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ABSTRACT 
 
Following decades of protectionism, in 1982 Mexico reacted to its foreign debt crisis by 
implementing extreme structural adjustment policies and it has continued a pattern of 
neoliberalism, increasingly opening its economy to international markets. The cumulative 
impacts of these policies have negatively affected the majority of the Mexican 
population, and researchers have documented the detrimental effects of neoliberal polices 
on working and middle classes in other contexts. Based on ethnographic research in 
Nogales, Sonora, this paper will describe a particular group of Mexicans who have 
nevertheless risen to middle class status throughout this time period. It will situate them 
within an industrializing border economy and will investigate some of the factors, both 
internal and external, that have contributed to their success in this endeavor. Finally, it 
will raise questions for future research, such as: Is this middle-class sustainable? 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

During the week, she cleans around the house, has tea with a group of friends, 
and does the grocery shopping. On the weekends she goes to clothing outlets, 
works in her garden, or goes to a friend’s house for a barbeque. Her husband 
puts on a shirt and tie in the mornings, and during the day she can reach him by 
cell phone if something comes up. On the weekends he drinks beer and watches 
sports on TV or fixes up the house. After school, her children hang out with 
friends downtown or watch sitcoms and music videos. The walls of their 
bedrooms are covered with music and movie posters, and their clothing reflects 
the latest styles. A few times a year, the family goes on vacation together, often a 
weekend camping trip but sometimes a weeklong visit to a Disney amusement 
park.  

 
The middle class woman described above is actually a composite image of the 

Mexican women who shared their stories with me and who will be the subject of this 

paper. In many ways, their lives are not so different from that of my own suburban 

middle-class mother who lives in the U.S. Northeast. And yet, time and time again, I got 

the following response to a description of my thesis research: “Is there a middle class on 

the Mexican side of the border?” This response should not have surprised me, given news 

and media portrayals that paint a sordid picture of the U.S.-Mexico border and recent 

economic reports that indicate a worsening situation for many Mexicans. In fact, the 

standard of living of the families that I studied does represent a kind of anomaly, one that 

demonstrates the uneven effects of certain economic and social processes and points us 

toward intriguing questions for future research.  

 After decades of protectionism and import substitution policies designed to foster 

the growth of national industries, in 1982 the debt crisis prompted a change as the 

Mexican federal administration began to engage in extreme neoliberal policies. Not only 

did they voluntarily surpass stringent IMF requirements, but they went so far that they 
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prompted the World Bank to grant its first loan to a country simply for instituting 

structural neoliberal reforms in 1984 (Harvey 2005). Through GATT (General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) and 

other international trade agreements, Mexico’s economy has become more and more 

open to international markets. The transformation was so complete that the country was 

heralded as a model of free-market driven development.  

 Researchers generally agree that neoliberalism is detrimental to working and 

middle classes, and they have documented its negative effects in many contexts (Lomnitz 

and Melnick 1991; Minujin 1995; Minujin, et al. 2004; Newman 1993). Each individual 

case involves different actions, but these can be summarized briefly. Privatization 

reduces the size of government payrolls; reduced protections allow less efficient 

companies to go out of business; labor protections are scaled back; austerity measures 

drastically reduce social spending on education, healthcare and housing; and subsidies 

and price controls are eliminated. In the Mexican case, this trend was generally 

confirmed. Although a small subset of the population benefited greatly from these 

policies, their cumulative effect has been negative for many Mexicans (Adler Hellman 

1994; Camp 2000; Thompson 2002), and those who were not hurt in real terms suffered 

relatively from the resulting polarization of incomes (Székely 1998). The middle class 

was not immune to these problems, declining in number between 1984 and 1992 (Székely 

1998). According to Thompson, the middle class dropped from 40 percent of the 
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population in 1980 to 20 percent in 20001 (2000). 

 And yet, as I will show, the border families that I studied rose to a higher 

socioeconomic class status during this same time period. From predominantly working 

class backgrounds, they arrived on the border in Nogales, Sonora by the mid-1970s and 

obtained employment, often in the growing maquila industry. Over the next few decades, 

they got married, set up homes, had children, and gradually moved up the socioeconomic 

ladder, not without small bumps along the way. Currently they enjoy a comfortable 

middle-class lifestyle. In perhaps any other time period, this trajectory would not be 

notable, but the fact that this occurred during the neoliberal period following 1982 makes 

these families’ stories worth telling.2 That they live in a border environment3 and that 

their livelihoods are tied to the transnational maquila industry is only the beginning of the 

explanation, as many others who shared this situation did not also share in their success. 

 This research is important because middle classes in many countries have been 

identified as an important indicator of the health of a developing economy and are 

increasingly tied to democratic outcomes as well (see for example Easterly 2001). In 

Mexico, their numbers have historically been small, and the country has been 

characterized by high socioeconomic inequality. The middle classes that do exist have 

often been hidden behind revolutionary discourse that sought to promote unity through an 

 
1 The discrepancy in statistical reporting on the middle class stems mainly from a lack of agreement on who 
should be considered part of the group. These numbers are provided to give a sense of the direction of 
change. 
2 In an edited volume on the subject, von Mentz (2003) argues that social mobility has been characteristic 
of Mexican society since colonial times, but interestingly none of the book’s examples are taken from the 
post-1982 era.  
3 Historically, the border region has often demonstrated dissimilar and even opposite economic effects 
compared to the rest of the country (see for example Coubès 2003). 
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emphasis on mestizo ethnicity and a primarily rural, small producer citizen subject 

identity (Alonso 2004). The presence of a middle class has also been considered a key 

ingredient in maintaining a docile working class because by example they help to 

perpetuate the idea that individual progress is possible. As we will see, in this case 

progress was possible, but required the co-occurrence of a number of factors, including 

an element of luck, so that the families described here, despite their hard work and 

sacrifice, still represent to some extent “the lucky ones.” In this sense, they demonstrate 

the individualizing effects of neoliberalization, in which the agent or the household 

individually face system-wide risks. Finally, this research is important because these 

unpredicted findings may help to unveil previously unanticipated features of late 

capitalism and neoliberalism and to point toward other fruitful areas for investigation. It 

suggests that while the effects of neoliberal reforms on the extreme ends of the spectrum 

are relatively easy to predict, the picture becomes much more complicated for the middle 

sectors and is mediated by a multiplicity of factors. 

 This paper will describe a particular group of people who have risen to middle 

class status in a border economy during a period of neoliberal policy that negatively 

affected other segments of the population. Following a brief discussion of the background 

of the project and methods of data collection, it will set the historical context by 

sketching the economic development of Nogales, Sonora from its founding in the late 

nineteenth century to the present day with a special focus on the formation of earlier 

classes in the region. Drawing on ethnographic data collected by the author, the paper 

will then detail the research families’ middle-class lifestyle on the border and explicate 
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some factors, both internal and external, that may have contributed to their ability to 

attain it. The final section raises questions for future research. 
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BACKGROUND AND METHODS 
 

As this project seeks to contribute to the nascent research on emerging middle 

classes along borders and in Third World contexts, the ethnographic data presented here 

is descriptive in nature. It is not intended to be representative but instead is used in the 

life history tradition, in which individual lives are used to illustrate broader processes. 

After moving from Pennsylvania to Tucson, I became familiar with this section of the 

U.S.-Mexico border region by working as a graduate research assistant for two years with 

a community-based applied research project dealing with environmental issues in Ambos 

Nogales. Ambos Nogales, or both Nogaleses, refers to Nogales, Arizona, and its 

significantly larger sister city, Nogales, Sonora, which are separated by the U.S.-Mexico 

border fence. They are situated within a larger border social system that extends 

northward to the U.S. cities of Tucson and Phoenix and southward to the Sonoran capital 

of Hermosillo.4 Although significantly smaller than the largest border cities, Ambos 

Nogales is the most urban of the Arizona-Sonora border towns and the central crossing 

point for the two states. The map below shows the location of Nogales, Sonora in relation 

to other cities in the region; it can be found about 60 miles south of Tucson (Arizona 

Board of Regents 1986).  

 
4 For background on the north-south movement that has characterized the U.S.-Mexico border region for 
centuries, see Vélez-Ibáñez (1996). 
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Figure 1 
As a graduate research assistant, I spent one to three days per week in the 

community, facilitating partnership activities and meetings and conducting participant 

observation on a variety of issues. In the summer of 2005, I approached key participants 

in that project to participate in this study as well as to refer others. From that time until 

the conclusion of data collection in February of 2006, I held many informal conversations 

with participants, either alone or in groups, while we were engaged in partnership 

activities5 and spent time hanging out with one of the families, staying overnight on 

 
5 Partnership activities included formal meetings, educational trips such as visiting the Arizona-Sonora 
Desert Museum in Tucson, attending academic conferences as far away as Santa Fe and Tijuana, and work 
days in which we planted trees, dug irrigation lines, and cut trails. 
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weekends and accompanying them on family vacation. I also conducted a series of more 

formal, semi-structured interviews with four women, totaling between four and eight 

hours per person. Finally, in order to help participants place historical events in context 

and associate them with calendar years, I conducted a number of media-based interviews, 

using a timeline marked with the sexenios of the Mexican presidencies and significant 

economic events such as the debt crisis in 1982 and the peso devaluation of 1994-95.  

 This study began as an investigation of how the presence of the international 

border affected the livelihood strategies of middle-class families living in Nogales, 

Sonora and how this had changed over the past few decades. After I began the process of 

data analysis in earnest and went back to some of the literature that I had read previously, 

however, I became intrigued by the lifestyle of these people that I had known for years. 

Their standard of living, which I had previously taken for granted, suddenly appeared to 

be a much more complex phenomenon in need of an explanation. This new perspective 

prompted re-interviews with some of the women and a prolonged period of data analysis 

in which I re-coded my fieldnotes and interview notes and developed a matrix of 

variables in order to look for patterns. My focus expanded from livelihood strategies to 

include other factors that affected the life chances of the participants. Although initially 

hoping to avoid the topic of maquiladoras, which seems to dominate much of the 

academic writing on the U.S.-Mexico border region, I could not deny their crucial 

importance for the livelihoods of these families. This study provides a different lens 

through which to view the complex maquiladora phenomenon than most of the previous 

anthropological literature that has focused on entry-level operators (Fernández-Kelly 
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1983), on gender dynamics inside the factory (Salzinger 2003), on labor rights (Bandy 

2004; Kamel and Hoffman 1999) and on environmental concerns (Peña 1997). 

 It is important to recognize that this is a story told from a female perspective as 

the majority of informants were women. Initially this was due to the fact that most of the 

leaders in the partnership are female, although over time it became clear that as a young 

female researcher, they were more accessible to me than males of their generation. Also, 

with one exception, the women had more free time to spend talking with me than their 

marriage partners, who worked full-time. The women were very knowledgeable about 

household6 patterns of consumption and economic strategies, their own life experiences 

and career history, and a great deal of their marriage partner’s life experiences and career 

history. By not talking more in-depth with the men, I missed out on some of the details of 

their lives, the lives of their families, and their perspectives on the issues at hand. That 

said, the informants and their marriage partners ranged in age from 36 to 50, with most 

being on the older end of that spectrum. All were of “mestizo” ethnicity, which means 

that in a border social system they fall phenotypically and socially into a middle category 

between those with darker skin and indigenous features and those with lighter skin and 

Caucasian features known as Anglos. In fact, their self-identification is more often a 

negatively defined category, in which they distance themselves from these other groups.   

 
6 Throughout this paper, household refers to the nuclear family unit of the female participants, their 
marriage partners, and their children. I also use the word family to refer to these units and use modifiers 
such as natal, extended, etc. to indicate other kin groupings. The words informant and participant are 
reserved for the women, and in order to refer to all of the women and their marriage partners, I use 
terminology such as families I studied, research families, and the couples.
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Participation in the study was voluntary,7 and no compensation was given to 

participants, although I often brought along a small gift such as chocolate from my 

hometown or specialties from Tucson that were unavailable in Nogales. More important 

than my material tokens of appreciation, however, seemed to be the opportunity to talk at 

length about their lives, their personal experiences moving to and establishing themselves 

at the border, and the prospects for their children’s future with an engaged and 

sympathetic listener. As we processed these events together, I came to agree with 

Alessandro Portelli’s argument that “what we really give back is an opportunity for the 

people to whom we talk to organize their knowledge more articulately: a challenge to 

increase their awareness, to structure what they already know” (1997: 68). With the 

completion of this written piece and its translation into Spanish for them to read, I hope 

that I am able to “offer a tentative discourse, a possible organization, a range of 

interpretations” (1997: 68), that our dialogues can continue, and that we perhaps prompt 

others to discuss or investigate some of these issues. 

 

7 Although I did not approach them directly, the women’s marriage partners were all aware of my research, 
and I interacted with them multiple times, except in one case in which the couple had gotten divorced.   
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT 
 

A Brief Economic History of Nogales  

 Although the socioeconomic status of these border residents is a puzzling 

phenomenon, they did not appear out of a vacuum. To fully understand their middle class 

existence, it is necessary to be familiar with the history of the region and more 

specifically the formation of earlier, foundational socioeconomic classes within it. This 

section will provide an overview of the economic and social development of Nogales, 

Sonora from its foundation in the late nineteenth century to today. It is followed by a 

more specific account of the integration of peasants into a wage labor economy through 

employment in the industrial mining centers and eventually export-processing plants 

based on Heyman’s research in nearby Agua Prieta, Sonora (1991). As we will see, the 

life trajectories of the families I studied are clearly based upon these historical 

antecedents. 

 Early history: The region that today forms the Mexican state of Sonora was an 

outlying territory during colonial times that was forbidding because of its desert climate, 

mountainous topography, and inhabitation by indigenous groups such as the Apaches 

who had not submitted to Spanish rule. The Jesuits established some mission centers in 

the surrounding region, led by the pioneering work of Father Francisco Kino who 

traversed the area (West 1993). Settlers (primarily Indo-mestizo and Afro-mestizo) were 

attracted in the seventeenth century by the discovery of silver, stimulating other 

economic activities that arose to provide supplies to the mines such as farms, ranches, 

and refining operations. The mines were subject to boom and bust cycles as placer 
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deposits were exhausted, encouraging a migratory population that followed mine strikes 

throughout the region. The populations of the ranches, missions and presidios were more 

stable and began to grow significantly with the cessation of hostilities with the Apaches 

in the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth centuries (Stern and Jackson 1988). 

 What would become Nogales at this time was nothing more than a stop along 

some North-South stagecoach routes. The Gadsden Purchase in 1853 established the 

international line and gave Nogales its raison d’être. A customs house was established 

shortly afterward, but it was the coming of the railroad in 1882 that really put Nogales on 

the map. Ruiz (1988) details the involvement of American mining entrepreneurs in the 

development of the railroad, establishing a pattern of U.S. influence that was to become 

familiar in the region. First inhabited only by the laborers who built the railroad, Nogales 

expanded as a railroad stop and international port with the establishment of more 

customs-related buildings, a few clothing stores, a post office, and a few restaurant-bars 

(Flores García 1987). Settlement there was encouraged by a repatriation movement 

sponsored by the Mexican government, which gave free land to Mexican families living 

in the U.S. southwest (Lorey 1999).  Agricultural products passed through Nogales 

heading north and manufactured goods traveled south for the rest of Sonora, which was 

practically isolated from the rest of Mexico for most of its early development and 

consequently developed stronger ties to the U.S. (Heyman 1991). 

 1876-1942: The rule of Porfirio Diaz (1876-1910) was a period of political 

stability and economic growth for Mexico, and this was especially true for the border 

region. The railroad facilitated the extractive economy of Sonora, and U.S. interests 
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played a major role in each industry: cattle, agricultural products, and minerals. The 

opening of subsoil rights to non-state actors in 1884 allowed U.S. investors to penetrate 

the mining industry, and by 1908, Sonora was one of the two most important mining 

areas in the country. Regarding livestock and agricultural products, by the turn of the 

century, U.S. investors owned several million acres of land in Sonora and Sinaloa (Lorey 

1999). In fact, by 1883, Sonora had signed away more of its public lands to private 

individuals than any other state in Mexico (Ruiz 1988). U.S. capitalists also participated 

vigorously in commercial activities (Lorey 1999). Sonora’s growth during this early 

period was based almost completely on extractive industries, and only a handful of 

factories were operating (Ruiz 1988). A border-long free trade zone operated from 1885 

to 1905, giving Mexican border consumers easier access to U.S. goods (Lorey 1999). 

 The Mexican Revolution interrupted this period of steady growth, but to a much 

lesser extent than might be expected. Trade and commerce continued, although trade 

patterns and goods changed, and many of the mines merely scaled back operations 

(Heyman 1991; Lorey 1999). The most devastating impact of the Revolution for the 

border states was a loss of investor confidence (Lorey 1999). For Nogales, the fighting 

brought a population increase as the violence in the countryside prompted many to move 

to the border cities for protection (Heyman 1991) and also a more formalized tone to its 

previously relaxed relationship with its sister city, Nogales, Arizona (Tinker Salas 2001). 

In 1920 Nogales officially became a city, and the ensuing decade saw a rise in tourism as 

Prohibition curtailed gambling and night life in the U.S. (Kopinak 1996; Lorey 1999). By 

1921, Nogales was home to 13,475 people, which was up from 2,738 in 1900 (Arreola 
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and Curtis 1993: 25). Sonora’s economy had remained largely extractive, with little 

infrastructural development and the returns on its various industries often remaining in 

foreign hands (Lorey 1999). 

 The Great Depression of the 1930s prompted changes in the Mexican 

government’s economic policies, as the legislature enacted import-substitution measures 

to protect existing industries, worked to encourage manufacturing growth, and 

established the communally owned and farmed ejidos8 (Lorey 1999). The border received 

an influx of repatriated workers from the U.S., although in Sonora the concurrent decline 

in the mining industry and a rural retreat allowed for Nogales to experience a net 

population loss during this decade (Arreola and Curtis 1993). Beginning in 1933, free 

trade zones were re-established to relieve economic pressure on border residents, who 

faced a 38 percent devaluation of the peso against the dollar (Martinez 1978), but 

Nogales, along with Agua Prieta, was one of the last areas to be included (Lorey 1999). 

By the end of the decade, there was an increase in agricultural shipments from the interior 

of Mexico to the U.S., and the increased trade benefited Nogales to some extent (Tinker 

Salas 2001). 

 1942-1965: The growing U.S. need for both primary and manufactured products 

during World War II provided an economic boom for the border region and accelerated a 

shift from mainly extractive industries to a more diversified economy including 

manufacturing and service sectors. Although Sonora was not one of the leaders in the 

 
8 Briefly, an ejido is a collective farm in which the land is owned by the state but is worked by members of 
a community.  
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industrial transformation,9 it did benefit from the U.S.’s increased demand for mineral 

products and received 25 percent of the national government’s investment in irrigation 

(Lorey 1999). The railroads, which had been neglected over the previous decades, were 

upgraded to facilitate the transportation of goods necessary for the war effort under the 

direction of a U.S.-Mexico bilateral commission. These improvements plus the increase 

in trade spurred by wartime collaboration (153 percent between 1940 and 1960) 

represented a significant boon to Nogales’ economy (Lorey 1999: 89). A shortage of 

labor in the U.S., especially in the agricultural sector, encouraged northward migration 

from the interior and led to the establishment of the Bracero Program in 1942. 

Throughout this period, the U.S. stepped up its control of individual movement across the 

boundary, halting what had been fairly free-moving circular migration and elevating the 

importance of the Mexican border cities as jumping off points for migration into the U.S. 

and dropping off points for those who were apprehended (Heyman 2004; Nevins 2002). 

Nogales’ population nearly doubled between 1940 and 1950, and by 1960 it was 37,657 

(Arreola and Curtis 1993: 25).  

 The 1950s were a period of sustained economic growth along the border with the 

continuance of trends established during World War II. Both national governments 

invested in infrastructure to support economic development, and the U.S. government 

continued to make defense its number one spending priority (Lorey 1999). In Sonora, 

agriculture, especially large, capital-intensive operations, continued to flourish; mining 
 
9 U.S. government expenditure in war-related industries such as shipbuilding and airplane manufacture was 
a boom to the economies of California, Texas, and their Mexican counterparts, while Monterrey benefited 
from the Mexican government’s increased protection of national industry and the decrease in U.S. exports. 
Furthermore, those Mexican border cities located near U.S. military installations enjoyed a boom in tourism 
with the increased personnel present (Lorey 1999). 
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experienced a short-lived boom during this decade; and tourism, dominated by U.S. 

visitors, increased in importance. In 1961, the central Mexican government established a 

border program, the Programa Nacional Fronterizo (PRONAF) in the hopes of 

substituting internally manufactured goods for U.S. imports in the border states, 

encouraging the sale of these goods to U.S. consumers, stimulating tourism, and 

improving living conditions in the region (Lorey 1999). Nogales received almost 16 

percent of the 3.3 million dollars budgeted for beautifying the gateways to Mexico 

(Arreola and Curtis 1993: 194).  

 1965-2006: The most well known outgrowth of PRONAF was the Border 

Industrialization Program (BIP), instituted just after the U.S. termination of the Bracero 

Program in 1965. Taking advantage of U.S. tariff schedules that allow for tax-free re-

import of U.S. components that have been assembled in other countries, the BIP 

encouraged the creation of export-processing plants known commonly as maquiladoras or 

maquilas (Lorey 1999). Since then, the term has been applied to a diverse array of types 

of manufacturing and assembly plants and customs arrangements, and the maquila 

industry has grown quantitatively in terms of number of plants and workers but also 

qualitatively, from being strictly routine assembly to include manufacturing and from 

primarily U.S. to include Japanese and European firms (Kopinak 1996). The Mexican 

government has made many concessions to encourage the development of this industry. 

To name only a few: 1) in 1971 it permitted the expansion of these plants to non-border 

areas; 2) in 1973 it exempted maquilas from the foreign ownership law; and 3) in 1974, it 

exempted them from some federal labor laws, allowing for (among other things) longer 
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probationary periods for workers, longer workdays, and the ability to fire workers 

without severance pay10 (Kopinak 1996). 

 In comparison to other historical economic developments, Nogales got on board 

early, with its first maquila being constructed in 1967. Since then, development in 

Nogales has been increasingly dominated by the industry. Partly as a result of the 

Sonoran state’s efforts to attract multinational corporations, the city was home to the 

border’s first industrial park, opening in 1971 (Kopinak 1996). Growth was steady until 

1974-75 when the U.S. recession-provoked crisis in the maquila industry cost Nogales 

4,500 jobs, more than any other border city (Kopinak 1996: 38). Nevertheless, the 

maquila industry in Nogales slowly re-established itself, following national ups and 

downs although its growth has been more stable and less extreme than other centers such 

as Tijuana (Sánchez 1990). The number of workers rose until cutbacks in 1981 and 1982, 

then re-established itself until 1989 and 1990, when it dropped again. In 1990 there were 

9,795 people employed in 69 maquiladoras (Kopinak 1996: 38). The number of maquilas 

peaked at 90 and in March 2005, there were 80 maquilas employing 29,680 people, 

making it the eighth-largest maquiladora center in Mexico (Twin Plant News 2005).  

 Among the city’s attractive features to potential investors are high social and 

political stability and the provision of industrial infrastructure. In contrast to other 

maquiladora centers, Nogales has fewer plants with more employees per plant, which is a 

result of the concentration of larger companies tied to multinational corporations. Other 

distinguishing features of the Nogales maquila industry are that the plants tend to be 
 
10 This final concession was prompted by a U.S. recession that sparked a crisis in the industry in which 
more than a third of workers lost their jobs (Kopinak 1996). 
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owned by large U.S.-based corporations, men represent a higher proportion of employees 

than in any other border city, and the plants employ a greater percentage of the 

economically active population than in other maquila centers. Finally, plant managers 

have a relatively high degree of autonomy from central headquarters and union activity is 

virtually nil (Kopinak 1996).  

 Although the maquila industry is clearly central to Nogales’ economy, the impact 

of its status as a major land port, with agricultural machinery and manufactured goods 

passing through on their way to the Mexican interior and over half of all the winter-time 

fruits and vegetables imported to the U.S. heading north, should not be overlooked 

(Kopinak 1996; Weaver 2001). Tourism is not as well-developed as in larger border 

cities, with most of the traffic being day visitors who walk across to the pharmacies and 

small shops in the downtown area. In the surrounding regions of Sonora, agriculture 

continues and accounted for 22 percent of the labor force in the state in 1995; the total 

value of production agriculture for the state in that year was 2.45 billion dollars (Tronstad 

and Wong-González 1999: 69). Mining in towns to the south, such as Cananea, have seen 

a resurgence since the 1970s, with new technologies allowing for the profitable extraction 

of trace amounts. Consolidation has characterized this industry in Sonora with companies 

like Mexicana de Cananea buying out smaller firms, and these new technologies require 

less human labor than in past decades (Harner 2001). Mining in Sonora employed just 

under 5000 people and generated over $4 billion pesos of revenue in 1999 (INEGI 1999). 

Ranching continues and accounted for 83 percent of land use in the state in 1995 

(Tronstad, et al. 1997).  
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Nogales’ population increased greatly throughout this period, as a number of 

factors attracted migrants to the border town, including potential jobs in the maquila and 

tourism industries as well as proximity to the U.S. The official count went from 37,657 in 

1960 to 107,119 in 1990 (Arreola and Curtis 1993: 25), and was 159,787 in 2000 (INEGI 

2001); although some believe the actual current number may be as high as 350,000 

(Hackenberg 1997). The resulting strain on public services and infrastructure is a 

common story in regions experiencing rapid urbanization and industrialization. The water 

system was last ‘improved’ in 1949, and hilly topography complicates the provision of 

this and other utilities to large sections of the city (Hackenberg 1997).  Water quality is 

also a concern, as the treatment plant in Arizona, even with its expansion in 1991, is 

inadequate for the growing Ambos Nogales urban center (Sanchez 1995). Schools have 

trouble keeping up with demand, and state-run healthcare providers are notoriously 

under-funded and under-staffed. Unregulated construction and the cutting away of 

hillsides has aggravated erosion problems to the point that after the seasonal rains roads 

are unpassable until the mud has dried to dirt and can be carted away, and only the largest 

streets are paved.  

A final significant development has been changes in access to the U.S., 

symbolized by the reinforcement of the downtown wall in the mid-1990s, now a 15-foot 

high barrier constructed of surplus metal from the first Gulf War (Clarke 1997; Ruiz 

2000). The gradual build-up of security measures on the part of the U.S. described in 

Nevins (2002) and Dunn (1996), including targeted “operations” to close other sections 

of the international boundary, have directed the migrant stream toward the Arizona-
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Sonora border, resulting in greater population pressure and probably increased criminal 

activity.  

 

Formation of a Border Working Class 

 This section reviews Heyman’s (1991) account of the formation of a working 

class in Agua Prieta, Sonora against the historical backdrop sketched above. Although no 

similar account exists for Nogales per se, many of the overarching processes that he 

identifies were active there as well, and the mobile population he discusses circulated 

throughout northern Sonora. Not only is the experience of the working class that he 

identifies foundational to understanding the processes affecting the research families, but 

crucial similarities and differences exist between the mining and maquila industries that 

will be noted throughout this paper. 

 Heyman argues that the livelihood of Sonoran peasants was undermined by 

developments during the Porfirian period including the loss of rights to water and 

pastures and the railroad replacing large numbers of horse teams, resulting in a 

population ready to enter waged labor in the mines on both sides of the US-Mexico 

border. The major actors behind these changes were U.S. mining entrepreneurs and 

Mexican government officials who facilitated their business. As wage labor co-existed 

with and gradually replaced agricultural work for a large percentage of the population, 

consumer goods, purchased at company stores, acquired importance and were integrated 

into daily life. The highly mobile industrial working class that coalesced around the 

labor-intensive copper mines was far from passive, and strikes were relatively common. 
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The most famous one, in 1906 at Cananea, is considered one of the direct precursors of 

the Mexican Revolution and was prompted by the unequal pay scale between Mexican 

and U.S. employees.  

 The Mexican Revolution prompted many of those still living in rural areas to 

congregate in border cities for safety. In the 1920s, the post-World War I dumping of 

copper by American companies provoked the closing of smaller Mexican mines, further 

consolidating an urban working class in large mine towns and border cities. The Great 

Depression of the 1930s prompted a rural retreat and the growth of a significant 

unemployed population in northern Sonora composed primarily of laid-off mine workers 

and workers repatriated from the U.S. The ports such as Nogales suffered as well with the 

decreased flow of goods. By the 1940s, only Cananea was still functioning, but with a 

much reduced workforce. The unemployed turned to a variety of livelihood strategies, 

including prospecting, firewood cutting, and farming. Cash was scarce in the northern 

Sonoran economy, which meant that now-essential consumer goods were harder to 

acquire and the skills tied to them, such as sewing and mechanical work, were 

unprofitable.  

 Heyman documents the diverse paths that individuals and families took during the 

decades that followed, but the majority had the same ultimate destination: residence in 

the growing Mexican border cities such as Nogales and Agua Prieta sometime during the 

1940s-1960s. Generally those who arrived later were worse off, having little to show for 

their years moving from one small mining prospect to another and behind the curve in 

terms of acquiring a tract of land and housing. The families settled into heterogeneous 
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working class communities with a more complex power structure than the mines in which 

patrón-client relationships continued, but in a more plural and flexible form. Households 

pieced together livelihoods in a variety of ways, with both men and women working for 

cash through such avenues as bracero labor, opening workshops, and sewing clothing. 

Heyman notes the importance of women’s managerial skills to the relative success of the 

household as employment for men could be unstable and intermittent. Significant 

investments were made in children’s education during this period and owner-built 

housing was relatively inexpensive. As these families were settling in to the border, a 

period of rising buying power, a stable rate of exchange between the dollar and the peso, 

and a pattern of border shopping contributed to growing consumer expectations from the 

1940s to the 1960s. The stage was set for the entrance of the maquiladoras in the mid-

1960s that was discussed in more detail above. The wages and stable situation attracted a 

large labor pool, and various members of the border settlement families entered the 

workforce as operatives, including adult children who contributed to the household 

economy. As the maquila industry picked up steam, its influence over the organization of 

previously heterogeneous working class communities grew, with many similarities to the 

mining industry, such as the initial division between Mexican labor and foreign 

management, but never to the same extent because the border cities lacked the isolation 

of a mining center.  
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THE RESEARCH FAMILIES 
 

Introduction to the Research Families 

 Heyman’s study ends in the mid-1980s with a new generation in a precarious 

position, locked into the wage labor and consumer economy but due to a variety of 

factors, including the national crisis and local population pressures, less able than their 

parents to afford housing and education for their children. The men and women whose 

lives will be described here were part of a later wave of migration to the border, arriving 

on the scene at the most a decade before Heyman’s book closes. Although Weaver (2001) 

characterizes this “third wave” as individuals seeking employment in the U.S., this was 

only partially true for the majority of the research couples. Employment, either for their 

parents or themselves, was indeed the primary motivating factor in the move, but they all 

viewed Nogales, Sonora as their final destination.11 Following a pattern identified by 

Kopinak (Kopinak 1996), they came from other towns in Sonora such as Empalme, 

Navojoa and Ciudad Obregón and its satellites, or from non-border states a bit farther 

away such as Aguascalientes and Jalisco. Those who were brought by their parents 

generally arrived earlier, in the late 1960s to early 1970s, and spent the later years of their 

childhood in Nogales. In one of these cases, both parents were employed in the maquila 

industry as entry-level operators and in the other a single mother worked at a tortillería.

Others came on their own as teenagers or young adults, leaving natal families in which 

their parents had a range of mostly agricultural or working class occupations including 
 
11 Similarly, in a survey of workers who had migrated to Nogales and two other Sonora border locations, 
Lara Valencia found that only a very small percentage were motivated by the prospect of working in the 
U.S. (1991) and workers in Kopinak’s 1991 survey indicated little desire to migrate to the U.S. (1996). The 
effects of sampling should be noted, however, as those who planned to work in the U.S. might have been 
doing just that during the time of the study. 
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coffee vendor, ice vendor, taxi driver, railroad employee, agricultural overseer, and 

copyshop owner. They sought employment in the growing maquila industry of the mid-

1970s. After passing through a fairly brief period of scarcity12 that coincides with their 

young adulthood and early married life (around the time of the economic crisis in the 

early 1980s), their quality of life has been steadily increasing and becoming more stable, 

despite the ups and downs of the Mexican (and more specifically border) economy that 

have negatively impacted others. I will use two short cases to illustrate the arc of this 

upward trajectory before beginning a discussion of what it means for these families to be 

middle class on the border.  

Margarita and Lucio13: Margarita came to Nogales from a small town near 

Ciudad Obregón in 1971 at the age of 15 ostensibly to help her uncle around the house. 

He worked as a waiter in the downtown tourist restaurants and had burned his hand in a 

kitchen accident, but what she really wanted to do was get away from home and find a 

job. She was the oldest of seven children, and her father held down three jobs to support 

them all: he delivered ice for two different companies and drove taxi at night in the city. 

In Nogales, she woke up at three or four o’clock in the morning to wait along with 

hundreds of others outside the factories hoping to be hired. Although she was underage, 

Margarita managed to get a job at the maquila known to have the most stringent human 

resources department. Seventeen months later, the company moved that plant to 

 
12 Although I did not systematically collect data on this period of their lives, my informants generally 
described it as less comfortable then their current lives but not unbearable. It was something they expected 
and were prepared to go through when just starting out on their own. They were usually living in a rented 
room or house that was small and not in the best repair, and they had few material possessions. They ate 
and dressed simply but were not in danger of starving or going without.  
13 All names of research participants are pseudonyms. 
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Guadalajara, awarding Margarita severance pay. She worked for two different maquilas 

in the next few years and met her future husband Lucio at a dance on one of her weekend 

visits home. After a brief period in which they lived with his brother in Agua Prieta, she 

convinced Lucio to move back to Nogales with her in 1979 by securing a job at an 

electronics maquila. Lucio consented and quickly found a job as a handyman at another 

maquila that produced electrical parts.  

At first they rented what Margarita affectionately called a cuartito de mala 

muerte14 in a woman’s house; when it rained outside, it rained inside. Their only furniture 

was a makeshift table with cement blocks for legs. After a few months a small rental 

house opened up, and they moved in there while they waited for their INFONAVIT15 

house to be ready. When they moved in their house had two bedrooms, but Lucio has 

expanded it over time, saving and using rotating credit associations to get the money 

together. Throughout this time Lucio was steadily moving up the career ladder at the 

maquila, staying on when it was taken over by a new multinational corporation and 

eventually reaching his current supervisory position. Margarita worked for the electronics 

maquila through the birth of her first child, but quit when he was about five because the 

family did not need her income any more and she was unable to find reliable childcare.  

Patricia and Ramón: Patricia was the third of seven children, and her father was 

an agricultural overseer. She dropped out of high school to work because she did not have 

enough money for school supplies. After working for several years at a small clothing 

 
14 Literally translated this phrase means “a room of bad death” but idiomatically it is similar to the English 
expression “a hole in the wall.” 
15 INFONAVIT (Instituto del Fondo Nacional de la Vivienda para los Trabajadores) is a government-
sponsored housing program for workers in the private sector. It will be explained in more detail below. 
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store in Ciudad Obregón, a friend convinced her to move to Nogales where her 

godparents ran a small boarding house for maquila operatives. Patricia arrived in Nogales 

at the age of 18 and a relative of her friend found them both jobs at a plant that made 

electronic doors. Her first impression of Nogales was that it was very ugly, and she did 

not like what she considered to be the loose social environment inside the maquila. She 

was quickly promoted to group leader and worked there for a total of six years. She met 

Ramón in this factory, and they got married a few years later. He was from 

Aguascalientes and had come to Nogales as a boy with his single mother. Ramón 

dropped out after middle school, worked at a maquila for a few years, worked a few stints 

in agriculture in Arizona, and then lost his passport and got an entry-level job at the 

maquila where he met Patricia. They rented a small house for a few years until their 

INFONAVIT house was ready; since moving in they have made numerous additions to 

the initial structure.  

The birth of her first child made Patricia realize that she did not want to spend the 

rest of her life on a windowless shop floor, and she began a search for a different kind of 

job. Without secondary education or experience, she was not qualified for very much, and 

soon she was working as an operative at another maquila with a promise that when an 

office job opened up she would be considered for it. After a few months she got 

frustrated with this situation and began job-hunting again. A maquila manager finally 

gave her an opportunity to prove herself in an office, and from that point on she worked a 

variety of jobs at a number of companies, each with more responsibilities and pay than 

the last. She started as a secretary, learned to do invoices, accounting and payroll, and 
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eventually worked her way up to administrator. She currently works as an educational 

administrator and passed the exams to get her high school equivalency certificate. Ramón 

had a similar reaction to the birth of their first child, and he began looking for 

opportunities to advance at the maquila. His efforts were rewarded, and eventually he 

worked his way into a salaried job documenting trailers as they cross the international 

border. The couple owns a piece of land in the country, and Patricia looks forward to 

retiring there in a few years, planting a garden and having a more relaxed life. 

 

Being Middle Class 

 After years of studying class and classes, there is still much disagreement about 

how to define it and how to identify them, especially when it comes to the “fuzzy” 

categories in the middle (Bradley 1996; Davis 2004; Hindess 1987). Working outside of 

the First World and the specific context on which class theories were based and later 

elaborated, the ground becomes even shakier and comparisons are harder to justify. As 

my work is primarily one of description, in this section I lay out my reasoning for 

classifying the research families as middle class based on three dimensions, which take 

into account both economic and cultural factors.16 Then I draw connections between my 

use of the middle class concept and that of other theorists. 

 
16 Each of these dimensions was independently validated as significant by my informants. Although people 
may have many reasons for consciously or unconsciously mis-identifying or mis-representing their location 
within social strata, as demonstrated by the decades-long trend of an overwhelming majority of Americans 
identifying themselves as middle class (Roberts 1997), I am focusing on the fact that my informants also 
recognize these distinctions of the category itself and not necessarily their place within it.  
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First, they are middle-class in the sense that they exist in a relative position 

between the upper classes and the lower and working classes of Nogales.17 The upper 

class is composed of the traditional elite families that made their fortunes through mining, 

cattle ranching or merchandising and more recently-wealthy capitalists who may be 

involved in the upper echelons of the maquila industry or owners of import-export 

businesses. Although many of those who would fit into this category (and are able to) 

choose to live on the U.S. side in places such as Rio Rico, they are all part of a cross-

border social system (Alvarez 1984). Those who do live in Nogales, Sonora tend to 

inhabit the more prestigious neighborhoods with more stately residences, characterized 

by larger plots, high fences, satellite dishes, and swimming pools (Taylor 2001). Located 

on a hill just below a giant shopping plaza, Colonia Kennedy is the epitome of this 

lifestyle.  

 The lower and working classes are a much more diverse and numerous group, 

ranging from those lucky enough to have steady employment in the maquila industry or 

as laborers elsewhere to those selling trinkets to tourists downtown to those with no 

income at all. Some of this group might be a temporary or circular population, waiting for 

an opportunity to work in the U.S. This second group is also more visible to the average 

visitor to the city, for example during shift changes at the plants, where they can be seen 

waiting outside to enter or to take a bus back home. Residences are more diverse as well, 

ranging from owner-built housing on a steep hillside in a squatter community, to 
 
17 The total numbers of each of these groups are unknown, as official measures often undercount the 
marginal population and drawing dividing lines on census income statistics is somewhat arbitrary, but the 
spatial organization of the city provides a rough approximation of the relative size of each of these classes. 
The upper class is clearly a small minority with the lower and working classes representing the vast 
majority of the population.  
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company-financed identical tract-housing stretching at the outskirts of the city to cement-

block houses in the same neighborhoods as the research families. Of the other class 

groups, the research families are closest to the working classes, in terms of geographic 

proximity and social connections. Their children attend school together, they go to the 

same churches, and they may share fictive kin relationships (i.e. act as comadre, 

compadre to each other’s children). 

 The participants clearly recognized that they existed in a social and economic 

position between the two extremes of the socioeconomic spectrum, and would often 

make references distinguishing themselves from either or both groups. Hortensia drew 

upon the residential marker to contrast herself with the first group when she told me that 

since her husband got on with SUMEX, they have been middle or upper middle class, 

meaning you have “a house, a TV, en fin, everything you need, but on the other hand it’s 

not like your house is in Colonia Kennedy.”18 Similarly, when Margarita announced, out 

of the blue, “I don’t consider myself to be lower class,” it was with the latter group in 

mind. My informants did not, however, insist upon a clear distinction between 

themselves and working class people. I attribute this to the fact that not so long ago they 

themselves belonged to this class, and also to a desire not to distinguish themselves from 

those they view and interact with on a social level as peers. As Devine demonstrates from 

qualitative research in the U.S. context, one of the underlying themes of a middle-class 

identification is being average or ordinary (2005). 

 
18 Quotes from my informants in English are my own translations from the original Spanish. 
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The second dimension uses the informal but common distinction between salaried 

and wage labor, or similarly, between white and blue-collar workers, in which my 

informants and their marriage partners clearly fit into the first category. Those who are 

currently employed are paid on a salary basis, receive some form of benefits from their 

employer, engage in skilled, non-manual work, and wear what would be considered 

business attire to work every day. Their jobs include various management-level positions 

at maquilas, where they supervise such things as customs documentation, auditing, and 

the flow of products through the plant, and positions in public education, such as science 

teacher at a public preparatoria (roughly equivalent to a U.S. high school), and 

department head at a vocational technical high school. Patricia utilized this distinction 

when she told me that after the birth of her daughter, her husband, who was working as 

an entry-level operator at the time, started looking for opportunities to advance.  In order 

to communicate that he moved up to a managerial position, she said that he stopped 

having to punch a timecard. Other informants drew distinctions between their fathers, 

who had done manual labor, and their marriage partners, who worked with their heads. 

 Finally, my informants share many middle-class cultural and lifestyle 

characteristics and a middle-class self-identification. I am deliberately avoiding the use of 

the term “middle-class values” here because I find that many of the values often 

attributed to the middle class19 are in fact much more generalized, but it is members of 

the middle class who have the financial resources to put them into practice. For example, 

 
19 Although most of the academic literature on “middle class values” is now dated (see for example Kohn 
1959; Warner 1953), its legacy lives on in non-academic circles, in which characteristics such as valuing 
education, foresight, and moderation are attributed to this group. 
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I have no doubt that working class Mexicans in Nogales believe in the value of education 

for their children, but it is more often members of the middle classes, such as the research 

families, who are financially able to provide an environment conducive to learning and 

studying in the home, to let their children remain in school through graduation and to 

facilitate their higher education goals. Similarly, the preference of many Mexican 

households would be for mothers to take care of unpaid household labor and child care 

while fathers engage in paid labor outside the home, but it is more often middle class 

families that can afford such an arrangement. The ability to act on such values eventually 

leads to higher expectations, such as the expectation the research families have of being 

able to take vacations. Additionally, they expect their quality of life to remain stable, that 

they will be able to retire and then draw upon various forms of savings they have been 

accumulating. They expect that their children will meet or even surpass their standard of 

living.  

 Consumerism is often considered to be characteristic of the middle class, but I 

would argue that what separates these middle class consumers from the often 

voraciously-consumerist working and lower classes of Nogales is both their ability to 

afford more and a certain selectivity or sophistication in their consumption, especially of 

popular culture. Perhaps the point that comes closest to being true “middle-class values” 

are some of the moral notions of rewards based on individual merit, personal 

accountability, and avoidance of debt that they hold. These are reminiscent of what is 

generally referred to as the Protestant work ethic, and could reflect the historical and 

ongoing influence of U.S. culture in Nogales combined with life experiences that have 
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reinforced the veracity of these ideas. They may also share a kind of international or 

globalized middle class identity derived from similar processes associated with 

neoliberalism and globalization (such as individualization) that nevertheless develops 

with locally-specific features. Finally, whether or not it is truly an example of middle-

class consciousness, at the very least the participants self-identify as middle class. Every 

one of them answered “middle class” when asked in a free-response question what class 

they belong to, and many made references to this class status when discussing other 

topics.   

 In summary, I base my characterization of the research families as middle class on 

their relative position between upper and lower (and working) classes, type of 

employment, and cultural aspects and self-identification. In the first case I follow Liechty 

(2003) who, also working in a Third World context, uses a relational definition to help 

identify the middle class. In the second case, my distinction is in line with many writers 

of the Weberian tradition. Although the categories of white and blue collar workers are 

now viewed as too crude to sufficiently capture the range of occupations in a post-Fordist 

labor market (Myles and Turegun 1994) and the de-skilling of white collar jobs has in 

many cases reduced the distance between them (Hindess 1987), the criteria underlying 

them are still salient. They include the degree to which a given occupation is manual (vs. 

non-manual), is skilled (vs. unskilled), allows for autonomy and independent decision-

making, and offers opportunities for advancement and job security. Such distinctions 

have been recognized as crucial in many job typologies such as that developed by 

Goldthorpe (1987) and Lockwood (1958), and adapted to the Mexican context by Parrado 
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(2005). In the final case, I am drawing from empirical, mostly sociological, studies from 

First World contexts such as Dudley (1994) and Devine (2005); the diverse literature on 

the cultural dimensions of an emerging globalized middle class represented by authors 

such as Liechty (2003) and Lukose (2005); as well as my informants’ self-identification.  

 

Characteristics of this Middle Class 

 In this section, I will add some ‘flesh’ to the label “middle class.” What does it 

look like for these families to be middle class in Nogales, Sonora? In attempting to 

develop this list, I faced the danger that, as Liechty observes, “The more closely one 

looks at a class group, the more its boundaries dissolve and its supposedly distinguishing 

features blur into a haze of contrasting and conflicting detail” (2003: 64). He suggests 

that class categories are best viewed at a distance, but I found it helpful to alternate 

between a near- and far-sighted approach, as if switching between a 10X and 30X lens on 

a microscope. In other words, by simultaneously identifying commonalities among the 

research families and distinguishing them from others within the social system, I have 

been able to parse out some of the most important elements of what it means for them to 

be middle class. One family (Victoria’s) seems to be on the bottom margin of this group, 

and they often served as a useful comparison. I mention the details of their situation 

below when they differ from what I have identified as the norm. None of the 

characteristics that I will enumerate are, in themselves, unique to this middle class but 

viewed as a whole, they provide a core of identifiable features. 
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1) The families live in multi-room houses that they own outright. The majority of the 

houses were acquired through the government-sponsored housing program 

INFONAVIT and the mortgages have long since been paid off. Victoria’s family 

still has several years to go on their mortgage, but their payments are around $70 

per month. The houses are all cement-block construction with tile floors, standard 

doors and windows, and no more than two people share a room. 

2) The families own at least one car, but sometimes two or three. Many of these are 

older model cars from the U.S. purchased relatively cheaply, but others are newer 

and some are made by Mexican manufacturers. If the families own multiple cars, 

each car is generally designated for specific purposes, including travel over 

farther distances into the U.S., getting to work in Nogales, Sonora, or traveling 

farther distances within Mexico. Victoria’s family’s second car (the one she uses 

to run errands and go shopping in Nogales, Arizona) has frequent transmission 

trouble and is often not functional. 

3) The families own an array of household and consumer goods. These include a 

washing machine, a microwave, a stereo, a TV (with a VCR, DVD player, and 

cable), a computer with Internet access, a land line, and a cell phone (often this 

last item is technically owned by the husband’s employer, although it is still used 

by family members). The families also have comfortable furniture and wall 

decorations in each room of the house. Each member of the family has numerous 

changes of clothing appropriate for all seasons and a wide variety of activities. 
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4) The children in these families are able to stay in school. Those who are old enough 

have graduated from preparatoria, and all of them have received or are currently 

receiving higher education. The expectation is that younger children will follow 

this pattern. Although some are employed as teenagers, the jobs are always part-

time, never necessitate dropping out of school, and the wages are owned by the 

teenager herself, either used as spending money or deposited in a savings account, 

not contributed to the family budget. 

5) The families travel to the U.S. for shopping, visiting, and pleasure. The women do 

weekly grocery shopping in Nogales, Arizona, most notably at the Super 

WalMart, but also at Safeway, a chain grocery store. They make less frequent 

trips for clothing and other consumer goods, sometimes traveling to Tucson or 

Phoenix for these purchases. Many go to the Tanque Verde Swap Meet in Tucson 

with some regularity, both in search of great deals and for the entertainment 

value. The families (or just the adult couples) take day trips to Tucson, go 

camping in Arizona, visit family throughout the southwest, or take longer 

vacations to destinations such as Disneyland or Las Vegas.  

6) The families are able to make financial plans for the future. Many have retirement 

accounts through employers, while others are just saving money in bank accounts. 

Some have invested in land in Nogales and surrounding communities as 

inheritance for their children, while others have opened accounts in their 

children’s names and make monthly deposits. 
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7) The families live in comfortable neighborhoods. In contrast to the residences of the 

upper and the majority of the lower classes described above, these families tend to 

live alongside working class people in neighborhoods with stable utilities 

(meaning that water and electricity are available 24 hours a day, seven days a 

week), less crime (vandalism of common areas and private property does occur, 

but violence and drug dealing are not as prevalent as they are in some areas), and 

more social interaction between inhabitants. Children play outside in parks and on 

the street.  

 

The characteristics listed above stand in sharp contrast to the stereotypical media 

images of life in Mexican border towns as violent and unsafe, dominated by drug and 

people trafficking industries, and teeming with destitute individuals waiting for an 

opportunity to get into the U.S. (Clarke 1997; The Economist 2005; Urrea 1996). These 

families are not desperate; they are not dying to jump the fence; they are not wondering 

where the next meal is coming from. They are established; they are doing OK; they are 

making it. They clearly fit within the global middle class that Walker describes: they 

“have homes and savings...make some provision for their old age...[and] invest in the 

education of their children” (2004: n.p.). And yet, they journeyed to this relatively 

comfortable middle-class lifestyle during decades in which their country engaged in 

extreme neoliberal reforms, reforms that made surviving a more and more difficult 

proposition for hundreds of thousands of their compatriots. They experienced upward 

social mobility during a time when one would expect any movement of non-elites to be in 
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a downward direction. In the next two sections I provide a more detailed overview of the 

relevant changes in Mexican government policy during this time period and their effects 

on other sectors of the population.  
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THE NEOLIBERAL PERIOD, 1982-2006 
 

Mexican Economic Policies 

 Mexico’s turn toward neoliberalism since the early 1980s has been the subject of 

countless critical volumes, covering its political dimensions, economic implications, and 

ideological foundations (see for example Babb 2001; see for example Guillén Romo 

1997; Hufbauer and Schott 1993; MacLeod 2004; Ramirez 2003). My purpose in this 

section is to briefly review actions of the Mexican government during this period that 

conform to the multiphase neoliberal model: stabilization, liberalization of trade and 

finances, deregulation, and privatization (Robinson 2003).  

 Some events immediately preceding the shift helped to shape the policies that 

were to come and therefore bear mentioning. First, although during its pre-reform days 

Mexico’s economy was not completely state-driven and closed, it was characterized by a 

very serious internal macro-economic imbalance attributed to the public sector budget 

deficit, which by 1982 represented 17 percent of the GDP (Weiss 1996: 58). Second, 

during the 1970s the Mexican government decided to rescue a significant number of 

failing businesses and ended up borrowing money from petrodollar rich New York 

investment banks to fund them, essentially turning private debt public (Harvey 2005). 

This phenomenon was not uncommon throughout Latin America, and the borrowed 

money was also used to finance industrialization projects. Mexico’s foreign debt rose 

from $6.8 billion in 1972 to $58 billion by 1982 (Harvey 2005), when the country 

announced that it was no longer able to make its payments. Third, three events converged 

to set off Mexico’s crisis in 1982: the adoption of a high interest rate policy by the U.S. 
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and other foreign lenders, a recession in the U.S. that diminished demand for Mexican 

products, and a slump in world oil prices (Weiss 1996). The immediate result was a 

serious decline in state revenues, along with the acceleration of capital flight as the 

situation appeared more and more unstable. The bailout package offered by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) was contingent on the country adopting their 

structural adjustment framework, although many officials and advisors within the 

administration, who had been trained in U.S. and European economics departments, were 

already moving in this direction (Babb 2001). 

 The Mexican government responded to the debt crisis in various stages, beginning 

with emergency stopgap measures, proceeding to strategies with longer-term goals, and 

then to later adjustments as indicators changed. I have adopted Weiss’ three-part 

categorization of the reforms: macroeconomic adjustment (otherwise known as 

stabilization), microeconomic reforms and social reforms (1996) and added a primary 

category: immediate response. Although, as Weiss notes, the distinctions between macro- 

and micro-strategies are somewhat arbitrary given their interrelatedness, the sequential 

order of these reforms more or less reflects their actual occurrence (Pastor 1998). 

 Immediate Response: In 1982, the government’s stopgap measures included 1) 

nationalizing the banks; 2) tightening foreign exchange restrictions on capital flows; 3) 

re-imposing import licenses for all commodities (these had been removed for some goods 

in previous years and had since become easier to obtain) with the goal of restricting 

demand for imports; and 4) devaluing the currency (MacLeod 2004; Pastor 1998; Weiss 
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1996). The banks were re-privatized in 1990, and import licenses were relaxed three 

years later (Weiss 1996).  

 Macroeconomic Adjustment: The Mexican government manipulated two 

traditional tools to achieve stabilization: the level of the budget deficit and the exchange 

rate. In 1983 the government budget deficit was reduced rapidly primarily by a 

combination of expenditure cuts, which successfully brought government expenditure 

below income (not counting interest payments) and higher non-tax revenue (Weiss 1996: 

60). Exchange rate policy fluctuated according to different theoretical views that held 

sway, beginning with devaluations through step adjustments and then on a gradual or 

crawling peg basis and the establishment of a dual exchange rate system that operated 

until 1991. As inflation grew in the mid-1980s, reaching 160 percent in 1987, price 

stability became a key objective and the exchange rate came to be viewed as an anchor 

against inflation. The first Pacto de Solidaridad Económica (PSE) combined a stable 

exchange rate with price and income policy to successfully reduce inflation so that by 

1993 it was below 10 percent (Weiss 1996: 62). The PSE’s significance for incomes and 

prices will be discussed below. With the hope of increasing foreign exchange risk and 

encouraging longer-term capital flows, in 1991 the government introduced a band system 

with a fixed bottom rate and a crawling ceiling (Weiss 1996: 63). 

 Another issue of concern was the transfer of capital from within the country to 

without caused mainly by payments on foreign debt and capital flight. Net resource 

transfers for some years were as high as seven percent of GDP, meaning less capital 

available for internal use (Weiss 1996: 63). To reduce the debt burden, the government 
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engaged in a number of debt rescheduling efforts, including one in 1983, the Baker Plan 

in 1986, and the Brady Plan in 1989. Each of these agreements included conditions that 

broadened the scope or increased the depth of neoliberal reforms, especially in directions 

that were advantageous to foreign capital (Harvey 2005). The Brady Plan is credited with 

contributing to private sector confidence, which aided ongoing efforts to encourage 

capital repatriation that included high domestic real interest rates (Weiss 1996).  

 Microeconomic Reforms: Although they clearly have macroeconomic effects, 

Weiss groups trade liberalization, the encouragement of foreign investment, and 

privatization under microeconomic reforms because their goals are to improve producer 

efficiency at the enterprise level. Mexico’s economy had been relatively open compared 

to other developing countries, with import licensing occasionally used as a tool to restrict 

demand. After the initial tightening of these controls at the beginning of the crisis, as 

mentioned above, the Mexican government began a process of relaxing them in 1985 that 

continued throughout the decade so that they remained in only the most vulnerable 

sectors (such as automobiles, computers, pharmaceuticals and agricultural products). 

Similarly, import tariffs were lowered to around 10 percent for inputs and raw materials 

and 20 percent for most consumer goods (Weiss 1996). After Mexico became a signatory 

to the GATT in 1986, it signed over 20 trade agreements, most notably NAFTA, which 

represented a scheduled continuation and expansion of these policies with Mexico’s 

number one trading partner so that within two years of its implementation in January 

1994 the average import tariff on U.S. products was lowered from 10 percent to 4.9 

percent (Montes Sylvan 2005; Wise 1998: 22). Even before NAFTA, however, the trade 
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imbalance between Mexico and the U.S. had increased from US $883 million in 1990 to 

$15,934 million in 1992 (Székely 1998). 

 Although foreign investment has long been crucial to Mexico’s economy, as 

demonstrated above, government policies have wavered over time in their relative 

support for it. Since 1982 it has been seen as one of the central components of the 

development strategy, and has been intricately linked to processes of privatization, as 

foreign actors have been well-placed to acquire newly privatized firms and to take 

advantage of opportunities to invest in areas previously reserved for the state.20 

Privatization proceeded in phases beginning with merging and then sale of small and 

medium-sized publicly-owned companies, eventually proceeding to larger, priority 

enterprises such as Telmex (Weiss 1996). From a total of 1,100 in 1982, the number of 

state-owned firms dropped to barely 200 by the year 2000 (MacLeod 2004).  

 Simultaneously, a series of reforms have relaxed the 1973 legislation that set 

limits on foreign ownership (with the notable exception of the maquila industry). A 

decree in 1989 gave a more liberal interpretation of that law and allowed for automatic 

approval of foreign investment, pending the satisfaction of certain conditions (Weiss 

1996). The only economic sectors excluded at that time were mining, petrochemicals, 

auto parts, and communications (Teichman 1995). As of 1992, however, the government 

can give concessions so that foreign firms can once again own 100 percent of mining 

operations (Harner 2001). NAFTA expanded this to include the principle of national 

 
20 Devaluation of the peso in the mid-1990s has also facilitated this process so that, for example, by the 
year 2000, 24 out of 30 privately-owned banks were in foreign hands compared to only one in 1990 
(Harvey 2005). 
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treatment for all NAFTA investors (Wise 1998), and in December of 1993 this treatment 

was extended to other countries, although there are still some protected sectors such as 

financial services, petroleum and related activities, the railways, and auto transportation 

services (Weiss 1996). In the early 1990s three pieces of legislation reformed Article 27 

of the 1917 Mexican Constitution, permitting the rental or sale of parcels of communal 

land and bringing privatization and often foreign investment to the ejidos, one of

Mexico’s most cherished rural institutions21 (Pastor and Wise 1998).  

 Social Reforms: The two major social dimensions of the post-1982 reforms were 

changes in government social expenditure, which were directly aimed at reducing the 

budget deficit,22 and changes regarding employment, comprised of actions related to the 

privatization discussed above and others geared to attracting business.23 For the period 

between 1983 and 1988, central government expenditure decreased by almost 30 percent 

for education and about 23 percent for health24 (Lustig 1992: 79). Spending on housing 

decreased following the debt crisis as well (Pastor and Wise 1998). A reorientation of 

priorities occurred in the late 1980s and spending in these categories rose as a percentage 

of total government spending, but still fell as a percentage of the GDP (Pastor and Wise 

1998). Decentralization of both education and healthcare has led to increasing disparities 
 
21 For a more in-depth analysis of this legislation and its effects, see Gledhill (1996) and Jones (1996). 
Other changes specifically affecting rural producers were the elimination of price supports for most 
agricultural products beginning in 1990 and the cancellation of the crop-insurance program. NAFTA 
accelerated this exposure of the agricultural sector to competition (see Pastor and Wise 1998).  
22 Weiss states that these cuts in social spending “were part of austerity measures required to reduce the 
budget deficit” (1996: 68), but I feel it is important to note that there is some degree of choice as to where 
cuts in government spending will be made, for example, between social programs or the military. 
23 I am again modifying Weiss’ categorization to include employment under social dimensions to stress the 
effects of privatization and minimum wage policies on individual job opportunities and compensation. 
24 This was contrary to an overall trend of increased social spending from the 1960s to 2000 (Scott 2001). 
As Scott argues, more important than the total amount spent are other transformations such as the targeted 
population, delivery method, and unequal distribution such as discrepancies between rural and urban areas. 
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in services between urban and rural regions25 (Pastor and Wise 1998). One of the 

Mexican government’s key social inputs had been a universal system of food subsidies. 

In 1984 the national administration began to dismantle this system by ending the tortilla 

subsidy and replacing it with a scheme in which CONASUPO26 stores offered reduced 

prices or free tortillas in limited amounts to eligible patrons (Weiss 1996). Other general 

subsidies were gradually eliminated throughout the decade. The changes in subsidies 

reflect two key themes in social spending following the debt crisis: targeting the most 

vulnerable segments of the population and utilizing demand-based criteria in which 

communities must organize to petition for assistance in specific areas, as for example, 

with PRONASOL, 27 launched by President Salinas in 1988 (Pastor and Wise 1998).  

 Changes in employment following the 1982 crisis directly related to privatization 

included a drastic reduction in the number of state sector jobs available: the number in 

1994 was half that in 1988 (Harvey 2005; La Porta and López-de-Silanes 1997). Other 

changes affected the minimum wage and were designed to attract investors seeking 

“cheap labor”.28 The PSE of 1987, mentioned above for its success in reducing inflation, 

also set a maximum increase for the minimum wage and for public sector employment 

 
25 More recently, Fox has introduced a national healthcare program, Seguro Popular, for those not covered 
by employers, although the impact of this as well as many of his other programs have yet to be 
comprehensively evaluated. 
26 Companía Nacional de Subsistencias Populares 
27 Programa Nacional de Solidaridad. It covers four broad areas: provision of food, finance of small-scale 
high risk projects; provision of health and education; and infrastructure development for poor communities. 
For detailed analyses of PRONASOL and its results, see Varley (1996) and Cornelius, et al. (1994). It was 
reincarnated as the Alliance for National Welfare under Zedillo. 
28 Cook takes issue with this often-used term because of its pejorative overtones and theoretical fuzziness 
and attempts to lay bear the processes that it covers up (2004). 
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that resulted in downward pressure on private sector wages as well29 (Pradilla Cobos 

1993). The real minimum wage fell between 1976 and 1994, with the exception of a short 

upward trend during the mid-1980s (Barba 2003). These changes occurred alongside 

decreases in the power of organized labor throughout the 1980s (Harvey 2005; Pozos 

2003).   

 

Outcomes for the Mexican People 

 One of the most significant contributions of this paper is to point out that while 

the impacts of neoliberal reforms are fairly easy to predict at the extremes of the 

spectrum, they are much more complex and contingent for those in the middle. There is a 

growing consensus among academics that the results of Mexico’s neoliberal policies have 

been differentially distributed, benefiting an elite handful but bringing more hardship to 

the vast majority of the population. The concentration of wealth is reflected in a number 

of striking statistics. In the decade after 1984, the wealthiest ten percent of Mexicans saw 

their share of national income rise from around 34 percent to more than 41 percent, while 

the share of every other income group declined (Pastor and Wise 1998: 46). By 2005 the 

country ranked ninth in the world in its number of billionaires (Harvey 2005: 104). The 

nation’s Gini coefficient30 rose from .49 in 1984 (already high for the region) to .55 by 

1994 (World Bank 2000: 55). 

 
29 It is important to note that policies such as this pre-dated the neoliberal turn in 1982. Ten years before the 
first PSE, after signing a Letter of Agreement with the IMF, the Mexican government imposed similar 
wage ceilings (Pradilla Cobos 1993). 
30 The Gini coefficient is a measure of income inequality often applied to nations in which 0 corresponds to 
perfect equality (everyone has the same income) and 1 corresponds to perfect inequality (one person has all 
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Meanwhile, the majority of the population has watched its buying power slip 

away. Different authors express this in different ways. Orozco Orozco notes that the 

buying power of the minimum wage in 1991 corresponded to a third of what it had been 

in 1982 (1991). He goes on to say that the minimum wage set by the federal government 

only buys about a quarter of the basic necessities for a typical worker’s family, so that the 

average worker has to have at least four minimum wages earned in the household just to 

meet basic needs (Orozco Orozco 1991). In fact, the government’s bureau of statistics 

(INEGI) uses multiples of the minimum wage to measure incomes. Dávila Capalleja 

shows that the real minimum wage declined by nearly 65 percent between 1980 and 1995 

(1997). This trend continued as real wages fell by nearly 25 percent between 1994 and 

1996 and did not stop their decline until mid-1997 (Pastor 1999).  

 Moreover, neoliberal reforms affected more than wages for the working and lower 

classes and agriculturalists. Union activity has been sharply curtailed, with subsequent 

losses to workers in terms of benefits and bargaining power (Pozos 2003). Changes in 

social spending reduced the size of the safety net as programs narrowed their scope to 

target only the poorest. The elimination of food subsidies in favor of reduced programs 

and removal of many price controls meant that households had to devote cash to basic 

subsistence. Significant numbers of people have joined the informal sector, which has 

grown considerably during this time period (Gledhill 1995). Although sometimes 

considered more flexible to individual circumstances, this sector is often less secure and 

lacks many of the benefits and protections offered by the formal sector. As mentioned 
 
the income and everyone else has no income). See the World Bank source cited in the text for the Gini 
coefficients of other countries.  
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above, recent agricultural policy has been detrimental to small-scale rural producers, and 

the lowering of import barriers has resulted in an influx of cheap imports from highly 

subsidized U.S. agribusinesses, driving down the price of corn and other products so that 

only the larger-scale Mexican operations are able to turn a profit (Harvey 2005).  

 Clearly, the turn to neoliberalism since 1982 has represented a boon to the 

country’s transnational elite and a bust to the overwhelmingly more numerous group at 

the bottom. However, there exists an often-overlooked group somewhere in the middle, 

for whom the results have been mixed. This group is extremely heterogeneous in terms of 

occupation, and is composed of those who are traditionally middle-class, such as 

teachers, other government employees, and owners of small businesses and also those 

who might be called the more advantaged members of the working class. Food subsidies 

and other types of social spending are relatively less important to the survival of this 

group and this group can cushion negative economic shocks by drawing upon a number 

of assets, both economic and social. Neoliberal policies differentially affect them based 

on a range of factors, including sector of employment, location of residence, and pure 

chance. For example, privatization of a state-owned firm is detrimental to the government 

employee who is laid off as a result but beneficial to the worker who happens to be hired 

by the new company. The next section looks more in-depth at a small subset of this 

group. 
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ANALYSIS 

 The obvious questions that arise from a consideration of the context outlined 

above and the middle-class existence of these households are: How did this happen? Why 

these households? What allowed them to benefit from processes that negatively impacted 

others? Although the limited ethnographic work that I carried out is insufficient to 

provide a satisfying answer to these questions, I can point toward some possible 

explanations that might help to direct future research. In this section, I highlight some 

factors that might have contributed to the research families’ ability to attain and retain 

their middle-class status. They are organized into three groups: factors in the first group 

are related to their employment in maquilas, factors in the next group are decisions that 

the research couples made, and the last group is comprised of the couples’ initial 

advantages over others. 

 

Factors Related to Maquila Employment 

 The first, and undoubtedly most significant, factor in the research families’ social 

ascendancy is employment through maquiladoras. Kopinak speculates that upper-level 

maquila jobs would contribute to the ranks of the middle class in the plant’s home 

community (1996: 158), and my findings seem to bear that out. This was especially true 

of men’s employment, because their jobs tended to be career-track, but also 

supplemented by women’s entry-level positions in maquilas and their unpaid domestic 

labor. Maquila jobs provided salaries that initially covered the weekly needs of the 

family, and increasingly provided more disposable income as the men climbed the 



55 

 

company hierarchy. Similarly, they also supplied benefits such as subsidized meals for 

workers, healthcare, and, as the men advanced, savings plans that are rare for other 

Mexican workers and unavailable to workers in the informal economy.  

 The families that I studied reflected the gendered division of labor in Mexican 

maquilas identified by a number of anthropologists31 (Fernández-Kelly 1983; Kopinak 

1996; Salzinger 2003). While some of the women had previously worked in maquilas, 

none of them had risen to a position beyond the shop floor,32 whereas the men moved 

into office jobs with greater responsibility. In this regard, they were fortunate that this 

level of administration, previously staffed by technicians and experts from the company’s 

home country, had recently been opening up to Mexican nationals (George 1990). This 

followed a similar pattern that Heyman identified in the border mining industry when 

various upper-tier managerial, engineering, office and craft trades previously occupied 

solely by Americans were “Mexicanized” in the 1940s33 (Heyman 1997). Within the 

household, this generally translated to a form of the family consumer economy identified 

by Tilly and Scott (1978), in which men earn a wage that will support the family and 

women specialize in unpaid work in the home.34 In these cases, women’s maquila 

 
31 This pattern is actually found worldwide in various labor arrangements, most notably in export 
processing zones and has spurred an extensive literature on gender in flexible labor regimes (see for 
example Freeman 1998; Ong 1991). 
32 Although they briefly occupied positions such as quality control or group leader, they preferred working 
as operators because it was less responsibility and they did not feel guilty if they had to miss a few days of 
work to attend to sick children or other family members. This pattern was also previously identified by 
Fernández-Kelly (1983). 
33 The difference is that in the case of the mining companies, the change was in response to union pressure, 
according to Heyman, sparked by nationalist sentiment following the expropriation of the foreign oil 
industry in 1938. 
34 Heyman found that this model was more often mixed with a family wage economy, in which “working 
children” contribute their wages to the family pot, among maquila workers in Agua Prieta (1991), and 



56 

 

incomes were viewed as a supplement that became increasingly superfluous as the men’s 

salaries increased. Concurrently, the couples began to have children, and the mother’s 

presence was felt to be more necessary at home. In two situations, however, the 

households were dual-wage earner as the women were personally motivated to work 

outside the home and enjoyed their jobs.35 In every case, whether they worked outside the 

home or not, the women were responsible for domestic duties such as grocery shopping, 

preparing meals, washing clothes, and cleaning the house.36 

For both men and women, personal connections sometimes played a role in 

obtaining jobs at the entry level. These connections were usually to other workers in 

positions just above entry-level and were based on kinship relationships or place of 

origin. Once there, women generally explained their husband’s advancement within the 

companies with some version of the Protestant work ethic or merit-based ideology: he 

worked hard (or well) and was rewarded for it. When pressed, they gave more detailed 

insights. In some cases the men developed a limited type of patrón-client relationship 

with American managers who encouraged their professional development. These 

relationships extend outside of the factory to include social events such as monthly meals 
 
Kopinak found that this arrangement was achievable by only a small percentage of the transport equipment 
sector maquila workforce in Nogales (1996). 
35 It is significant to mention that both of these women felt a need to explain this situation and attributed it 
to their own personalities. Also, it is significant that their current jobs they enjoy are not maquila-related. 
One of the women began work in maquilas, quickly moving to secretarial jobs outside of the industry and 
eventually acquiring her current position as an educational administrator.  The other has worked in 
education since her marriage, and following her divorce is the only wage earner in her household. Her ex-
husband continues to hold his position at the maquila. 
36 A few of the families had briefly hired help, but the women reported that either they ultimately did not 
feel comfortable with an outsider in the home or had trouble finding people because more money can be 
made in the maquilas. Another said that they had never looked into it, since she was at home anyway she 
might as well be occupied, and she likes things done a certain way. The relationship between these middle 
class families and those who engage in paid housework for others would make for interesting future study, 
both at the interpersonal and structural levels. 
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or any number of family-related gatherings. Two women reported that their husbands had 

negotiated higher salaries or promotions to a better shift by quitting their long-term 

employer to work for another maquila for a short period of time. They agreed to come 

back only when their conditions had been met. Clearly upper-level maquila employment 

was a necessary condition to the research families’ socioeconomic ascendance, but I do 

not believe it was a sufficient one. Other factors played important roles as well. 

 The second factor is directly tied to the men’s maquila jobs: the adjustment of 

their salaries fairly quickly after peso devaluations. This is significant because, as has 

been mentioned previously, nationally real wages have declined over the past few 

decades as a result of government-mandated wage ceilings, minimum wages, and 

devaluations of the peso. This trend has been documented in Nogales as well; Kopinak 

found that for direct workers, in terms of buying power, real wages declined by 55 

percent from 1982 to 1990 (1996: 154). Also, the sudden drops represented by peso 

devaluations are notoriously difficult for border residents who see their buying power 

decline against the dollar and are accustomed to cheap, high quality goods available in 

the U.S.  

 Contrary to these trends, the research families experienced a slow but steady 

increase in their salaries from the late 1970s, through the turbulent 1980s and mid-1990s 

and continuing to today. At most they experienced a few weeks of instability37 directly 

following the peso devaluations in 1982 and 1994, but almost immediately their wages, 

both in the maquila and the educational sector, were re-adjusted to at or just below their 
 
37 They described these as holding periods in which they “tightened the belt” and waited to make purchases 
in the U.S. until things had normalized, but they did not represent a significant hardship for the families. 
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pre-devaluation levels. One result of this discrepancy is increasing inequality and 

stratification within the total maquila workforce, as Kopinak found in the transport 

equipment sector in Nogales38 (1996). Pastor and Wise similarly note a growing gap 

between incomes for skilled and unskilled workers at a national level (1998). 

Nevertheless, the result for the families I studied is obviously positive: an increased 

ability to weather the financial storms of their country’s often unstable economy. 

 A third contributing factor also somewhat tied to maquila employment is low 

housing costs. Despite the housing shortage in Nogales during these decades discussed 

above, all of the research families were able to secure comfortable, cheap housing 

relatively soon in their young married life. This was due to their enrollment in a 

government-sponsored housing program called INFONAVIT.39 Basically, the amount of 

the loan is determined by the individual’s salary, their employer contributes a small 

percentage of each paycheck, and the mortgage is designed to be paid off in 15 years. 

Previously, the government also built the houses, but now it contracts to private builders 

(Wilt 2000). The research families experienced a windfall when the 1982 peso 

devaluation combined with the readjustment of salaries afterward allowed them to pay off 

their mortgages in less than four years.40 This means that none of their income from that 

point on was tied up with housing costs. They were then able to make gradual 

improvements on the two-bedroom houses, adding rooms and even second floors, when 

 
38 It is important to note her finding that gains made by technicians are at the expense of wages paid to 
direct workers (p. 155-156), and the implications of this will be discussed below. 
39 INFONAVIT is for private-sector employees; there are similar programs for government employees 
(FOVISTE) and employees of the armed forces (ISFAM). 
40 This excludes the family mentioned above who is currently paying about $70 per month on their 
mortgage. They have, however, been similarly able to make improvements to the house. 
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they had the money (usually accessed through rotating credit associations or saved up 

from week to week). One family sold their first INFONAVIT house for a profit and were 

able to purchase another (that had similarly been paid off by its first owners) in the same 

neighborhood in a better location.  

 

Factors Related to Personal Decisions 

 First, and probably most significantly, they have made a concerted effort to avoid 

accumulating debt, especially debt in U.S. dollars. Although credit is generally scarce 

in Mexico, it has always been more prevalent on the border from stores and banks on the 

U.S. side and there was an increase in consumer credit throughout Mexico in the late 

1980s and early 1990s. Encouraged by the government and privately-owned banks who 

were not necessarily prudent in their lending decisions, real consumer credit jumped at an 

annualized rate exceeding 50 percent between March 1989 and April 1992 (Harvey 

2005). Data indicate that many other middle-class Mexicans engaged in what Pastor and 

Wise described as “a precarious pattern of overspending”, resulting in an average annual 

growth rate of 12.5 percent for the GNP per capita between 1988 and 1994 (Pastor and 

Wise 1998: 48-9). These consumers found themselves in serious trouble making credit 

card and mortgage payments, however, when interest rates rose to “astronomical” levels 

following the 1994-95 crisis (Pastor 1999: 223; Thompson 2000). 

 The research couples, on the other hand, continued the pattern of avoiding formal 

debt that they had established as young adults. They disciplined themselves to live within 

their means, tightening the belt when things were tough, and using informal mechanisms 
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such as rotating credit associations when they needed extra cash.41 A few reported 

learning their lesson after being caught with some U.S. dollar-debt (from department 

stores in Nogales, Arizona) during the 1982 crisis. They frequently contrasted themselves 

with neighbors, co-workers or friends who developed a pattern of consumption that was 

beyond their means, spending money on fancy clothing, jewelry, or other social status 

markers. Those families did not fare so well after the devaluations, they would say, 

shaking their heads. Although clearly their reporting on past economic activity is 

influenced by moral narratives, which could either be traced to the Protestant work ethic 

or a ‘traditional’ Mexican value system, I believe that there is some factual basis behind 

it. At the very least, they were relatively less in debt than others, allowing them to 

weather devaluation storms and interest rate hikes. 

 Second, the couples made various choices that limited the extent to which 

family obligations could represent a drain on their resources. In terms of their family 

of procreation, they chose to have fewer children than their parents; my informants and 

their marriage partners each had between five and seven siblings but none had more than 

three children. Although such a shift is commonly identified with processes such as 

industrialization, for each individual family, it represents a conscious decision motivated 

by many factors, not all of which are economic. In this case, the decision reflects several 

related changes from their parents’ generation to their own: 1) a shift away from 

children’s roles as economic contributors to the household; 2) a shift toward a labor 

market in which educational credentials are more likely to translate into a better paying 
 
41 Hortensia commented that now she participates in rotating credit associations primarily as a favor to help 
friends who need to get together money for a specific purpose or for buying Christmas presents. 
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job; and 3) a shift toward the expectation that one’s children will move into a higher 

socioeconomic position than oneself.42 Nevertheless, not all couples of their generation 

chose to have fewer children, and Margarita listed this as one of the reasons that 

devaluations hurt them less than other families in their neighborhood. Whether 

economically-motivated or not, the result is that, given that their children are not going to 

engage in paid labor, at least there are fewer mouths to feed and fewer brains to educate.   

 In terms of their families of origin, these households, whether by design or not, 

have relatively few claims on their resources. I did not systematically collect data on how 

this came to be, but their relative isolation from these kinds of obligations compared to 

other Mexican households that I came to know in Nogales and elsewhere is striking.43 All 

of the households that I studied were nuclear families living without mothers, fathers, 

brothers, sisters or cousins. None were involved in caretaking of elderly parents, aunts or 

uncles, although most send some money to parents from time to time. Only one had a 

sibling living in Nogales, and other siblings seemed to be financially stable, requiring at 

the most an occasional loan. Probably the most significant transfer of resources from the 

households I studied to their extended families comes in the form of goods purchased in 

the U.S. and given as gifts when visiting or at holidays. These gifts are somewhat 

 
42 As Newman demonstrates, this third shift characterized the optimistic post-World War II generation, but 
economic realities led to disappointment for their children (1993). I speculate that a similar disappointment 
may occur for the children of these research families in the final section, and this could be an interesting 
avenue for future research. 
43 The leveling impact of kin and other social networks was brought to the attention of anthropologists by 
Carol Stack (1974), and was identified by Clarissa Lomnitz among Mexican Americans in Texas (1977). 
As I discuss in the final section, this may be considered one of the interpersonal trade-offs that families 
make in order to succeed financially.  
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expected given the households’ relative proximity to the international border, but they are 

still at the households’ discretion. 

 In fact, this border residence and ability to make purchases in the U.S., either 

buying in bulk or getting quality goods more cheaply, might be another factor in their 

socioeconomic ascendancy.44 It certainly distinguishes them from others in the interior of 

the country who do not have this option and are more dependent on the internal market. 

My informants are the quintessential “binational consumers” that Martinez describes in 

his typology of borderland residents (1994), in that they possess two advantages 

compared to others who are less fortunate in Nogales: personal transportation and ease of 

access. Crossing the international border in a vehicle increases the efficiency of the trip in 

terms of time and energy spent and also widens the selection of goods available. Not only 

can they frequent the shopping centers farthest from the border in Nogales, Arizona, but a 

day trip to Tucson, about 60 miles north, also becomes feasible.45 Those who cross on 

foot are restricted to the Nogales downtown shopping district or taking a bus to WalMart. 

They are further limited by the number of plastic bags they are physically able to carry 

back to the border and then through the turnstiles and customs. It is also much easier and 

less uncomfortable for these middle class citizens to pass through U.S. Border Patrol 

 
44 Paradoxically, as will be discussed below, the cumulative effects of spending a significant portion of 
their incomes on the U.S. side of the international border could contribute to the ultimate disappearance of 
their socioeconomic class. Research is lacking in this area to document the percentage of incomes and 
actual amounts spent in the U.S. and whether it displays patterns by socioeconomic class or other factors. 
WalMart is an especially intriguing prospect for research as it has recently moved into the interior of 
Mexico to compete with local superstore chains (Morais 2004). The resulting effects on prices, wages, and 
labor markets in Mexico could make a very interesting counterpoint indeed as the company faces criticism 
for labor practices involving Mexican migrant workers in the U.S. 
45 Although the driving time is substantial, studies indicate that more and more Mexican visitors to Arizona 
are traveling to Tucson, and between 1991 and 2001 Pima County surpassed Santa Cruz County in total 
expenditure by Mexican consumers (Charney and Pavlakovich-Kochi 2002). 
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inspection than many other residents of Nogales, both because they have the necessary 

paperwork and because their appearance usually matches the officers’ profile of a 

“legitimate” border crosser.46 This proximity to the border also gives them fairly easy 

access to U.S. bank accounts where they can keep savings in dollars in preparation for 

future devaluations.  

 

Initial advantages 

 A final group of potential contributing factors concerns their initial “starting 

point” in relation to others in Nogales and Mexico more broadly. Certainly in 

comparison to other groups of migrants to the northern border, especially those from the 

largely indigenous and rural agricultural south,47 my informants and their marriage 

partners had a number of advantages: their families of origin had already made the 

transition to wage, and in some cases industrial, labor; they speak Spanish as a first 

language; they are phenotypically mestizo; and finally, their cultural background is more 

similar to other residents of northern Sonora. These differences constitute a kind of 

cultural capital that the research families were able to use to their advantage48 (Bourdieu 

1983). Furthermore, I speculate that their natal families might have been relatively better 

 
46 My informants said that they never have any trouble crossing into the U.S. See Heyman (2001) for more 
on the importance of appearance, especially related to socio-economic class, in the on-the-spot decision-
making of border patrol officers. 
47 For more on the obstacles to success that these groups face in Nogales, see Vogt (N.d.). 
48 Interestingly, higher education seems to have played a less important role in this case in comparison to 
the formation of other middle classes, such as the post-World War II growth of the black middle class in 
the urban U.S. (Wilson 1978).  With one exception, men in the research families were able to move up the 
career ladder in the maquilas without it. I suspect that their generation was exceptional in this regard, and 
that education will be a pre-requisite for upper-level jobs as it continues to become more common and 
technical schools such as the Instituto Tecnológico de Nogales graduate large numbers of industrial and 
other types of engineers. 
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off than others in their home communities because they were able to delay migration to 

the border until the 1970s whereas earlier waves of migrants from Sonora and the 

surrounding states were converging on the border in the 1940s (Heyman 1991). Finally, 

there were a few other inputs that were specific to individual households that should be 

mentioned: one couple had both received college degrees, another received an initial loan 

from parents to help purchase their first home, another received free child care for two 

years from a mother, and another won a car in a lottery.49 Perhaps in this case the type of

input is less significant than the fact that each family had some advantage that contributed 

to their overall financial success. 

 This section began to sketch some of the factors that may have contributed to 

these households being able to attain a middle-class lifestyle during decades of neoliberal 

reform including men’s employment through maquilas supplemented by women’s 

employment and unpaid domestic labor, readjustment of salaries after peso devaluations, 

low housing costs, little debt, few family-based economic obligations, ability to make 

purchases and have bank accounts in the U.S., and initial head starts. Future research 

could begin with any number of these factors and seek to demonstrate their effects on 

livelihood chances on a representative sample, perhaps generated through survey data. 

Additionally, it could be enlightening to investigate the strategies they did not use; for 

example, although it is very common along the border, no one in the research families 

became a fayuquero who imports and re-sells U.S. goods. 

 

49 After some debate, the couple sold the car and used the money to open a personal line of credit at a U.S. 
bank, with which they financed most of their home improvements and other big expenses.  
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IMPLICATIONS 
 

Robinson concludes that the overall impact of neoliberal policies in developing 

nations has been devastating for a numerical majority of their citizens (2003). 

Nevertheless, upon closer inspection and especially through ethnographic research, the 

effects are revealed to be far from monolithic, even within a given socioeconomic class. 

This may be especially true for the middle and working classes, in which a variety of 

differences, including personal and familial characteristics, prior experience, resources, 

individual decisions, and social networks can mitigate the ultimate impact of policies and 

macroeconomic processes. The result for individuals and households can be an 

exaggerated social trajectory (in either an upward or a downward direction). For cities 

and nations, the result is often increasing economic inequality and social stratification as 

the rich get richer, the poor get poorer, and those in the middle move closer to one or the 

other of these extremes. This study has sought to contribute to the growing literature on 

the local and often contradictory effects of late capitalism but more importantly to draw 

attention to an overlooked minority and to raise promising avenues for future research. 

The remainder of the paper will survey some of these. 

 

What are the future prospects for this middle class? Is it sustainable? 

 The research families are currently a numerical minority in Nogales, and I 

speculate that the presence of such stable middle-class households is likely to decrease 

even further in the next decades. The model of maquila-driven development that 

facilitated the creation of this middle class is unlikely to be able to sustain it for a number 
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of reasons. By definition only a small handful of the total maquila workforce can be 

employed as technicians, managers and supervisors. Their percentage of the total labor 

force remained consistently below twenty percent from 1980 through 2003 across all 

sectors (Twin Plant News 2003: 22). As Mexico becomes more expensive in comparison 

to other potential sites, many maquilas will downsize or move to lower-cost 

environments such as Central America and Asia. This has already begun to occur 

especially among plants dominated by low-skill job positions, and many business 

analysts predict that it will continue (Smith 2001; The Economist 2002; Twin Plant News 

2003). Maquilas have not contributed to the deep growth of the local economy in Mexico 

because they have not developed strong vertical integration (Coubès 2003). Not only 

does the profit generated return to U.S.-based or transnational parent companies, but 

much of the money that the upper-level employees make follows a similar path when it is 

spent on cross-border shopping. This was demonstrated in my ethnographic data and has 

been a pattern in Nogales and other border towns for decades50 (Ladman and Poulson 

1972; Martinez 1978; McCleneghan 1965; Stone, et al. 1963).  Furthermore, the 

cumulative negative effect of neoliberal policies on other sectors of the population makes 

the kind of upward mobility that the research families experienced less likely for others, 

as Parrado’s initial data indicate (2005).    

 As for the heirs apparent, I have reasons to doubt that my informants’ children 

will be able to achieve or surpass their parents’ standard of living, despite optimistic 

 
50 Ladman and Poulson found that maquila operatives in Agua Prieta, Sonora spent as much as 39 percent 
of their earnings in the U.S., although it should be noted that their research was conducted before the 
extreme devaluations of the peso in the late 1970s and early 1980s (1972). 
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expectations. I fear that the disappointment, frustration and anger that Newman (1993) 

documented among baby boomers in the U.S.  Northeast may come to characterize these 

“maquila boomers.” Their children have been much more exposed to and also receptive 

to U.S culture, as exported through music, TV, movies, and the internet than their 

parents. Inasmuch as these place a high priority on consumerism and defining identity 

through consumption, it seems unlikely to me that they will be able to maintain sufficient 

economic discipline to survive Mexico’s historically shaky economic cycles, especially 

in the face of increasingly available personal credit. They will certainly have a higher 

level of education than their parents, and in most cases markedly superior English-

language abilities, but it is uncertain if the labor market in Nogales will offer them 

opportunities that match their skill sets and meet their expectations. Being able to utilize 

their father’s (and in some cases mother’s) network of relationships could be extremely 

valuable, but this is also dependent on their choice of career. Affordable and comfortable 

housing may also be more difficult for them to find, especially if the growth of border 

cities continues to outpace infrastructure development. In many ways their relative 

economic success will depend on the future of the maquila industry unless they are 

willing to relocate. It is also conceivable that a new type of industry with similar mid-to 

high-salary jobs could develop in Nogales, although what that could be is difficult to say. 

A niche farming market? Some kind of high-tech industry? Call centers for customer 

service to Spanish-speaking clients in the U.S.?  

 If the next generation leaves Nogales for other Mexican cities or destinations in 

the U.S., their success in such ventures will depend on a number of factors, including 



68 

 

their proficiency in English and U.S. culture, their ability to utilize existing and to 

establish new personal connections, and the occupational structure of the receiving 

community. For example, Hortensia’s son plans to attend college in Tucson and is 

especially well placed to make a transition to living in the U.S. He has U.S. citizenship 

(his mother crossed the border to give birth), a high degree of fluency in English (his 

parents enrolled him in a bilingual school at a young age), and lots of experience with 

U.S. culture (he spends a lot of time visiting and vacationing in the U.S. and consuming 

U.S. popular culture through cable television and the internet). He currently works in a 

Tucson restaurant on the weekends, staying overnight with his mother’s friend who 

referred him for the job. Other factors that point toward his future success are that both of 

his parents were college graduates in Mexico and that they have been setting aside money 

for his education since he was a child. If he chooses an undergraduate major for which 

jobs are available, I anticipate that he could do very well, possibly even exceeding his 

parents’ standard of living. In comparison, the children of my other informants might 

have much different outcomes were they to move to the U.S., given their limited English 

proficiency, lower parental education levels, lack of U.S. citizenship, and lower degree of 

familiarity with the U.S. I would expect them to integrate into a U.S. city’s occupational 

structure at a lower level, with likely options being the service sector or informal 

employment. Speculations such as these point to the importance of future research on the 

outcomes of migrants to the U.S. that originate from middle class urban households.  
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What compromises do people make in exchange for socioeconomic ascendancy? 

 Rarely are significant economic gains made without sacrifice, either at the 

interpersonal or structural level. My informants provided some clues to the kinds of 

interpersonal sacrifices these families made. Hortensia and Margarita lamented that their 

husbands had little time to spend with their children as they were growing up, although 

they both tried to compensate by spending lunch hours at home. Although none of the 

women volunteered personal experience, two of them guessed that extramarital affairs 

and divorces are more common among workers at the factories, especially given the 

specific gendered nature of the division of labor and relaxed social mores within the 

factories. Another concession is the research families’ relative lack of connections to 

extended family. Not only are they missing out on the social and emotional benefits of 

family relations, but also they are essentially cutting off the support they could provide to 

family members who are less well off. The cumulative impact of this process of 

atomization on the character of social networks in border towns like Nogales compared to 

locations in the interior of Mexico could make an interesting research topic. As Patricia 

noted, almost everyone in Nogales is from somewhere else, and they just do not have the 

same level of connection to other people and the city itself that is found elsewhere.  

Probably the most significant structural trade-off is a lack of solidarity with other 

workers. As the men rise to the top of the employment ladder, they are increasingly 

separated from the conditions that entry-level workers face and their fates are 

increasingly tied to the company elite. In fact, as Kopinak found, their gains in salary are 

made at the expense of gains for direct workers. This division between middle-class 
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managerial and technical staff and working-class operators was facilitated by the lack of 

unionization in the Nogales maquilas, and is a common effect of the development of 

capitalism. Future research could further explore these trade-offs to add to greater 

knowledge about the effects of neoliberalization on social relations. It could also 

investigate the differences between low- and high-union activity settings such as Nogales 

and Agua Prieta. 

 
Other questions 

• How do these processes (industrialization, upward mobility, class division) affect 

gender dynamics within households and society at large? How are decisions of 

when women seek employment outside the home made? How does this relate to 

the individual life cycle and marriage and child-bearing patterns? To what extent 

and through what mechanisms does the labor market structure these household 

decisions? How does women’s domestic unpaid labor continue to subsidize all 

of this? What about paid domestic labor? How are gendered middle class 

subjects constructed in different contexts? How can these middle class women’s 

stories be used to update Tiano’s (1986) review of effects of industrialization on 

women’s position in Latin America? What does it contribute to the literature on 

flexible labor and gender (see for example Ong 1991)?  

• What are the effects of increasing access to personal credit on all sectors of the 

Mexican population? Given that transnational corporations must expand beyond 

the saturated U.S. market in order to maintain double-digit earnings growth 
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(Pacelle and Lyons 2004), who benefits? What narratives are competing to 

explain individual and household decisions to use or not to use credit?  

• How does the formation of these middle classes on the U.S.-Mexico border 

compare to emerging middle classes elsewhere? How does it compare to regions 

in Asia with maquila-type industries? What do these comparisons tell us about 

the nature of late capitalism? What might promote or discourage this process in 

other locations in Mexico?  

 

This paper has documented the rise in socioeconomic status of a number of couples 

that moved to the border town of Nogales, Sonora during the neoliberal period. It has 

described their journey from mostly agricultural and working class origins to a white-

collar, middle-class lifestyle. It has placed them in the context of historically developing 

classes in the region, from the subsistence agriculturalists of over a century ago through 

working-class congregation in mining centers through migration to border towns and a 

new type of working-class employment as factory operatives. It has offered some 

tentative explanation of the internal and external factors, including the trade-offs they 

faced, that contributed to their economic success and increase in social standing. In doing 

so, it has gone beyond the shop floor to investigate the lives of managerial-level maquila 

employees and their families outside of the plant. It has broadened our understanding of 

the range of standards of living present on the southern side of the U.S.-Mexico border. It 

has demonstrated the effects of the uneven development of late capitalism and processes 

of globalization through the examination of concrete individuals in a specific local 
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context. Nevertheless, this paper only scratches the surface of these intriguing 

phenomena. It can perhaps best be viewed as laying some foundations for future research, 

and its greatest contribution may be the questions it raises.  
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