 992) and Tlacu itapa (Cornel i us 1 976) are located in jal isco. 
F inally, Mines ( 1 98 1 )  and Goldr ing ( 1 992) conducted research in  las 
An imas, Zacatecas. 

Policy makers should be aware of transnational commun ities that 
are located in the most important send ing areas of Central-Western 
Mexico. Some areas in th is  region and therefore some transnational 
commun ities cou ld benefit from NAFTA through the arrival of foreign 
investment, the re location of U .S .  plants to Mexico, or the expansion 
of competit ive Mexican industries that enhance the creation of jobs. 
However, the case of T lacu itapa demonstrates that although jobs are 
created in a nearby city, the i nternational m igration flow from 
transnational commun ities is not affected. In theory, m igrants from 
these commun it ies wi l l  stop emigrat ing when they can earn salaries 
that prov ide the same standard of l iv ing that they have ach ieved 
through work in the Un ited States. U ntil wage parity is ach ieved, 
however, the transnational commun ity will cont inue to channel 
workers to labor markets in  the Un ited States, because of contacts with 
employers and social connections. 

I n  h i s  comparative rev iew of internat ional m igrat ion, Mart i n  ( 1 99 1 )  
found that m igrant recru itment, money rem ittances, and the return of 
m igrant workers have rarely led to a job-creat ing economic take-off in  
sending areas wh ich would reduce the pressu res for -em igrat ion. I n  
th is  vein ,  Cornel ius ( 1 990a, 35) argues that the only realistic object ive 
of government intervention in these transnational commun ities is to try 
to create viable alternatives to international m igrat ion for would-be 
fi rst-t ime migrants to the U n ited States. For th is reason, he proposes 
that resources should be targeted to promote development in places 
not yet integrated into the transnational m igrat ion network. Massey 
( 1 988) suggests that policies to promote add it ional econom ic growth 
in send ing nations w i l l  not reduce immigrat ion to the Un ited States i n  
t he  short run ;  indeed, these po l icies may increase migrat ion . Fo r  th is  
reason, he bel ieves that it is i n  the interest of the U n ited States to 
promote rapid econom ic deve lopment and a lso to accept a relatively 
large number of immigrants from Mexico. 

The cases of los Dolores and V i l l a  H idalgo reveal that i nternat ional 
m igrat ion has been reduced in  sending commun ities by fac i l itat ing the 
establ i shment of local small businesses and cooperatives. The Asencio 
Commission suggested that governments shou ld reduce bureaucratic 
imped iments to the development of small businesses, that ways should 
be sought to encourage commercia l  banks to f inance these businesses, 
and that m igrant rem ittances should be complemented by other 
f inancial sources from offic ia l  and private i nstitut ions. However, the 
establishment of NAFTA, so strongly supported by the Asencio 
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Commi ss ion, m ight end up caus ing the oppos ite effect by affect ing 
negat ively enterpr ises that already exist, such as those i n  Los Dolores 
and Villa H ida lgo. The quest ion remains  as to what extent the 
l ivestock, da i ry, and c loth ing industries in the Los Altos de Ja l i sco 
region will be able to compete with their  U . S. and Canad ian 
counterparts when NAFT A is fi na l ly  implemented. 

Transnational commun it ies were or ig ina lly created by the 
intervention of the U n ited States through d i rect recruitment and 
imm igration pol icy. I n  great part as a result of th i s, undocumented 
m igrat ion from Mexico seems to be a permanent feature of U .S .  -
Mexican re lat ions. Restr iction ists, l i ke the proponents of Propos it ion 
1 87, prefer to ignore h i story. L ike internat ional  trade, labor mobil i ty 
across borders should be included in negotiat ions between Mexico 
and the U n ited States. 

N OTES 

The Comm ission concentrated its efforts i n  Mexico, Central America, and 
the Caribbean . Over a period of three years, the Comm ission held n ine  
international consu ltations as wel l as  several research workshops .and 
hearings in  the Un ited States. I n  add ition, the Comm ission funded 79 
research papers that were written by researchers from different countries. 

While I was a Vis i t ing Research Fel low at the Center for U .S .  - Mexican 
Stud ies of the Un ivers ity of Cal ifornia, San Diego, I part ic ipated i n  a 
research project d irected by Professor Wayne Cornel i us.  As a result, I wrote 
the paper: 'Migratory trad ition, the S impson-Rod ino law and economic 
cris is in  a Mexican region, • for the Commission for the Study of 
International Migration and Economic Development in  1 989. Many of the 
ideas contained in  this article were orig inal ly developed in  that paper. 

El Norte (The North) is the popular term used by people in  sending 
commun ities to refer to the Un ited States. 

Information provided by Secretarfa de Agricultura y Recursos Hidrau l icos, 
lagos de Moreno. 1 988. 

The los Altos de ]al isco region comprises the fol lowing munic ipal it ies: 
Acatic, Arandas, Encarnaci6n de Diaz, ]alostotit lan, Jesus Maria, lagos de 
Moreno, Mexticacan, Ojuelos de ]al isco, San Diego de Alejandrla, San 
Ju l ian, San j uan de los lagos, San Miguel el Alto, Tepatit lan de Morelos, 
Teocaltiche, Un i6n de San Anton io, Val le de Guadalupe, V i l l a  Obreg6n, 
V i l l a  Hidalgo, and Yahualica de Gonzalez Gal lo .  
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