












































































































































































































































































































































152 Life and Labor on the Border 

was ill or drunk, the others would work for him and pay him his 
share anyway; that all the food was bought by all and shared by all­
if there were only beans, everybody ate beans. Everybody knew the 
different tasks, so that they were all drillers, or loaders, or all put in 
timbers, and so forth, according to need; thus, if one was missing, 
substitutes were available and the work was not held up. They 
worked hours according to necessity, not fixed shifts-thus, if the 
crew needed money, they would work from morning to midnight. 
Each depended on the others for safety, and they would not enter an 
unsafe tunnel [surely the incentives of the contract system worked 
against this). 

Sometimes work friends and companions were embittered or sep­
arated, but much of the time it was the same gang that "Dios los 
hace y ellos se ;untan" (God made them and they get themselves 
together) as they went from one hillside drift to the next. This differs 
from the industrial mining mutuality, which it superficially echoes; 
the group itself continued, even as the workplaces changed. 

Egalitarian relationships were encapsulated within patronage 
bonds of the harshest sort. Just like the sawmill where Antonio Her­
nandez and his kin worked, small mines operated on a chain of debt 
extended from the wealthy landowner through the mine contractor 
to the work crew, whose final return for ore was discounted by the 
food and supplies they used. Over historical time, however, intense 
horizontal ties could break loose of such limits, for, as we saw, obli­
gations to patrons were not permanent, and men left mines or mills 
for urban jobs. Yet powerful friendships formed at work could easily 
be renewed in future contexts, such as the border city. There was a 
process not only of historical time but also of life cycle time, for 
these extremely egalitarian small work group relationships were 
characteristic of men early in the life cycle; youthful bonds of emo­
tion and loyalty can be powerful, practical levers later in life. 

Independent Workshops as Social Synapses. Further into the life 
cycle, and depending on much fortune, hard work, and good connec­
tions, a working man can try to establish an independent workshop 
(taller): car repairs, a brick yard, a carpentry shop, sheet roofing, or 
ornamental ironwork. Moving from wage labor into independent 
production is an important career goal. Laboring men find that their 
greatest resource is the strength of their youth, and their wage­
earning power declines with age [Balan, Browning, and Jelin, 1973: 
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199, show this to be true for urban, industrial Mexico). However, the 
workshop is not an automatic step forward in the life cycle. It is a 
challenge, certain prerequisites are required, and only some men 
achieve them. 

First, the man has to learn key industrial skills, such as automo­
tive mechanics, usually through prior employment in the wage sec­
tor. Second, the aspiring shop owner has to accumulate tools. I asked 
questions about the acquisition of equipment in several workshops, 
similar to the questions concerning household appliances. Three 
men (a carpenter, a mechanic, and a truck driver) reported that they 
were equipped by the patron for whom they worked before becoming 
independent. One blacksmith-mechanic had made his own grinder 
and drill press, and bought a new arc welder in the United States. 
One machinist used savings to buy a used American lathe in Agua 
Prieta. Third, the worker has to have a reputation that will draw 
clients, a reputation that includes both technical skill and re­
liability. The man who has been effective at accumulating many per­
sonal alliances since youth, both with wealthy patrons and with 
other working men, will have an advantage here. Looking at these 
prerequisites, one readily sees that most workshop owners have cer­
tain loyalties and obligations to powerful men. Their allegiance 
spreads in turn to the other members of the shop. 

The shop owner is also the principal worker. Additional workers 
are usually recruited along kinship lines-sons, nephews, or 
brothers. They are unpaid if they reside in the owner's household, 
but are paid (at the minimum wage or less) if they belong to a differ­
ent family budget. Less frequently there are one or two unrelated, 
paid employees. Authority in the workshop comes from deference to 
parenthood, age, and work experience, reinforced by the hope of in­
heriting the shop. There was no formal model of apprenticeship in 
Agua Prieta, but there was implicit submission to learning. 

In addition to the work crew itself, clients, friends, and the an­
thropologist congregate around the taller. The banter ranges from 
teasing and jokes, through discussions on technical problems posed 
by the work, to open commentary on politics and the sad state of the 
economy. Conversations in this setting have a special weight. Un­
like controlled workplaces, physical movement and communication 
are unrestricted. There is room for free expression, criticism, and 
even political recruitment on the basis of ties that appear to be sim­
ple friendship. The accomplishment of valued life goals by shop 
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owners provides them social recognition-seen in the respect 
shown to their spoken opinion in conversation-that goes well 
above their small capital. If younger men are working in the shop, 
the organization of authority in the workplace gives added weight to 
communication. 

One shop (not part of any family histories) was a center for the 
right-wing National Action Party (PAN), which was engaged in bit­
ter struggle locally and nationally against Mexico's government 
party (PRI). Its owner had been recruited into the party after 1979 by 
a longtime friend, a man of much higher education and social posi­
tion whom he had known since the early 1950s. The shop owner 
was one of two key figures organizing party support in his large, 
predominantly working-class neighborhood, in part through a large 
sports club centered on this shop. Several young men I spoke with at 
this shop worked during weekdays in maquiladoras. Their political 
allegiance to the PAN, openly a party of the conservative rich, was 
based on loyalty to the shop owner, and did not refer to their explicit 
place in the industrial working class of today's border cities. 

Were we to take the small businesses of women-cooking and 
selling food, sewing fancy dresses, or selling clothes on consign­
ment-we could make very similar observations about authority 
over younger women in the household, the freedom of communica­
tion, and the place of such businesses as clients of wealthy women. 
Even more than male workshops, female independent production 
contrasts with the hemmed-in labors of young women working in 
maquiladoras, where they are immobile, busy, and closely super· 
vised. Whether we speak of men's or women's shops, these are key 
social synapses in the organization of Agua Prieta's working class. 

The Persistence of Relationships. A cohort of young working men 
came to Agua Prieta from Sonora's interior during the 1940s, 1950s, 
and I 960s. They extended personalized labor relationships both up­
ward and sideways-nearly always a necessity in that era of transi­
tion. Since 1965, Agua Prieta has had a large and often impersonal 
factory labor market centered on the maquiladoras. Many of the 
older relationships have fallen by the wayside, but to a surprising 
extent ties formed in the earlier decades continue to structure the 
economic and political life of Agua Prieta's working people. 

Some members of the 1940-1970 cohort, now (1986) in their for• 
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ties, fifties, and sixties, have ascended into key positions. This ap­
plies both to leaders in elite families and to accomplished senior 
members of the working class, who tie together a wide range of for­
mer companeros, friends, and family members. Although it is im­
possible to recite personal details without exposing my informants 
to troubles stemming from Agua Prieta's embittered politics, every 
interviewed male working-class activist, whether belonging to gov­
ernment or right-wing opposition parties, was recruited by a party 
leader from an elite "political family" with whom he had had a prior 
vertical friendship. 

Although Agua Prieta's working class today has an unusually uni­
form economic character given to it by the maquiladoras, one can­
not deduce its social and political organization according to some 
expected notion without taking into account how relationships 
have formed and crystallized over time. Nor is this simply a phe­
nomenon of historical lag, for key elements such as the organization 
of communication and political interests of the independent work­
shops are a basic and recurring feature of border working-class life. 

THE BORDER SETTLEMENT PROCESS: 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The border settlement process is important from two points of view. 
The distinctiveness of border city life-described in brief as con­
siderable consumption very much determined by the availability of 
dollars, and an unusual combination of impersonal migrant employ­
ment in the United States with highly personalized channels for re­
sources in Mexico-crystallized during the period from 1940 to 
1970, though it was not without antecedents. 

The process holds comparative interest as well. When the families 
of miners are removed from their encompassing institutions-the 
industrial workplace, the town dense with working people, and the 
labor union-they present us with the intriguing problem of a work­
ing class without any of the easy touchstones so often used to ana­
lyze proletarian life. The naming of absent attributes being an inade­
quate response, we have to ask what the substantive characteristics 
of a different kind of working class are. The first step is to look at the 
politics of urban land in order to understand that even in the absence 
of political relations which refer to class, working people cannot 
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avoid settling into their new lives within a structure of power rela­
tions. 

Agua Prieta's Urban Structure: Land and Politics 

The key to Agua Prieta's urban form was already in place when fam­
ilies arrived at the border. In 1915 Plutarco Elias Calles (the revolu­
tionary chieftain of this border town) mandated a "local agrarian 
commission" based in Agua Prieta. It distributed seven-to-eight­
hectare lots of "abandoned" or "enemy" land. The ejido of Agua 
Prieta was officially in existence by May 1925. Why this early agrar­
ian distribution in a desert city with only marginal farmlands and 
no peasant traditions? The agrarian commission, and later the ejido 
of Agua Prieta, in fact served an urban function: to distribute house 
lots. In the early years house lots and small farm plots in the first 
ejidal zone west of the railroad tracks (Barrio Ferrocarril) were given 
to veterans and other local adherents of Calles (according to inter­
views with descendants of the early residents of that area; also 
Cumberland, 1972:231; Sanderson, 1981:236i Radding, 1985:272-
273). 

Over the years, the location of the ejido has shifted, but it always 
has been on the growing edge of the city, and it has always served the 
purpose of opening up lands for residential lots. Since the 1940s, the 
main operating method has not been to enroll families in the ejido, 
but extralegally to subdivide and rent lots to outsiders. Later the 
neighborhoods so formed are placed within the municipal bound­
aries so that families can legally hold private title to land ("regular­
ization"), as they could not in the ejido. From Calles on, obtaining 
house lots and regularization have been strictly related to the gov­
erning political groups of this city. 

The ejido was used to open up land for the flood of families ar­
riving in the 1940s and 1950s. In the large Barrio Ferrocarril neigh­
borhood, lots were extralegally sold for forty pesos-ten for the mu­
nicipal sindico (receiver or recorder) who controlled the sales, and 
thirty for the ejido-with a subsequent rental payment to the ejido 
of two pesos a month. This was cheap for urban land, for in the late 
1940s forty pesos would have been about ten days' work, while the 
monthly two pesos was less than a day's work. Large areas of house 
lots to the east and southeast of the city were sold directly, with 
proper title, by the municipal government. Another wave of ejido 
subdivision started in the mid- l 970s, creating the Colonia Ejidal 
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first on the periphery southwest and then due south of the city; as I 
was leaving in 1986, the legal regularization of this area was emerg­
ing as a possibility. 

Obtaining and regularizing house lots brought families into the 
political arena, but in a curious manner that created a superficial 
noninvolvement in politics. In order to understand this, it is neces­
sary to sketch the history of governing political groups in Agua Pri­
eta. From the revolution through the 1940s, Agua Prieta was domi­
nated by men who came from the immediate military and political 
associates of Plutarco Elias Calles, who had made this city his home 
base during the revolution. In the 1940s, as Agua Prieta began its 
rapid growth, a younger generation of families, based more on com­
merce and construction/hardware, slowly but surely entered the po­
litical arena, their way smoothed by marriages into older families. 
During the late 1930s and the 1940s, elections for municipal presi­
dent in Agua Prieta had become disputatious, because of alliances 
with state and national politicians too complicated to explain here. 
An election in 1949 brought heated public participation, and when 
the result became apparent-the victory of a major figure from an 
important cattle family who had key state allies over a more popu­
lar, smaller rancher-its aftermath required a halt to overt mobiliza­
tion of political followers. From 1949 to 1979 Agua Prieta settled 
down into a "politics of apathy 11 (Hansen, 1977:142££.). 

This was carried out through the system of distributing and reg­
ulating urban land. Oral histories report that the victorious 1949 
candidate promised residents of Barrio Ferrocarril that he would 
transfer lot titles from the ejido to the homeowners. The period of 
apathy coincides with the period of family immigration to Agua Pri­
eta; predictable, cheap, and fairly wide-open provision of the most 
desirable good, land for houses, made quietness possible. My argu­
ment is that the politics of Agua Prieta was "nonpolitics"; the nar­
rowing of focus from the broad class concerns of the mine com­
munity to the seemingly familial concerns of lineal accumulation 
on the border was structured by this invisible political bargain. 

The agreements within Agua Prieta's "political families, 11 the sec­
ond generation of the group of the l 940s1 broke down in 1979 over a 
disputed candidacy for municipal president; this local conflict 
joined into a national elite split between the governing PRI and the 
right-wing opposition PAN !Moncada, 1985; Guadarrama, 1987). For 
reasons of larger national considerations1 active mobilization of po-



158 Life and Labor on the Border 

litical followers in Agua Prieta was resumed, following the lines of 
personalized vertical alliances as described above. Promises to reg­
ularize titles on large areas of ejidal land have been one weapon in 
the government's arsenal; a corresponding issue, improvement of 
municipal infrastructure, was expertly manipulated by the opposi­
tion.7 

The system of distributing house lots had one other important 
consequence for the social structure of the border working popula­
tion. Lots were distributed piecemeal, as families requested them, 
making the city a social patchwork ithough there are gross differ­
ences of social status between neighborhoods). Since lots, not 
houses, were distributed, each family built a house according to its 
economic capability. This contrasts with the mine company towns, 
in which house assignment by occupation and nationality provided 
for clear social geography. At the border, residential and other com­
munity alignments were relatively independent of workplace align­
ments. 

The Family Settlement Process 

Resettling at the border required families to solve a series of 
problems-how to obtain income, where and how to buy goods, and 
so forth-in a place very different from the ones they had left. The 
fundamental economic impetus in Agua Prieta before the advent of 
the maquiladoras was migratory labor across the border. However, 
for immigration statuses such as bracero, commuting worker, or un­
documented entrant, the location of work was legally separated 
from location of residence, social relationships, and potential politi­
cal involvement. This disjuncture meant that Mexican workers and 
their families had no way to act as a group regarding their conditions 
of labor or wages except through the Mexican consulates; border res­
idents responded case by individual case, trying to change their visa 
status or that of family members within the U.S. immigration bu­
reaucracy. This has been an important cause of narrowing to family 
concerns. 

The American side was the source-directly and indirectly-of 
the majority of Agua Prieta consumer goods and utilities. The evi­
dence and details about border consumption will be presented in the 
next chapter; here it will suffice to note that border residents could 
obtain credit in Douglas to buy appliances needed for women's 
work, and furnishings required to equip houses of families new to 
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the border. Back in Mexico, house construction materials, expensive 
and obtained on extended payment, were provided by a few powerful 
commercial families. Lines of credit and sources of goods were im­
portant relationships that some person in the Mexican household 
had to manage carefully. 

Families living at the border invested in longer educations for 
their children. No longer could a young man like Luis Aguirre drop 
out after three years with the realistic expectation that he would 
work in the mine, nor could a girl leave school, as Angelita Aguirre 
did, to help her widowed mother. In the families I interviewed-and 
greater quantitative evidence certainly would be needed-children 
stayed in school for noticeably longer periods: girls at least through 
primary school, and boys into secondary school. Even persons who 
ended up in blue-collar work possessed these minimums of educa­
tion, and there were several families, like the Aguirres, whose sons 
and daughters had gone much further. 

Therefore, whether looking at housing, or lines of consumer 
credit, or educational investments, the border household required a 
person or persons with a sense of the long-term trajectory of the 
family settlement process. Several roles inside the household were 
recombined. At the crux was the negotiation of power between hus­
band and wife. Women, though they took on the added burdens of 
running households while husbands were away as migratory la­
borers and children were staying longer in school, also assumed, in 
some families, the power of managing long-run goals and presenting 
the public face of the household when dealing with municipal au­
thorities. 

To this was added the problem of unpredictable or periodic male 
income, since men were either remitting money from the distant 
United States or laboring in the Mexican casual employment mar­
ket. Some women, such as Angelita Aguirre, filled the need for daily 
income by operating a small business, while others, like Petra Her­
nandez, dealt with her husband's irregular employment by working 
as a domestic. Women therefore had to establish their own network 
of clients and contacts. 

Men faced a different set of problems, stemming largely from the 
lack of an institutional structure of work such as that found in the 
industrial mines. They had to link an ever-shifting series of posi­
tions. Since this could not be done through formal mechanisms, it 
had to be done by retaining personalized relationships with more 
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powerful men who might be employers. In the border setting, this 
meant sustaining a varied set of potential patrons. 

Each household, then, had dozens of complex relationships ex­
tending outward: employers, creditors on two sides of the border, the 
municipality or ejido, the U.S. immigration system. These institu­
tions and individuals were distinct entities, not, as in the mines, 
multiple manifestations of one encompassing corporation. Further­
more, there were at least two different agents of the household, the 
wife and the husband, each operating on a separate agenda and inter­
ests. The working class in the border city had a heterogeneous com­
munity form (besides the Agua Prieta material, see, on the border 
cities of Ensenada and Ciudad Juarez, Ugalde, 1970; 1974). 

Heterogeneous Versus Unitary Working-Class Communities 

A heterogeneous working-class community lacks the direct, one-to­
one overlap between key domains of life-workplaces, labor and em­
ployment relations, residential patterns, consumption, and political 
arenas-that characterizes the unitary structure of company (or 
single-company-dominated) towns. Agua Prieta was not dominated 
by a single enterprise with a linked system of workplaces, as were 
the mines; not only were there many employers, but work sites 
spanned two nations. Miners were overwhelmingly adult males; at 
the border each household had men and women, older and younger 
persons, all earning money. They worked in diverse modes: formal 
employment, informal sales, independent production, and so on. In 
politics, the same pattern holds: In the mines one employer con­
fronted, by the 1930s, one labor union; that union connected work­
ing people-dissidents and adherents both-to the Mexican state. 
Border working people related to several domains of power, the most 
important of which, the United States, they had little chance to ad­
dress. Divisions among miners cannot be compared with the true 
structural heterogeneity of the border working class. 

Fundamentally, the social structure, the lines of inequality that 
dispose people to understand themselves and act within and on 
power, differed in the two settings. Men were ranked by their posi­
tion in the industrial hierarchy of the mines; as heads of households 
were ranked, so were their wives and children. Before nationaliza­
tion of the mines in the late 1950s, the basic division between Mexi­
can and North American was there for all to see. The heterogeneous 
working population of the border was part of several orders: a corn-
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plicated local status and power system, including criteria of con­
sumer goods, house appearance, personal relationships, and political 
pull; as well as the class inequality between Mexican labor and U.S. 
employers. An important feature of the heterogeneous situation, 
furthermore, was that many housewives were social actors distinct 
from their husband's occupation, some of them managing concerns 
of the household, such as education or investment, that deeply af­
fected their place in the future social order. 

I have drawn this contrast within the terms of a specific historical 
transformation, and therefore these cannot be taken as a list of fea­
tures applicable to all ethnographic cases. Nevertheless, border Mex­
ico fits the wider literature about working peoples. Within Latin 
America, for example, one can contrast the industrial community 
described by June Nash (1979) for Bolivian tin miners with the large 
literature in urban Latin American studies that emphasizes diverse 
sectors of employment (Roberts, 1978). Ethnographies of southern 
African miners (Wilson, 1941-1942; Epstein, 1958; Powdermaker, 
1962) contrast mine compounds with more heterogeneous town 
sites. William Kornblum (1974) contrasts factory and neighborhood 
politics (ethnic groups are unified in the former, divided in the lat­
ter) in a steel-mill district of Chicago. The linkages between 
working-class housing and enterprise type are drawn in a particu­
larly clear, insightful manner by Neuma Aguiar (1983) for a planta­
tion, a government irrigation project, and a factory neighborhood in 
Brazil. 

Peter Lloyd (1982) uses the complicated, heterogeneous character 
of urban working populations to argue that the concept of working 
class, which he thinks of as a clear-cut industrial work force plus 
community, is not adequate for the anthropology of the Third World. 
The Agua Prieta case, however, is undeniably part of a historical con­
tinuum of working classes in northeastern Sonora. The analysis of 
the "waged life" shows that deeply rooted patterns of work and con­
sumption continued at the border. The heterogeneous form cannot 
be judged according to its fit or failure to fit assumptions originating 
with unitary working communities. The border case shows that it is 
indeed possible to analyze the lines of heterogeneous communities 
as working classes, paying due respect to the ethnographic evidence. 



6. Agua Prieta in the Maquiladora Period, 
1967-1986 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1967, Agua Prieta received its first factory under the Border Indus­
trialization Program. Two decades later (June 1986) twenty-six 
plants were in place, employing over 6,400 people (Stoddard, 1987: 
19). What do we learn from setting these workers in their time and 
their place? Previous studies of origins of maquiladora workers have 
established that the majority moved to the border with their natal 
families, not in the immediate past but as much younger children 
accompanying their parents (Fernandez-Kelly1 1983:58-60; Pena, 
1987:133). Their origins lie precisely within the border settlement 
process during the decades after 1940. 

In their history of women's work in industrializing France and 
England, Louise Tilly and Joan Scott ( 1978) developed two related 
models of wage-earning households, the "family wage economy" 
and the "family consumer economy." The majority of maquiladora 
employees1 especially women, are 11 working children11 who live with 
one or both of their parents, and contribute part of their wages to the 
household budget. The concept of the family wage economy pro­
poses that this role is determined by the working-class family's need 
to purchase most of the items of daily existence: 

For increasing numbers of women, as well, the essence of work was 
earning a wage. Since they were members of family wage economies, 
their work was defined not by household labor needs, but by the 
household's need for money to pay for food and to meet other expenses, 
such as rent. ! 1978: 104) 
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The family consumer economy broadens these needs to include the 
wide range of new consumer goods: 

The goal of working families in the mid-nineteenth century had been to 
cam enough to subsist. As many family members worked as were 
necessary to earn a "target income" which would maintain a minimum 
level of subsistence. By the early twentieth century the higher wages of 
men particularly and the availability of cheap consumer goods raised the 
target income of working-class families. Necessities now included not 
only food and clothing, but also other items that once had been 
considered luxuries. What we have termed the family consumer 
economy, then, was a wage-earning unit which increasingly emphasized 
family consumption needs. 11978:176) 

Tilly and Scott draw the distinction between the two forms of 
working-class economies for a specific historical purpose: to ac­
count for the relative decline in Western Europe of women's labor 
force participation as men's earning power rose. For the circum­
stances of the Mexican border, however, which combines low real 
wages with prolonged exposure to the many consumer goods on the 
U.S. side, it seems appropriate to unify the models of the family 
wage economy and the family consumer economy. We should there· 
fore look to the history of consumption and purchasing power in the 
border settlement process for the key to the amassing of a "working 
child" labor force. 

The young female operatives-it is predominantly young women 
who work in the maquiladoras-put up with tedious tasks and poor 
remuneration. They fulfill the need of their families to bring in a 
steady paycheck. Such self-sacrifice is referred to as the "subordina­
tion" of women (Nash, 1980; Young, Wolkowitz, and Mccullagh, 
1984; Fernandez-Kelly, 1983, applies this concept to the ma­
quiladora workers). However, women are subordinated to house­
holds and larger economies in many different circumstances, and for 
many kinds of paid and unpaid labor. It is unsatisfying to explain the 
efforts of young women at the border by reference to a general condi­
tion. For this reason it is necessary to set maquiladora women in a 
regional context, in a longer stretch of history, and in relation to 
their fathers, mothers, and especially brothers, some of whom work 
beside them in the factories. This is an attempt at a two-gender anal­
ysis of the maquiladora working class, for although women are nu­
merically preponderant, they are a majority in an unequal relation­
ship to a smaller number of factory men. 
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CORDOBA FAMILY HISTORY 

When Carlos and Francisca Cordoba married in 1940, they could 
well expect to spend the rest of their lives in the shadow of the 
mine's hoist tower. Carlos labored in Santo Domingo from 1936 to 
1958, except for employment in Pilares de Nacozari while Santo 
Domingo was not open, and in another mine south of Agua Prieta 
until 1972. Yet Carlos and Francisca's children did not become 
miners. Instead, they were among the first workers to enter Agua 
Prieta maquiladora doors in 1967, and various among them labored 
in the factories through the mid-1980s. The length of the Cordobas' 
collective working experience is important: Roles for the children 
developed during several decades while the family shifted and set­
tled; and the younger Cordoba generation-Jorge, Francisco, Guada­
lupe, and Luisa-have substantial portions of their life stories to tell 
us, permitting contrasts among them to emerge. 

Although Carlos did not finally break with the mines until 1972, 
the rest of his family had committed themselves to move away years 
earlier; the reasons for this are of considerable interest to the forma­
tion of the border family economy. As it matured, the Cordoba 
household shifted its concentration from the adult male wage earner 
to investment in education and placement of children in an advan­
tageous job market. This is proven by a complicated household mi­
gration history with multiple residences at a given time (for basic 
definitions I follow Bender, 1967, and Goody, 1972; Carter, 1984 en­
joins us to follow actual sequences of household histories). 

The Cordoba household split in 1956. The reason was the need to 
continue the education of the eldest son and daughter (born in 1944 
and 1948, respectively). The small mine town of Santo Domingo had 
only an elementary school, and the nearest secondary school was in 
the city of Nacozari de Garcia. Francisca went to Nacozari to care for 
the two older children while her mother, Amalia, cared for the youn­
ger children and her son-in-law in Santo Domingo. That is, the Cor­
doba households were composed of two residential units with one 
source of income (Carlos in Santo Domingo) but two sources of un­
paid labor (Francisca and her mother in Nacozari and Santo Do­
mingo, respectively) (Figure 6.1). 

The residential choice of Nacozari de Garcia was significant. The 
mine having closed, no longer was it a male wage center; Carlos was 
justified in remaining with his job in Santo Domingo. But instead of 
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Around 

Around 1962 

[===J Household unit as defined by coresidence 

A Amalia Galaz. Household work in Santo Domingo 
B. Francisca Lopez. Household work in Nacozari 
C. Carlos Cordoba. Wage work in Santo Domingo 
D. Amalia Galaz. Household work in Esqueda 
E. Help with housing in Agua Prieta for Francisca Lopez 
F. Francisca L6pez. Household work in Agua Prieta 
G. Carlos Cordoba. Wage work in Esqueda 

Figure 6.1. Cordoba household arrangements during migration 

preparing his eldest son, Jorge, to follow in his footsteps, the family 
invested in a formal education for both son and daughter that could 
best be utilized in labor markets other than mining. 

Similarly complex household arrangements were made during 
two subsequent moves. After a period of unemployment following 
Santo Domingo's demise in 1958, Carlos found work as a diesel me­
chanic at a fluorite mine near the town of Esqueda. From 1959 to 
1962, the Cordoba households were arranged in the following man­
ner: Francisca lived with Carlos in Esqueda during the week, to care 
for him and the six younger children1 while her mother cared for the 
two older children and the house in Nacozari; the whole group 
would reunite in Nacozari on weekends. 

In 1962, as the next set of offspring was ready for secondary school, 
a portion of the family moved again1 this time to Agua Prieta, 
with the help of Francisca's older half sister. Francisca resided in 
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Agua Prieta with the four oldest children (three in secondary school 
and the oldest son working), while her mother stayed with Carlos in 
Esqueda to care for the four younger children still in elementary 
school. By 1965 the children were all in Agua Prieta, while Carlos 
remained working in Esqueda and his mother-in-law kept the house. 
On weekends they would come together in Agua Prieta. 

The final turning point in the Cordoba story came in 1972. The 
fluorite mine in Esqueda closed, and Carlos wanted to take a job 
working with an engineer in the new La Caridad project, isolated in 
the mountains above Nacozari. But Francisca and her children re­
fused to leave Agua Prieta. By that date, the two youngest daughters 
were in secondary school, which they could not have attended in the 
mine development zone. Four of the older children were working in 
maquiladoras. The family debate and decision to stay in Agua Prieta 
in 1972 marked the completion of the shift from the adult male 
mine economy to the multiple-worker border economy. In keeping 
with the developmental cycle, earnings for the household had 
shifted from father to children. This turning point also shows how 
husband and wife had different interests in choosing migratory loca­
tions according to their alignment in both labor and consumer mar­
kets (with women bearing children's interests in mind). 

The first major investment the Cordoba family made in Agua 
Prieta was a house. When Francisca came to the border in 1962, she 
and her children moved in with her half sister, then resided in rental 
apartments. In 1965, Carlos and Francisca bought a house lot from 
the municipal government (city, not ejido, land). It cost two hundred 
pesos for the lot and fifty pesos for a building permit, at a time when 
Carlos was earning fifty pesos a day. They responded to my inquiries 
that they had not needed any "pull" (palanca) or political involve­
ment to get the lot. The building materials were bought from a hard­
ware firm owned by an Agua Prieta politician with credit extended 
to Jorge, their oldest son. The plumbing was bought, straight cash, in 
the United States. They hired a mason to do the basic foundation, 
walls, and roof; Carlos, in Agua Prieta on weekends, and his two 
sons did the ceiling, floors, windows and doors, wall plastering, and 
such, and Carlos baked the bricks himself in Esqueda. His sons did 
the electrical wiring. 

The oldest son, Jorge (born 1944), started to work in a wood prod­
ucts factory in 1962, soon after arriving in Agua Prieta. The Cordoba 
family began a working child economy even prior to the advent of 
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the maquiladoras. Evidence about the financing of the house sup­
plies seems to indicate that Jorge's income had become as important 
to the household as the father's. In 1967 two daughters, aged nine­
teen and eighteen, and one son, aged sixteen, went to work in a ma­
quiladora. Both girls had finished nine years of school; the son was 
attending school at night. By 1969 five children, all living at home, 
were working in the factories: three daughters as operatives, one son 
as a foreman, and one son on a maintenance crew. 

Carlos continued to work, however. When his mine job came to an 
end, he looked for occasional work in Agua Prieta repair shops. Fi­
nally, he had the opportunity to buy a used lathe from a shopowner 
going out of business. With this crucial tool, his many years of expe­
rience, and his reputation for skilled work, Carlos was able to 
launch a machine shop, the culmination of his life's labors. At the 
age of seventy-seven (1986) Carlos continued to operate his business 
two, three, or more days a week. 

The Cordoba family pooled several incomes to equip their new 
household in Agua Prieta, especially in the years immediately after 
completing the house in 1969. In fact, Jorge bought a television "for 
his father" in celebration of the completion of work on the house. 
The family also gathered money to buy a small electric refrigerator, 
the first the family had owned. They replaced it in 1973 with a large 
refrigerator-freezer bought secondhand in Douglas. The employed 
children pitched in to meet its forty-five dollar price. It was pur­
chased on the occasion of Jorge's marriage, with the purpose of stor­
ing the meat from a cow that the godparents of the marriage were 
contributing as part of their sponsorship of the ritual. In the same 
year (1973) Jorge made another major contribution to the family by 
buying his mother a new sewing machine, to replace the one inher­
ited from her mother in 1940, for 1,500 pesos ( 120 dollars at the 
exchange rate of the time). 

In 1972, the family as a whole bought a new, large wood-burning 
stove to replace the stove that was part of the household's original 
1940 equipment. Although purchased in an Agua Prieta store, the 
fact that its purchase price was named in dollars (four hundred dol­
lars) probably indicates that it came from the American side. In 1982 
the Cordoba household, now supported by the working father and 
two working daughters only, bought a butane-fueled stove, a set of 
cabinets, a counter, and a dishwasher for 50,000 pesos (roughly 250 
dollars) from a friend who was moving. A similar personal arrange-
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ment permitted them to purchase bedroom and living room furni­
ture in the mid-1970s. 

Another set of bedroom furniture and a china cabinet were pur­
chased for the family by "the daughters" (there were six). They made 
payments of at least five thousand pesos (four hundred dollars) to an 
Agua Prieta furniture store. The china cabinet holds glass and 
ceramic mementos given to Francisca Cordoba by three daughters, a 
daughter-in-law, a comadre, and two nieces who had been guests of 
the family when they came from out of town to seek factory work. 
Just as the gifts ascend from daughters/ daughter-in-law to mother, 
so the mother provides child care for her grandchildren when her 
daughters are at work or shopping in Douglas. 1 The term in Spanish 
for such gifts, recuerdos, was used specifically for symbols of per­
sonal relationship that, in this case, represented an important ex­
change in an economy where younger women had access to cash and 
older women provided unpaid labor. 

The details of the Cordoba material culture history demonstrate 
the confluence of a historical process, the consumer environment of 
the border, with the family developmental cycle. The result was an 
outburst of children born in the 1940s and 1950s maturing and 
working for the goals of family accumulation. Through the 1970s, 
all the children save one daughter married out of the core household. 
Because the marriages were spread out between 1972 and 1984, the 
household always had at least one working child at home. This com­
bined with the slowing down of needs for material provisioning to 
result in a household that relied on resident working children and 
the father to fulfill the ongoing need for income. 

In 1986 the central Cordoba household was composed of the elder I y 
parents, a divorced son who had returned home (his children live 
with his former wife), and an unmarried daughter with her daugh­
ter. The father, Carlos, pays the monthly bills (gas, electricity, water, 
taxes) by saving from his fluctuating workshop income; in 1986, he 
estimated that he earned five thousand pesos (roughly ten dollars) by 
charging clients for a day of labor on top of the cost of materials. The 
resident son, Francisco, earned two and a half times the minimum 
wage as a mechanic in a maquiladora (26,000 pesos, or 52 dollars 
weekly). He contributed 5,000 pesos and a 1,200-dollar grocery store 
voucher to the Cordoba household; he was also supporting his 
children. The resident daughter, Teresa, earned the minimum wage 
(11,550 pesos, or 23 dollars weekly) as a maquiladora operative. She 
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contributed a fifth to a quarter of her earnings (2,000-2,500) directly 
to the household fund; she spent most of the remainder on her 
three-year-old daughter. The mother, Francisca, did not earn money, 
but she managed the contributions to household funds. 

The remaining six children each live in neolocal, nuclear house· 
holds (a married daughter and her husband live in a small house on 
the family lot1 but they maintain a separate budget). Each of these 
families is sustained by a single wage gained by the husband (two of 
them from maquiladoras, and four not). None of the five married 
daughters worked as of 1986. This is a product of regular (but not 
inviolable) patterns of employment change at marriage. The Cor­
doba daughters stated that they left the maquiladora when they were 
wed, a phrasing that is a cultural convention-the real date of exit 
was, as we shall see, more complex-but this did express the nature 
of the new household. In contrast, sons stayed in the labor market, 
and marriage brought no direct change in their employment. In 
effect, male-wage-earner nuclear households hived off from the com­
plex wage-earning parental household. 

These filial households were reported to me as completely sepa­
rate in terms of budgets1 but in fact there was considerable sharing of 
child care and groceries, especially on weekends. One daughter mar­
ried a Mexican American from Douglas; another married a man in 
Agua Prieta and later immigrated to Douglas. With the help of cars 
and local visiting passports, the Cordoba grand-family effectively 
spans the international boundary (Figure 6.2). 

Among the various members of the Cordoba family, I will focus on 
the careers of four children who have worked or are working in ma­
quiladoras: Jorge, the oldest Cordoba son (born 1944); his younger 
brother Francisco (born 1953); and their sisters Luisa (born 1948) and 
Teresa (born 1949}. Today Jorge is a section foreman and Francisco is 
a mechanic, both earning over twice the minimum wage; Teresa, 
after seventeen years, remains a line operative paid no more than the 
minimum wage; and Luisa has dropped out of the maquiladora work 
force altogether. 

All four were reported as essentially equivalent in formal educa­
tion, having completed secondary school.2 However, there were im­
portant differences in informal education. Jorge and Francisco grew 
up working alongside their father, a skilled machinist and mechanic. 
They learned from books, not just observation and participation, for 
Carlos bought an instructional course in diesel mechanics for them. 
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- Residence in U.S. (all in Douglas) 

~ Residence in Mexico (all in Agua Prieta) 

l~~~J Household unit 

A. Carlos Cordoba 
B. Francisca Lopez 
C. Jorge Cordoba 
D. Teresa Cordoba 
E. Francisco Cordoba 
F. Luisa Cordoba 

Figure 6.2. Cordoba grand-family: constituent units and cross-border 
locations 

As young men they also spent days tinkering with cars, gaining yet 
more knowledge in the process. This informal education dovetailed 
with factory management ideas about appropriate training and job 
placement for men versus women. Francisco's first job was as a 
maintenance technician trainee in an electronics factory. His sisters 
entered at the same time (one in the same factory) as line operatives. 

Women learn equally valuable skills in the family. Both Teresa and 
Luisa know how to sew and cook. However, male-associated me­
chanical skills are directly applicable to the factory tasks to which 
they are assigned, whereas women's work and knowledge are di­
vided into two spheres, factory and home. The skills involved in 
sewing on a machine at home are not similar to the operation of a 
large industrial sewing machine, several women insisted-to say 
nothing of the novelty of electronic assembly. 

Men and women differ not so much in possessing bodies of knowl­
edge as in how the factory social system makes male mechanical 
backgrounds "relevant" and women's sewing backgrounds "irrele­
vant." This is, in part, a product of unequal socialization of males 
and females. Although both boys and girls go out to work in their 
teens, long periods of stop-and-go employment are tolerated, even 
expected, for young men, while young women persist in holding a 
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job and thus steadily contributing to the household fund. At this 
stage of life, creation of lasting friendships is more important to 
boys than is sustained work. Young men also investigate many job 
locations and possibilities in order to place themselves in a good 
starting point to advance in skills and connections. The early years 
of Francisco C6rdoba's work history, which included training in one 
factory, employment in another, and even an exploratory voyage to 
the United States, demonstrate this pattern. Ironically, the erratic 
labors of young men prepare them for a life of employment, while 
the dedicated efforts of young women provide them only dead-end 
jobs, and demands from their families. 

The perspective afforded by the study of several generations of 
family history is valuable for explaining unequal roles of ma­
quiladora men and women. The male life course during the border 
settlement decades was a sustained attempt to bring home income 
despite complex employment, including stretches between jobs. 
Men found it necessary to explore personalized relationships and 
flexible work skills. Women dealt with unpredictable or migratory 
male employment by sacrificing part of their labor time to earning 
money while providing unpaid effort for the household economy ac­
cording to the current balance of income and household necessity. 

Although the maquiladoras appear to have broken drastically 
with the past, replacing women's roles as housewives with women's 
roles as wage earners, in fact the young women who work in the 
factories are doing so in coordination with the older women who 
work as housewives. In accord with Fernandez-Kelly (1983), women 
work in maquiladoras as part of a household economy. They work to 
provide the immediate cash flow. At the same time, they are also 
responsive to many types of sudden demands for extra unpaid labor 
in the household when children get sick, elderly parents are taken to 
the doctor, and so forth. 

The nature of the assembly operative jobs filled by women makes 
this possible. There is a large pool of very similar positions in a 
number of different factories. Almost all pay the same minimum 
weekly wage. While experience and skill are valuable for assembly 
work, there is little reward for such ability; there is no ascending 
career track because one operative position is no better than an­
other. 

The male role is also shaped by the household economy. The ma­
jority of male maquiladora employees in the 1986 resurvey sample 
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were the sole support of their households (see below). Men differ 
from women, however, in that they try to provide for the household 
economy by organizing a work career that will sustain their earning 
power through rough spots. They attempt this by accumulating al­
liances and skills in the same manner as their fathers, though they 
now operate in the context of personalized employment networks 
inside the maquiladoras. Men have much greater access than 
women to nonoperative jobs, positions such as mechanic and super­
visor paying more than the minimum wage, for which there is a 
recognized and well-rewarded career ladder for skill and experience. 

The work histories of the four Cordoba siblings demonstrate how 
male and female careers contrast; I concentrate on their reaction to 
the key juncture posed by unemployment. Francisco had spent a 
long period working for one electronics factory in Agua Prieta that, 
in its time, had been the largest employer in the city. He had as­
cended from trainee to foreman there. In spite of this, in 1982 Fran­
cisco departed without severance pay when this operation declared 
bankruptcy. After passing through several minor jobs, in 1984 Fran­
cisco obtained a very desirable position in a relatively new elec­
tronics plant. He was connected into this job through his closest 
friend, a foreman at that plant, with the approval of the plant man­
ager, a former maquiladora union official. Even though this was an 
extremely high-pressure operation that forced Francisco to work ex­
hausting amounts of overtime, he was fiercely loyal to this factory. 
In light of Francisco's previous experience, repaying faith to his con­
nections can readily be understood. 

Jorge had begun work as a laborer in a factory that antedated the 
maquiladoras. Over the years, this place has proven to be an impor­
tant source of subsequent male alliances. Jorge has worked as a me­
chanic and as a foreman at a number of maquiladoras since 1967. At 
least twice, in 1974 and 1984, he lost his job as part of major layoffs. 
Unlike his sister Luisa, Jorge returned to the labor force. His ability 
to do this depended on the web of repute among men. When I first 
met Jorge, the electronics firm where he worked had gone bankrupt. 
The next year he joined a small operation where imported satellite 
dishes were assembled-a job, but clearly a marginal one. In the 
spring of 1986, Jorge suddenly obtained a position in a major Ameri­
can multinational operation in a department where there had been 
problems with high rates of defective items. He was hired on the 
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basis of his reputation as a tough supervisor and experienced me­
chanical troubleshooter. 

Francisco and Jorge had been able to switch firms and survive nu­
merous layoffs while advancing in their careers. Their sister Teresa, 
after seventeen years in many, many factories, had not been able to 
advance beyond the level of operative paid the minimum wage (one 
position, as a quality control inspector, paid slightly above the mini­
mum). Teresa alternated between wage work and unpaid work ac­
cording to the needs of the Cordoba household at a given time; she 
persisted in working despite lack of advancement in part to provide 
for her daughter. 

During my visits from 1984 to 1986, Teresa passed through four 
jobs. She left the initial position because her mother was bedridden 
with rheumatism. She had to take up the slack of household tasks as 
well as be home to care for her child, which her mother would nor­
mally have done for her. When Teresa returned to work, she quickly 
went through three factory jobs before settling on tagging elec­
tronics parts because it was low pressure and close to home, thus 
leaving her with energy for her daughter. Shortly afterward, I talked 
with her, and she was angry enough at being called back early from 
her vacation to reveal how worn the endless job track made her feel: 
The plants just come and go, slow down and speed up; there were 
too many jobs to tell me about. 

Luisa did not return to the labor force after being laid off. She 
continued working after marrying, but she dropped out of the job 
market in 1977, when she was released from a position she had had 
for almost a decade. The combination of the external action of the 
factory, and a role in a household economy in which her husband 
was working (in contrast with Teresa's situation), ended Luisa's 
work career. 

The divergence between men and women was encapsulated in a 
conversation involving Teresa, Francisco, and Jorge. The brothers ar­
gued that turnover of employees reflected the basically unreliable 
and screwed-up character of people, expressing the supervisory point 
of view associated not only with that position but also with the 
male career. Teresa demurred; she said that the factories hardly 
made it worth staying, and illustrated her point with one factory 
that announced "great" new bonuses for 100 percent attendance: 
five thousand pesos, or ten dollars, paid weekly-but only after 
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three perfect months. Who, she asked, undoubtedly with her daugh­
ter in mind, could do that? 

As simple an expression of deep-rooted imbalance between men 
and women within Mexican life as this conversation may seem, the 
mention of bonus money should give us pause. Ten dollars for good 
attendance is an exercise of power when people earn little more than 
twice that much in a week. Compensating for a pay scale fixed en­
tirely too low with a bewildering array of bonuses not only makes 
each factory seem unique, it divides the potential rewards for being a 
working man from the possible returns to a laboring woman. Up to 
this point I have addressed culture, specifically social organization: 
what the C6rdobas, and people like them, have made of their lives. 
To this I will add power-family, factory, and international-that 
makes actual the diverse potentials within culture. 

BORDER CONSUMPTION 

Since the tum of the century northeastern Sonorans have obtained 
consumer goods from the United States. Agua Prieta was the epit­
ome of this pattern. In common with all of Mexico's northern border 
(especially the northwestern sectiont it was virtually cut off from 
the rest of the nation. Little in the way of supply reached this iso­
lated outpost, and therefore until 1979 Agua Prieta was permitted 
the special status of "free perimeter," which allowed U.S. goods to 
be brought to the city without tariffs. The settlement was sur­
rounded with fences on its interior side, as well as the border side, 
and traffic south had to pass a domestic customs gate. 

A survey of expenditure patterns of maquiladora employees in 
1972 provides evidence about the extent of Agua Prieta's consumer 
dependence on Douglas (Ladman and Poulson, 1972). Factory opera­
tives reported that they directly spent an average of 39 percent of 
their paycheck in Arizona (managers reported spending 59 percent). 
Ladman and Poulson further estimated indirect expenditures, with 
the result that more than half of total expenditures (52 percent) fi­
nally ended in the United States:' 

The border pattern of shopping in the United States combined 
with a long period of rising buying power and a stable rate of ex­
change between the peso and the dollar to create a powerful set of 
consumer expectations among the households that arrived in Agua 
Prieta in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s. Real wage levels in Mexico fell 
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precipitously through the 1940s, and hit bottom in 1947. At nearly 
the same time-1948 through 1953-a series of devaluations deva­
stated the border trade (Sandomingo, 1951; Jeffrey, 1951 ). This 
trough in purchasing power coincided with the ultimate collapse of 
the Sonoran mines and the flight to the border. From this moment at 
the bottom, families gradually ascended. 

The national real wage index rose fourfold over the next thirty-one 
years (1947-1978) and, especially important for border consumers, 
the peso retained its strength against the dollar from 1954 to 1976. 
This long favorable stretch corresponded to the period when fam­
ilies were settling in: building houses, filling kitchens with stoves 
and refrigerators, buying beds, tables, and chairs. 

At the border a trade developed in used goods brought from the 
United States to Mexico. Kitchen appliances stood out among the 
items in this trade, as well as salvaged materials from demolished 
houses (doors, windows, plumbing, and electrical wiring), which 
were particularly in demand during the home-building years. 4 An­
other channel for inflow of consumer goods was generous lines of 
credit extended by Douglas stores and banks to Agua Prieta house­
holds, with Mexican American kin cosigning. Both types of trade 
depended on stable exchange rates to permit Mexican consumers, 
whose incomes were set in pesos, to make purchases of goods whose 
price originated in dollars (whatever the currency of the final sale). 

A standard of living arises from the combination of external eco­
nomic circumstances-the real wages of the working class-and the 
family and community history experienced by each succeeding gen­
eration. During the period described above, the working people of 
border cities such as Agua Prieta came to expect certain "decencies" 
(Schneider, 1980:328). Neither strict necessities nor luxuries, such 
items can reasonably be expected at some point during a lifetime, 
and convey to the household a standing above abject poverty. 

That border working families do indeed possess such objects is 
demonstrated by the 1978 survey of Agua Prieta maquiladora 
workers (Seligson and Williams, 1981:50-53). In their households 
73.2 percent reported ownership of a refrigerator; 52.0 percent, of a 
television set; 49.3 percent, of a washer; 42.3 percent, of a sewing 
machine; and 34.1 percent, of an automobile. Indications of decen­
cies in house construction abound: 93.5 percent of houses had in­
door plumbing, and 97 .6 percent were wired for electricity. These are 
two of the most expensive items in building a house. 
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The standard of material existence brought the need to earn cash, 
especially for maturing children to work and contribute to the im­
provement of the common household. In the older mine economy, 
access to consumer subsistence and appliances came nearly entirely 
through adult males, as organized in the company store payroll sys­
tem. By the time families reached the border, male employment, 
though often effective at bringing in bursts of cash, had become 
complicated and frequently unreliable. It was not just a matter of 
male unemployment or underemployment. This existed in some 
cases, but in others it was not a factor. A family consumer economy 
lacking a historical basis in rising adult male wages (such as that 
described by Tilly and Scott for developed countries in this century) 
simply pushes "working children" harder. 

MEXICO'S ECONOMIC CRISIS AND THE BORDER 

Mexico's economic crisis after 1982 has affected the border zone in 
specific and severe ways. The nearly constant devaluations of the 
peso-by 1987 reducing the Mexican currency to a hundredth of its 
equivalent in 1982 dollars-closed channels through which border 
city residents had obtained American goods. The devaluations were 
worse at the border than elsewhere in Mexico, for this region suf­
fered speculation and exaggerated declines in the peso's value. 

Mexico now owes over one hundred billion dollars in foreign debt. 
Although the principal on the debt is effectively not being repaid, 
Mexico pays over twelve billion dollars annually in interest. The net 
balance of exports over imports has to increase in order to raise the 
foreign exchange to fund this costly stream of dollars departing Mex­
ico (Cornelius, 1986). Factories at the border are an important part of 
debt-driven export development. They compete with East Asia and 
the Caribbean for extremely low-cost manufacturing markets. To re­
tain American employers, the Mexican government has had to re­
duce the real wage. Increases in the officially mandated minimum 
wage, the standard pay of the vast majority of employees in the ma­
quiladoras, are deliberately and consistently set at ceilings below 
projected rates of inflation (Bortz, 1986:41-42). 

The loss in household purchasing power at the border has been 
measured. In late 1981-early 1982 James Greenberg (1981-82) sur­
veyed ninety-three households in two working-class neighborhoods 
of Agua Prieta, Barrio Ferrocarril and Colonia Ejidal. In March and 
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April 1986, I was able to recontact sixty-three households. Of those 
households, fifty-eight provided information on total household in­
come from all sources.5 The average income of the fifty-eight recon­
tacted households had been 3,213 pesos a week in 1982; in 1986, it 
was 30,253 pesos a week. However, the 1986 figure was seriously 
distorted by one household that reported 180,000 pesos in weekly 
sales revenues from a prosperous bakery rather than the actual in­
come to the house, which is unknown. Dropping this case from both 
1982 and 1986, the average for 1982 was 3,217 pesos, and for 1986 it 
was 27,626 pesos. 

It remains to figure out what these numbers mean in constant 
purchasing power. There are two manners of doing this, each with 
its own faults. One can convert the pesos into dollars at the free­
market exchange rate of the time; the exchange rate deflator was 
19.0.6 This deflator assumes that all border spending ends up in dol­
lars; 52 percent of Agua Prieta spending did in 1971, but after re­
peated devaluations we cannot be sure to what extent people have 
shifted from more expensive U.S. sources to less expensive Mexican 
products. 

Alternatively, one can deflate using the official price indices pub­
lished by the Banco de Mexico (Indicadores econ6micas, May 
1986:Cuadro III-9). The problem with these is that there is reason to 
suspect that for political reasons these figures underestimate the 
real increases in the cost of living (Bortz, 1986). The figures for the 
border city of Ciudad Juarez were used as the closest approximation 
to Agua Prieta. The arithmetic ratio between the indices for April 
1986 and January 1982 is 14.3. 

Using the price index deflator method, real April 1986 household 
income was 1,932 pesos weekly-60.1 percent of what it had been in 
January 1982. Using the more extreme exchange rate method, 1986 
household income was 1,454 pesos in 1982 terms, a fall to 45.2 per­
cent of 1982. An accurate figure probably lies somewhere in be­
tween; whichever figure we choose, the harm to household budgets 
is palpable. 

Similar methods can be applied to the factory paychecks. In Janu­
ary 1982, the minimum wage was 1,960 pesos weekly; at 26.26 pesos 
to the dollar, this was worth $74.64. The minimum wage in the first 
half of 1986 was 11,550 pesos weekly, $23.10 at 500 to 1, the going 
exchange rate at the time. This is only 31 percent of the 1982 dollar 
value of the wage. Alternatively, using the price index method, the 
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1986 factory check was worth 42 percent of what it had been in 
1982. 

Bringing home a steady stream of cash is one of the roles of the 
maquiladora employee within the family as a whole, and the nonpay 
benefits, such as enrollment in the national medical system, though 
important in other ways, do not help in this critical respect. Devalu­
ations and repressed real wages have made fulfilling this role much 
more difficult. At the same time, many more of the now-cheapened 
factory jobs are available to any given family. 

"WORKING CHILDREN" IN THE MAQUILADORA LABOR FORCE 

Factory sound trucks drove around the neighborhoods of Agua Pri­
eta, urging people to come with promises of special bonuses. Facto­
ries needed workers; the logic of debt-driven exports had succeeded. 
Prior patterns of border family culture changed or, better said, am­
plified in this power context of U.S.-Mexican economics. 

In Agua Prieta, as in other border cities, more factory workers 
have responded to a lower price, a curious turn of events. This pro­
vides a useful test for the presence of the family wage/ consumer 
economy. Tilly and Scott propose that in the family wage economy, 
"The composition of the household no longer was dictated by a need 
for household laborers, as in the family economy, but by a need for 
cash" (1978:105). I hypothesize that if the family wage economy ex­
ists and operates in this manner, then we should see a response in 
the internal balance of households as they desperately attempt to 
retain a decent life. I will measure whether the proportion of per­
sons sent out to earn wages increases relative to the total labor avail­
able within the household. I expect to see the intensification of wage 
earning occur in specific types of labor, in particular, among female 
working children. 

I will examine the change in wage labor participation from 1982 
to 1986 among the sixty-three resurveyed households. In analyzing 
the results, I have used ethnographically appropriate categories that 
are stronger than gross demographic aggregates, dividing the work 
force simply by age and sex. In order to recognize the fact that the 
ability of each household to supply workers to the labor market is 
determined by the domestic cycle (some could send only the two 
parents, while others have numbers of adolescent and older 
children), I have measured labor participation against the numbers 
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of "available" workers. "Available workers" are all persons over the 
age of sixteen, either male or female, regardless of whether they are 
in fact working or looking for work; I also included several young 
people under the legal working age of sixteen who were already em­
ployed, all of them in maquiladoras. 

This definition does not presume that married women with 
children at home are not available since, in the maquiladora con­
text, it is conceivable that they might be. In other words, this as­
sumes that if the household had to, it could send anyone out to 
work, and then asks who in fact does go forth. The power of the 
"available worker" approach is that it measures changes in the use 
of labor household by household, and therefore directly addresses 
the family wage/ consumer economy. 

I have also divided types of available and actual workers according 
to what we have already learned through ethnography and family 
history. The categories reflect fundamental roles in the organization 
of households. "Working children" are defined as single, separated, 
divorced, or widowed children and grandchildren living in a house­
hold with their parent(s) or grandparent(s), whether or not they have 
offspring of their own. Such "children" can range in age from sixteen 
to the forties, because the criteria are that they are not currently 
married and that their earnings are pooled into a parental economy. I 
have included in this group workers with children of their own, es­
pecially women who are separated and live at home, because it is my 
experience that they work for wages while mothers or grandmothers 
care for their children. I will subsequently discuss the important 
differences between separated and single working children. 

The remainder of available workers are "nonworking children." 
This group can be subdivided into available "working parents," who 
are parents or grandparents but do not fall into the group of working 
children discussed above. That is, they are parents working to sup­
port children who have not reached working age. There remains a 
residual "other" category composed of kin, such as cousins or aunts, 
living in the household. 

The purpose of these data is to identify types of family wage/con­
sumer economies, and in particular to isolate the changes in the 
working child economy of the maquiladoras. I have therefore de­
vised three tables that focus our attention on these distinctions: all 
households containing available working children, whether or not 
actually employed, and whatever else the household membership 
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Table 6.1. Maquiladora Labor Force Participation: Households 
with Available "Working Children" 

1982 1986 

Available Workers No.a Percent No.• Percent 

Available female "working 
children" 26 100% 29 100% 

Employed 19 73 20 69 
Maquiladoras 14 54 19 66 

Underemployed 0 0 0 0 
Not employed 7 27 9 31 

Available male "working children" 33 100 35 100 
Employed 11 33 15 43 

Maquiladoras 7 21 7 20 
Underemployed 8 24 5 14 
Not employed 14 42 20 57 

Available female "working parents" 18 100 21 100 
Employed 4 22 4 19 

Maquiladoras 2 11 2 10 
Underemployed 3 17 1 5 
Not employed 11 61 16 76 

Available male "working parents" 17 100 20 100 
Employed 13 76 18 90 

Maquiladoras I 6 2 10 
Underemployed 1 6 2 10 
Not employed 3 18 0 0 

Other available female workers 2 100 4 100 
Employed 2 100 0 0 

Maquiladoras 1 50 0 0 
Underemployed 0 0 0 0 
Not employed 0 0 4 100 

Other available male workers 4 100 4 100 
Employed 3 75 2 50 

Maquiladoras 1 25 0 0 
Underemployed 0 0 I 25 
Not employed 1 25 I 25 

•Number of cases: 1982, 27 households; 1986, 28 households. 
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was (Table 6.1); households solely with one or both available work­
ing parents (Table 6.2); and miscellaneous, which mainly consisted 
of solitaries and joint families formed by married and unmarried 
siblings without parents in the house (Table 6.3). Households are 
categorized according to their situation at each of the two dates. 7 

Because gender inequality is basic to all types of work, especially 
in the maquiladoras, I have divided all types of workers (such as 
working children) into separate male and female categories. I expect 
to see greater labor force intensification by women than by men. For 
each category of available worker, I have calculated two rates. One is 
the total employment rate, whatever the job. The other is the rate 
specifically for maquiladoras. The phenomenon of labor force inten­
sification is measured as an increase in the actual numbers em· 
ployed (especially in the assembly plants) relative to the number of 
available workers for each household role type. 

In 1982, 41 percent of all households had maquiladora workers, 
while in 1986, 52 percent did; there was a net increase of six ma­
quiladora workers (from forty-one to forty-seven). If we look at Table 
6.1, we find that it has been female working children who have in­
tensified their labor in the maquiladoras. The rate of use of available 
workers in this category has risen from 54 percent to 66 percent. Of 

Table 6.2. Maquiladora Labor Force Participation: Households 
with Only Parent(s) Available for Working 

1982 1986 

Available Workers No.a Percent No.a Percent 

Available male "working parents" 28 100 27 100 
Employed 23 82 23 85 

Maquiladoras 6 21 6 22 
Underemployed 5 18 4 15 
Not employed 0 0 0 0 

Available female "working parents" 30 100 27 100 
Employed 6 30 5 19 

Maquiladoras 5 17 3 11 
Underemployed 3 10 3 11 
Not employed 21 70 19 70 

•Number of cases: 1982, 30 households; 1986, 27 households. 
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Table 6.3. Maquiladora Labor Force Participation: 
Other Households 

1982 1986 

Available Workers No.a Percent No.a Percent 

Available male workers 12 100 11 100 
Employed 9 75 8 73 

Maquiladoras 3 25 7 64 
Underemployed 2 17 0 0 
Not employed 1 8 3 27 

Available female workers 9 100 7 100 
Employed 2 22 2 29 

Maquiladoras 1 11 1 14 
Underemployed 1 11 0 0 
Not employed 6 67 5 71 

a Number of cases: 1982, 6 households; 1986, 7 households. 

the overall increase from 1982 to 1986 of six maquiladora workers, 
five can be accounted for by this group alone. On the other hand, 
male working children have contributed nothing to this intensifica­
tion; the number of maquiladoras has remained constant and utili­
zation of available male children has, in fact, dropped. 

Another group that appears to have an important role in ma­
quiladora employment is male "nonworking children." In fact, there 
were ten married males working in the factories in 1982, and twelve 
in 1986 (this figure was arrived at by combining cases which oc­
curred in all three household tables). This was the largest group after 
the female working children. On the other hand, married women 
decreased their maquiladora labor force participation from eight 
cases to five; there was one single female head of household who 
worked in the factories in both years. Married women report very 
low rates of employment, but in surveys such as this it was normal 
for housewives to report "no work" when in fact they had small 
sales or home-based businesses. 

It has been suggested that male unemployment and underemploy­
ment (that is, work at very low remuneration or reduced numbers of 
hours) are a cause of female maquiladora work (Fernandez-Kelly, 
1983:56). It is possible to test this proposition with the data. I de­
fined underemployment as work providing less than the minimum 
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wage in a week. Day labor, firewood cutting, and employment by 
others in small workshops were types of underemployment. The 
data do not show that unemployment and underemployment of 
male heads of households caused female working children to enter 
the maquiladoras. Even as young women intensified their wage la­
bors from 1982 to 1986, their fathers also found work. The differ­
ences among types of households in male "working parent" employ­
ment are not significant. To examine the question further, I 
separated out all households with active female maquiladora 
workers. Their rate of male parental full employment was 79 per­
cent, a depressingly low figure but not significantly different from 
the rate of 85 percent in all households ( the difference in percentages 
is accounted for by one case). Since unemployment and under­
employment of fathers do not account for the labors of their daugh­
ters, we must look to border consumption, and in particular the 
need to preserve eroding family incomes. 

The data do show shockingly high rates of male working child 
unemployment and underemployment. This is an important finding 
in need of explanation. Some young men may have been working in 
the United States. Since this was an impersonal survey, people did 
not refer to undocumented aliens as freely as they did among the 
families with whom I had lasting relationships. By indirect means, 
counting young men who were listed in the 1982 household census 
but not in the 1986, and not accounted for by marriage or otherwise 
leaving the household, I estimate that in 1986 at least seven male 
working children may have been in the United States. 

The 1982-1986 evidence strongly affirms Fernandez-Kelly (1983), 
who has provided the most important analysis of why women are 
concentrated in maquiladora work. Basically, she argues that young 
or separated women work in factories because they are the group 
within households most powerfully dominated by obligations to 
contribute to the family wage economy. At the same time, certain 
branches of manufacturing capital are in particular need of women 
who are dedicated and will accept low wages. The 1982-1986 period 
is especially useful in testing this analysis, since it was a time of 
very rapid decline in real income; that is, it was a time when the 
family wage economy required compensatory wage earning. My data 
show that female working children were indeed the group who re­
sponded the most. 

The data also support, in a more indirect manner, the propositions 
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about male versus female work careers in the maquiladoras. I identi­
fied two crucial worker types in the data: female working children, 
and married males, usually heads of household who were the only 
source of wages. The women enter or return to work as key contribu­
tors to the family wage/ consumer economy of the border cities, 
while men work in factories as part of a lasting career. This again 
points to the importance of studying the roles and interests of males 
in the maquiladoras in relation to and contrast with females. 

The underutilization of available male working children is very 
striking in these data, especially considering the severity of the eco­
nomic crunch and the rapid expansion of maquiladora employment. 
As the factories drew a larger Agua Prieta work force, why did the 
gender selectivity not lessen (leaving aside male careerists)? The an­
swer cannot be established from the data at this point, but from my 
friendships with young men, I would say that there was a misfit 
between the erratic "searching and learning" life path (including 
voyages to the United States) and the tedious, highly restrictive dis­
cipline of the maquiladoras, which was the basis for hiring and re­
taining line operatives. 

THE PAYCHECK AND THE ORGANIZATION OF POWER 
WITHIN THE HOUSEHOLD 

The family wage/ consumer economy is made up of several spe­
cialized activities and roles. Certain members, for example, may be 
on the lookout for good buys or exchanges in used appliances, while 
others may operate small workshops that pay better than the daily 
minimum wage but are less reliable than steady employment. The 
role of the maquiladora worker, as we have learned, is to bring in a 
predictable flow of cash needed for expenses such as shopping or 
utility bills. In fact, among the households in which maquiladora 
workers resided (52 percent of all 1986 households), three-quarters of 
their total income (74 percent) came from factory paychecks. 

The distribution of earnings within the household became in­
creasingly tense during the 1980s as the value of the maquiladora 
wage fell. By the spring of 1986, forty-eight hours of effort were 
worth no more than twenty-three dollars when shopping in Douglas. 
This crisis provides an unusual opportunity to expose the lines of 
power within the household that lay hidden in boom years. Con-
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flicts over the amount of income that maquiladora working children 
were expected to bring home were audible. 

The crux of power and conflict was the proportion of the paycheck 
put into the hands of the family manager, and the proportion re­
tained for individual use. Roberta Baer encountered consistent pat­
terns of income pooling in Sonora, whether rural, urban migrant, or 
urban born. She reports that "with regard to allocation of income, at 
all household income levels the husband's income is generally used 
for the main household expenses" and "in most cases !wives'] in­
come is used for general household expenses or food" (1984:187, 
189). However, Baer writes: 

In those households where children or other relatives are working, the 
pattern in Sonora is that these other workers generally contribute only a 
portion of their earnings to the husband or the wife of the household, 
retaining the rest of their income to dispose of as they choose. 
11984:191) 

It was the balance of such contributions that Agua Prieta families 
contested. 

Among the twenty-eight households in Agua Prieta that con­
tained working children, sixteen reported a reduction in effective 
income because children withheld a portion of their pay for personal 
uses.8 In these households, this amounted to a reduction to 69 per­
cent of total income. People usually stated that the split of their 
children's paycheck was half to the household, half for themselves. 
This was a formulaic response, and although it may have served as a 
rule of thumb for dividing money, I know from households with 
whom I had much more frequent visiting relations that the pie was 
sliced in more particular ways that reflected the balance of interper­
sonal relationships within the household. 

The various money-earning and saving strategies within the 
household were not equal, nor were the persons concerned. As we 
learned above, the Mexican government has consistently set the lev­
els of minimum wage increases lower than the rate of inflation. Be­
cause this process of wages falling behind prices is readily visible, 
wage earning has become devalued among Agua Prieta families. One 
statement was repeated so often that it served Aguapretense as a 
stereotyped model for understanding the economic crisis. It was said 
that it would do no good for factory workers to strive to raise their 
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wages, because inflation would just rise to match them; instead, it 
was prices that had to be lowered. I heard this from persons making 
the minimum wage. 

On the other hand, investing in large consumer durables with an 
eye to reselling was an effective way to beat inflation. This was the 
domain of senior men or women, depending on the item. Another 
valued strategy, possibly the post powerful, was maintaining a priv· 
ileged job or commercial relationship with an important elite. This 
was usually the domain of men, though some women in commerce 
also utilized this strategy. The logic of prices required senior men 
and women in households to extract as much cash as possible from 
working children so that they could shift household income into 
inflation-beating strategies. This worsened pressure and conflict be­
tween generations in families. 

Male and female working children differed not so much in the 
proportion of their pay that they brought into the household as in 
their degree of responsibility toward the job. Young women would 
tolerate the tedium and even terrible conditions of an assembly 
plant in order to continue to bring home needed money. Or, like 
Teresa Cordoba, they would abandon a decent factory position in 
response to a sudden pressing need in the household lher mother's 
illness), and then have to return to the exhausting job search. Young 
men were more responsible to their individual life path, and would 
leave a steady but dead-end operative job to explore a work possibil· 
ity that seemed more promising or exciting. Even though young 
women retain part of their income, they are the group most nar­
rowly constrained in the household economy. 

Not all working women were equal in the degree to which they 
were subjected to household economic needs. Among the twenty­
five female maquiladora workers in the 1986 resurvey, five were sin· 
gle, separated, or divorced, had children, and lived with parent(s) or 
grandparent(s). Fourteen were single, childless daughters living at 
home (the remaining six cases were married women). The working 
daughters with children left them with their mothers or grand­
mothers. In turn, they were the most bound to the demands of sen· 
ior women, who were managers of the household funds. This was 
somewhat disguised because the group of separated mothers re· 
ported paying less than half their income to the home. However, 
they reported spending virtually all the remainder on clothes and 
other needs of their children, which in effect replaced a major expen· 
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diture by the household as a whole. Much less leverage could be 
applied by mothers to childless daughters. One anonymous inter­
viewee complained about the contributions by her daughter. The 
house got 3,000 pesos of her daughter's 11,550-peso minimum wage, 
and the rest went to her "for clothes." The mother added, "How nice 
it would be if she brought it to the house." 

Part of single working children's personal expenditures is for 
cooked food at lunchtime, and part for transportation-though 
most walk to work in this small city-and some goes for dances on 
weekends, and clothes. Jeans and clothes are sold on the installment 
plan in Agua Prieta stores. These expenditures, less important 
though they may appear, were necessary to the young people of the 
city (see Fernandez-Kelly, 1983: 138-139). As Tilly and Scott noted 
for Europe, the location of youthful socializing has changed from 
inexpensive rural public settings to urban commercialized ones 
(1978:186-187). Mexican small town dances have sponsors and 
charge money, but this does not compare with the cost of large 
discos and sponsored dances of the border city. In turn, Tilly and 
Scott connect the spending on leisure activities to a new structure 
of marriage. Marriage is now the "union of two wage-earning 
capacities" and money no longer invested in dowries instead is used 
to maintain an attractive appearance among the social groups of 
youth within which marriages are made (1978:191). 

The choice among marriage partners could mean the difference 
between starvation and stability for Agua Prieta women. My analy­
sis of 1986 household budgets (Heyman, 1988:365-374) shows that 
households headed by a single male wage earner making one mini­
mum wage or less, such as a construction laborer, could not afford 
sufficient food for a given family size even if they spent not one cent 
on anything else. On the other hand, the most prosperous households 
were headed by single male money earners-but they had well-placed 
jobs or businesses that paid several times the minimum wage. 

However, when young women with their eye to the future inves­
ted part of their pay in the social life of their generation, they took 
away from the satisfaction of parental demands. This explains inter­
nal family tensions over single daughters' wages. I speculate that 
young women are now undergoing the conflicts of individualization 
of waged life similar to those of young men generations earlier. 
Though Tilly and Scott are proponents of the concept that women 
are subordinated to the family wage economy, they write: 
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Even when daughters remained at home, as happened more often in 
urban families, or when whole families migrated to textile towns, the 
fact that they earned wages had important effects on family 
relationships. Family members were no longer bound inseparably to a 
family enterprise. Instead, the goal became earning enough money to 
support the minimal needs of the group. The family wage was the sum 
total of individual members' contributions. Inevitably, in this situation, 
contributions became individualized. One might work with other family 
members, but this was not necessary .... Ultimately, the wage (however 
low or unfair) represented remuneration for an individual's labor. 
11978: 119-120) 

We can hardly feel certain, however, that young women of the 1980s 
will follow the course of young men of the 1930s who did break with 
families; we can just as easily envision that this will be a recurrent 
tension. 

POWER IN THE FACTORIES 

The operation of assembly plants requires that management ex­
ercise power for two reasons: Workers should assemble the max­
imum number of parts during the time they are paid; and foremen 
and other ranking personnel should act for the interests of the man­
agement, rather than sympathizing with their subordinates. To 
fulfill these requirements of power, the maquiladoras rely heavily on 
the gap between women and men. 

The 1986 survey shows great disparities between male and female 
maquiladora employees in occupation and pay level. Ninety-two per­
cent of female maquiladora employees were operatives. Only one 
out of twenty-five women (a bilingual import-export administrator) 
earned more than the minimum wage. Fifty-six percent of men 
(twenty-three total cases) were operatives, but males dominated 
positions that were either ancillary or supervisory: manager, fore­
man, technician, truck driver, mechanic. All but one of these posi­
tions (ten in total) were filled by men. Several of the males in opera­
tive roles were adolescents and in line for training as technicians. 
Six men made at least one and a half times the minimum wage, 
while seventeen were paid the minimum. 

The division between minimum-wage position and above-mini­
mum-wage position is a watershed. At a time when the minimum 
wage was 11,550 pesos weekly, the average pay among those males 
earning above the minimum in the maquiladoras was 30,200 pesos. 
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Men are, or aspire to be, wage-earning heads of household during their 
life course, and the goal of a paycheck well above the minimum serves 
as an effective incentive for them to adhere to management desires. 
The manner in which this is arranged will be explored shortly. 

Women, as we have seen, respond more directly than men to the 
pressing need at home for money right away. The minimum wage is 
set by the Mexican government, and does not directly refer to the 
factory power structure; it has to do with the need to attract export 
industries to offset the debt. Laid on top of the minimum, however, is 
a complex set of bonuses, piece rates, loans, shopping chits, and award­
ing of overtime. It achieves its power to motivate rapid and precise 
work9 from the fact that the minimum wage has been set so low, and 
family needs are so great. In the 1986 survey, among those persons 
who detailed their bonuses and such, these amounted to an average 
per worker of 3,203 pesos a week, roughly 28 percent of the minimum 
wage. 10 While this may seem like a measly six dollars to a U.S. 
citizen, it was a desirable sum amid economic suffering in Mexico. 

My interviews also revealed four loans from maquiladoras amount­
ing to an average of 16,250 pesos. These loans could not bind indi­
viduals to jobs and did not carry interest, so they are best understood 
as a favor done by the factory to workers in need, which in turn put 
them under obligation to the management. A few maquiladoras, in 
admirable response to the erosion of consumer power, provided em­
ployees with vouchers redeemable for groceries. 

The pay structure was the most important manner by which gen­
der roles were manipulated in the factories. Pay levels were clearly 
divided along gender lines, and bonuses were used to manipulate 
and reinforce the role of women as self-sacrificing earners of cash 
income. Their importance to Agua Prieta maquiladora operatives 
was shown by their conversations comparing small advantages in 
bonus pay between factories. Direct material incentives in the con­
text of very low real wages seem to me to have been the foremost 
exercise of power over women workers' lives. 

The key to the management of maquiladoras was a division of 
labor between American general managers and Mexican, often na­
tive Aguapretense, personnel managers (this applies to American­
owned multinational subsidiaries; the two roles were combined in 
smaller, locally owned subcontractors). While the general manager 
made fundamental decisions such as the production level of the 
plant, the personnel manager decided who was hired and who was 
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laid off. This system shielded American managers from potential 
conflicts and criticism, and made them appear more neutral than 
they really were (see the interviews with maquiladora workers in 
Iglesias, 1985:e.g., 27-28). 

The arrangement tapped the vast local knowledge of Mexican per­
sonnel managers about individuals, their pasts, and their personal 
qualities. While the chains of gossip provided power over women 
workers, they were especially valuable for controlling working men 
who, since their youth, have operated within a sphere of person­
alized alliances. This was called the rebuscada (literally, the "extra 
search"), and it referred to inquiries into personal gossip about a job 
applicant after all the formal job experience and skills were weighed. 
The term was applied specifically to male factory jobs. 

As we have seen, men attempt to assemble a life's career of as­
cending skills, jobs, and connections, though many fail. Men use 
connections to string together employment despite layoffs and job 
switching. The rare position paying more than the minimum wage 
is especially desirable. If the local maquiladora manager hands one 
of these jobs to a working man, he can expect in return a powerful 
sense of obligation phrased in terms of vertical friendship. Such ties 
bind the men who work in critical occupations, such as section su­
pervisor, to the interests of the factory management; they even per­
vade the goals of male workers such as technicians and trainees who 
aspire to advance. Francisco and Jorge, for example, manifested a 
consistent adherence to the goal of maximizing production in inter­
views I conducted about maquiladora work. 

There was one central union for most of the maquiladoras in Agua 
Prieta, especially the large, U.S.-owned ones. Officially recognized 
unions in Mexico are part of the political networks of that nation's 
ruling party (on the maquiladora unions, see Carillo and Hernandez, 
1985:Chapter 4). Because low wages are an important part of the 
Mexican government's export strategy, official unions will not 
challenge this fundamental feature of the maquiladora system. The 
union in Agua Prieta, however, has played an important role in other 
ways. The union local first gained prominence during the mass 
layoffs of 1974-1975, when it negotiated several settlements of sev­
erance pay in lieu of the legal norms. 

During the mid-1980s, the union was striving to change the legal 
tenure of newly hired workers from in-plant contracts to collective 
bargaining contracts. There are three types of tenure (de la Rosa 



The Maquiladora Period 191 

Hickerson, cited in Pena, 1987): in-plant contracts, which convey 
indefinite tenure; collective bargaining contracts, in which the 
worker's tenure is renewed periodically; and contracts of twenty­
eight days for trial or temporary workers. By switching from in-plant 
to collective bargaining contracts, workers no longer indefinitely ac­
crue time in the plant and can be released by not renewing the con­
tract. Because severance pay increases rapidly with time, this can 
save the maquiladora considerable expense. 11 Workers go through 
the union, rather than directly to the factory, to sign the collective 
contract. Women workers driven into the labor market by their fam­
ily's need for cash have to accept the union. 

I assembled two case studies of conflict in the maquiladoras. One 
case involved individual grievances over money owed when a factory 
was closed; the other involved a strike at a nonunionized, and often 
abusive, factory. I cannot provide the details of these two cases be­
cause I promised confidentiality to my informants, and descriptions 
of personal roles would inevitably reveal the identities of the actors 
in a city as tightly knit as Agua Prieta. 

Certain points can, however, be summarized. A working married 
woman pursued pay grievances; she had to work, but she did not 
passively accept the abuses piled on her. She had recruited a small 
network of fellow complainants among her former coworkers, both 
male and female; this network was interlocked with relationships of 
kinship (a sibling and cousins). Despite her informal support, how­
ever, this woman's pursuit of the case was frustrated by the lack of 
interest of the union (it had been a nonunionized plant) and by the 
governmental labor arbitration system, which makes a trip to the 
state capital to appeal grievances expensive and most likely unre­
warding. 

In the strike, a man and a woman had opposing roles in the com­
plex aftermath involving internal factory and union politics. A 
widow was a key opponent of the factory manager and was experi­
encing considerable pressure aimed at forcing her out of her job. A 
young man, who was working for the plant manager behind the 
scenes, had been promoted from operative to technician trainee. I 
was able to identify his family as one with connections to the ma­
quiladora union, both political parties, and key Agua Prieta elites. 

My material therefore affirms the important arguments of Devon 
Pena about power and conflict in the maquiladoras (1987). He looks 
at the gender hierarchy on the shop floor and emphasizes the diverg-
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ing interests of male line supervisors and female group chiefs. The 
official union system cuts off open protest, so information networks 
are created on the basis of off-work relationships, such as neighbor­
hood and kinship, as well as of small work groups. Pena also stresses 
that the vulnerability which places women in cheapened jobs can­
not be translated into an assumption of weakness or passivity over 
workplace issues. 12 

IMMIGRATION 

As families nestled into cities along the Mexican border, and as their 
children matured, some branched by marriage and by jobs onto the 
U.S. side of the line, forming a modern version of the cross-border 
family. I propose that current immigration from border sources and 
maquiladora employment have the same historical antecedents in 
the family settlement process, though evidence shows that ma­
quiladora employment does not in the short run cause immigration 
(Seligson and Williams, 1981). Nor can the social organization from 
the point of view of migrants themselves be separated from lines of 
force, just as I argued for the factory system. The escalating urge in 
the United States to strictness at the border and the attempt by Mex­
ican families to secure a decent life "outside the law" (The Mexican 
American Tapes, 1984) ends in the ironic result that neither is the 
law enforced nor is the life decent. 

The eight children of Juanita and Pedro Durazo live in both coun­
tries (Figure 6.3). The elderly parents and three sons live in Agua 
Prieta; two of the sons are maquiladora employees. Four siblings are 
legal immigrants to the United States-two by marriage to U.S. 
citizens, one by his job skills, and one after many years as an un­
documented worker and parent. At a Durazo reunion on July 4, 1985 
(a date chosen because the children living on the U.S. side could get 
away to their parents' house in Agua Prieta), Ester Durazo, whom I 
met for the first time, spilled out to me in a rush of words her har­
rowing story of abandonment and immigration by desperation. Her 
brother Tomas, whom I often visited at his house in Agua Prieta, 
recalled how settled he became in the United States-"even a 
driver's license"-with the distance of an era that he had left be­
hind.13 

The Durazo family came to Agua Prieta from Moctezuma in 1946. 
In Agua Prieta, Pedro found much work, though of an irregular 
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Figure 6.3. Durazo grand-family: constituent units and cross-border 
locations 

character. This included gardening in Arizona (he entered the 
United States without documents). Thus Pedro, who started his 
work life in the United States in the 1920s and for several decades 
moved out of the casual labor market, again responded to the insa­
tiable demand in the United States for labor, though now without 
the chance to immigrate legally that he had had the first time. 

However, by the time the Durazos reached Agua Prieta, Pedro's 
earnings had lessened in importance. The family subsisted on the 
work of their eight children, beginning with the two eldest daugh­
ters, Ester and Adela. They worked as secretaries after they left sec­
ondary school (1946 and 1947, respectively). The Durazo household 
anticipated the working child pattern of the maquiladoras, starting 
nearly two decades earlier. In 1950 Ester married in Agua Prieta; 
Adela continued to work and live with her parents until she married 
and immigrated in 1957 with her husband, an American citizen. 

Ester's husband abandoned her in Tijuana with two tiny sons. In 
those days (1954) before the maquiladoras, finding employment in 



194 Life and Labor on the Border 

Mexico was hard for a divorced mother, so Ester decided to slip 
across the U.S. border. She made her way to Los Angeles, and there 
found work in a garment factory, stretching her pay to cover child 
care and household expenses. 

In 1960, Ester remarried, this time in Los Angeles, though she was 
there without documents. Again she was divorced. For a year Ester 
returned to Mexico, where she lived in her parents' home, working 
days while her mother took care of her two sons and her two daugh­
ters from the second marriage. Ester decided to return to California 
to raise her children; there, she explained, they would have better 
chances for schooling and work. She remained on the American side 
for six years, in constant fear of her young family being deported. 
Finally, seventeen years after her first venture into California, Ester 
became a permanent legal resident in the United States under the 
provision in force before 1976 that allowed U.S.-born children under 
the age of twenty-one to sponsor their parents (Massey et al., 
1987:281). 

Tomas, born in 1943, also went to the United States as an undocu­
mented alien. In 1965 he crossed the border openly with a "local 
passport" meant for shopping and visiting. He then violated its con­
ditions by leaving the 12.5-mile perimeter to look for work. Tomas 
accompanied his brother-in-law, a resident alien, to New Mexico. 
There he found work in a guano mine: 

They paid me $1.25 an hour. I worked as a winch operator. Only I didn't 
last more than four months. Immigration got me .... They owed me for 
a week. They paid me everything, didn't take anything away. The 
immigration officers treated me very well there, they took me to 
Lordsburg to eat in a restaurant without paying. Afterwards they let me 
loose [at the border! in El Paso, Texas. It was January and snowing, when 
I crossed to Ciudad Juarez. From there I came to Casas Grandes, 
Chihuahua, got a plane to Cananea, and from Cananea to Agua Prieta it 
took me three days-for three days it snowed. 

After working in Agua Prieta at various unskilled jobs, Tomas re­
turned to the United States. This time he headed for California: 

Then in '67 I returned to the U.S., this time to California, with my sister 
in Stockton. There I worked in the fields .... Also in Stockton I worked 
in sidewalk construction, my sister and I tore out sidewalks, then the 
cement mixer came, and we also laid them. We worked right in front of 
the Immigration offices-there is a lot of Immigration Service in 
Stockton. Well, I bought a truck there, a big one, and we came back to 
Agua Prieta for a visit. In 1967 I began to work in Agua Prieta carrying 
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shipments, cattle, cement, whatever. In 1971 I sold this truck because 
work got very scarce. I didn't do anything for two or three months and 
then in '72 I went to the U.S. another time. I worked three years in a 
lumberyard in Tucson. 

The lumberyard was owned by an Anglo-American, it had a Mexican­
American foreman, and almost all undocumented Mexican workers. 
Tomas was thrown out once by the authorities. This time he re­
turned within fifteen days, knowing that he had a job waiting. Of all 
the periods of U.S. immigration, Tomas lasted the longest in Tuc­
son; it was there that he took out his driver's license. 

Ultimately Tomas quit his life in the United States. I asked him 
why, and he replied: 

Because I was a bachelor, I wasn't saving money. I spent it all on dances, 
women, and beer. One day I began to think that all alone I didn't have 
any reason to be there, it would be better if I returned to Mexico. I left 
work because I was tired of it, and came here !Agua Prietal to look for 
something better. Here things have gone well. Afterwards, even better-I 
married in 1977. 

Tomas phrased in terms of his marital status the gap he felt between 
Mexico and the United States: his surprising feeling that he could 
save more as a married man, the contrast between working for oth­
ers and his success working for himself, and so forth. By contrast 
with Ester and her children in California, Tomas shows the pattern 
in which a migrant's social being remains in Mexico even while he is 
laboring in the U.S. for instrumental ends. 

When Tomas returned to Agua Prieta in 1975, he bought a used 
backhoe with a thousand-dollar loan from a brother who was a per­
manent resident on the U.S. side. Tomas has worked in Mexico 
since 1975 as an independent contractor, hiring his labor and equip­
ment to ranchers and construction contractors. He has had a patron, 
a member of an elite family, who has bought new equipment for 
him, as well as arrangements with two elite businesses, exchanging 
his work for materials for a new house. 

Toma.s's story fits the stereotype of Mexican immigration, the sin­
gle, young male voyaging without documents in search of a job. It 
behooves us to minimize our stereotypes by noticing other Mexican 
immigrants: legal permanent residents (Portes and Bach, 1985); 
female undocumented immigrants (Solorzano-Torres, 1987); and 
family groups (Chavez, l 988). Leo Chavez suggests that the term 
"binational family" be applied to households such as Ester's that 
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include members of various citizenship and legal statuses, such as 
an undocumented parent with U.S.-citizen children. 

Ester Durazo immigrated out of immediate necessity, and she was 
driven into returning by the continuing need of her family. Women's 
life courses have been based on learning domestic skills and refining 
kin and social bonds, accumulations that take place within Mexico. 
However, divorce and abandonment are a regular enough feature of 
women's lives that women do migrate to the United States in cir­
cumstances other than as half of a married pair. It is such women 
and small children who are hurt most by the U.S. enforcement sys­
tem. As in the case of Ester, it is difficult to establish the regular 
location and earnings needed for stable residence; families with 
children grow up in a climate of terrible insecurity (The Mexican 
American Tapes, 1984). This group can least afford the dangers of 
returning to enter the United States again, after they are intercepted 
by U.S. authorities or visit parents and grandparents. 

Tomas recapitulated the experience of his father, Pedro, to an 
amazing extent: He went out of a sense of adventure, he learned to 
drive a truck, and when he married, he showed that he retained his 
social personhood in Mexico. Clearly, this is a repeated pattern in 
the male life cycle. Such a pattern is in want of explanation, how­
ever. Why do generations in the same family cross the border in 
search of work? 

Pedro's money from the United States did not mean that his son 
could build on his success, for Pedro had gone bankrupt and lost the 
truck long before Tomas went across the border. Working people in 
twentieth-century Mexico who manage to accumulate a few re­
sources, such as a truck or a workshop, have difficulty in passing that 
accumulation on to their children. Mexico's social system is among 
the most polarized in the world (Hansen, 1971:72££.; Hellman, 
1983: 103). 14 Young men must go to the U.S. labor market simply to 
stay in place. The Mexican male life course is caused by the need of 
each generation to recapitulate the tools, funds, and alignment to­
ward a work life; this is embodied in ideas of adventuring and learn­
ing while laboring in the United States. This argument, that Mexi­
cans immigrate because of a history of rapid economic development 
in which the rewards have been unfairly distributed, should be dis­
tinguished from the commonplace American assumption that Mex­
icans flee a uniform, perhaps inherently Mexican, state of poverty. 

Though Tomas repeated his father's experience, the power context 
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had changed. It did not matter very much in Pedro's day that he went 
to the United States as an undocumented entrant-there was vir­
tually no Border Patrol, the risks were few, and he could nearly as 
easily have gotten a proper visa. Tomas was ejected several times, 
while obtaining legal resident status was hemmed in by quotas and 
complications. The patterns of immigration from Mexico have 
changed far less than U.S. policy. 

THE STRUCTURE OF IMMIGRATION 

Immigration today is channeled not only by supply and demand; 
government affects it, both positively and punitively. In a series of 
acts of legislation begun in 1965 and completed in 1976, U.S. immi­
gration laws took the basic form they have today: First, Western 
Hemisphere nations such as Mexico were brought under the restric­
tions on total hemispheric visas, to which they had not previously 
been subject; then Mexico, like all the other nations, was made sub­
ject to the twenty-thousand visa quota limitation; and a new system 
of immigration preferences, nine in all, was imposed on what had 
once been little defined (Cafferty et al., 1983:Chapter 3). Employ­
ment certification was reduced in importance (though it was re­
tained); the new general principle was family reunification. 

Three preferences-spouses of citizens, unmarried children (un­
der twenty-one) of citizens, and parents of citizens over twenty­
one-do not have to wait out the national quota, and thus enter 
within a matter of months. Four kinship preference categories must 
queue up within the national quota: unmarried sons and daughters, 
over twenty-one, of U.S. citizens; husbands, wives, and children of 
legal permanent residents; married children of U.S. citizens; and 
siblings of U.S. citizens over twenty-one. Each preference has a spec­
ified percentage of the quota assigned to it. 

There are two more preferences, both based on employment. One 
is for professionals, artists, and scientists; and the other is for 
workers who can show a job offer and certification by the Depart­
ment of Labor that U.S. workers are not available. 

At the heart of the legal structure of U.S. immigration lies an ideal 
model of a nuclear family household. In practice, the nonquota, 
high-priority kin-married couples, children, or parents of citizens­
form two generations of nuclear families. It leaves open the possibil­
ity for a citizen's family to be lineally extended upward. 
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Surrounding the nonquota nuclear family core are quota kin. They 
are bilateral consanguines one step removed from ego (siblings, mar­
ried children, etc.). Two preferences are less valued (e.g., adult 
children at home) versions of the nuclear family household. The 
married children preference would allow for a second nuclear family 
joined downward, and the sibling preference, for lateral extension of 
kinship-implicitly recognizing the relationships among brothers/ 
sisters-in-law. These four quota preferences are very important to 
the long-term flow of Mexican immigrants to the United States, but 
they have such lengthy delays-on the order of years, even a decade­
that they cannot easily be used by cross-border families to solve 
short-run problems of helping a relative enter the United States 
openly and securely. 

There are also kinship ties that are not recognized in U.S. law but 
are of great importance among Mexicans. These include uncle and 
aunt with niece and nephew; cousins, who may be quite important 
kin allies if close in age; and, above all, fictive kinship (com­
padrazgo), a basic link for kinship assistance in Mexican life. As­
sistance in immigration to more distant or nonrecognized kin must 
be extralegal. It is against U.S. law to transport or shelter a person 
without documents. The fact that many ties have to be extralegal, or 
are most frequently that way, is best understood in light of the risks 
involved in undocumented crossing. 

Contrary to common notions of a border "out of control", the 
U.S.-Mexican border has been placed under steadily increasing state 
control since the 1950s, especially in the 1970s and 1980s. This 
state control includes the actual physical barrier at the border, the 
placement of a chain-link fence in the 1940s and surveillance equip­
ment (movement sensors, night vision, etc.) in the 1970s and 1980s; 
strengthening of enforcement arms, the Border Patrol along the open 
border and Customs and the INS at crossing gates; and the increas­
ing elaboration of bureaucratic requirements-proof of residence, 
taxes, utility bills, homeownership, steady employment-required 
of Mexicans to visit the United States. 

Undocumented crossing entails substantial investment, expenses, 
and risks. Those who enter in this way have to have money, some­
times borrowed at high interest, to get to the border, to find a place 
to stay there, and to pay for bus fare or other transportation from the 
U.S. side of the border to a more secure interior destination. In addi­
tion, the crosser may pay a smuggler, which reduces risks of being 
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apprehended but increases risks of being cheated or abandoned. All 
of this may go for naught if the crosser is apprehended. He or she 
will probably be "voluntarily deported" to a border port distant from 
the one where he or she was caught, so he or she has to have money 
either to cross again or to return home. Every crossing also entails 
the danger of being robbed by thieves who prey on fearful immi­
grants, as well as of dying from thirst in the open desert or a closed 
boxcar. Once in the United States, the undocumented alien may be 
stranded because an employer fails to pay, or because of bad luck in a 
harvest, or because he or she is apprehended and the INS is not able 
to obtain the pay due from the employer (Samora, 1971:Chapter 6). 

The border enforcement mechanism exacerbates the dangers and 
risks that undocumented aliens face. The extralegal entrant is more 
vulnerable to violence because he or she avoids regulated areas, and 
is more likely to put himself or herself in the potentially treach­
erous hands of a smuggler. U.S. enforcement, of course, heightens 
the risks of being caught and losing the investment. 

The key to reduction of risk and investment is kin and personal 
networks that cross the border (Kearney, 1986), as well as a home 
base at the border in the case of local residents. For instance, Tomas 
used kinship connections in each of the three major locations where 
he worked in the United States: a trip accompanying a brother-in­
law to New Mexico; repeated trips to stay with his sister living, 
without documents, in California; and repeated trips to Tucson to 
stay with a sister and U.S. citizen brother-in-law. When he was twice 
deported ("voluntarily departed") and other times when he left of 
his own volition, he could easily return to the United States from 
his parents' house in Agua Prieta. Tomas told me that he never bor­
rowed money before he came to the United States, nor did he ever 
pay a smuggler, reflecting the strength of his kinship network. 

Current cross-border kinship differs from the open kinship of an 
earlier era because it bends in specific ways in response to border 
power arrangements. The families of the turn of the century could 
freely switch legal residence between the United States and Mexico 
with little risk; thus they took the form of mobile, entire house­
holds. Today, constant side switching can be done only by legal com­
muters with U.S. permanent residence; in general persons have a 
definite legal right on one side or the other. Movement outside these 
rights can be done only at considerable risk. This has not stopped 
immigration either of individuals or of fragments of families seek-
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ing to reunite (Chavez, 1988), but it has changed the meaning of 
their kinship aid from open arms to hidden helping hands. 

Among the Durazos in 1984-1986, there were two centers of grav­
ity: one in Mexico (Agua Prieta), where the parents, a divorced son, 
and two married sons lived; the other in the United States (Tucson), 
where two daughters had immigrated by marriage, one daughter had 
regularized her status, and one son had immigrated by request of his 
employer. There was also a married son living in Douglas, Arizona. 
At the time Tomas was working in the United States, it would have 
been very unlikely that he could have immigrated legally in the nar­
row quota of his siblings, but they made it possible for him to pass 
frequently between Mexico and the United States as an undocu­
mented immigrant. 

Only a narrow range of ties forms part of the nuclear family model 
of the U.S. kinship preferences, and relatively close and important 
kinship ties are left outside the law. And border enforcement simply 
worsens the risks of undocumented entry without eliminating the 
needs that compel it, whether for young men, young women, or 
small families. Since kinship is a valuable way for undocumented 
immigrants to reduce risk of capture, robbery, or even death, today's 
powerful border enforcement has the ironic result of strengthening 
cross-border family ties in order to defy it. 

FACING THE FUTURE ON THE BORDER 

The U.S.-Mexican border gives the appearance of unquestioned 
boom: a region, though surrounded by Latin America's impoverish­
ment, favored by corporations in the export war of all against all. 
Why, then, for the ordinary people of the border, was this not all 
it seemed? Each person judges his or her life against certain 
standards-what parents had, what one grew up admiring and wish­
ing for, what rewards honest efforts should bring. For several decades 
after families arrived at Agua Prieta, their dreams were realistic, or 
at least they saw themselves on an upward path toward them. 

What, then, can the young C6rdobas, Durazos, and other border 
families expect as they mature into the dominant generation? Let us 
look briefly at the single most important goal in life, owning a 
house. The number of weeks of work as an operative in a ma­
quiladora required to buy the construction materials for a small 
home has doubled from roughly 80 to 160 weeks if pay is devoted to 
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that exclusive purpose (Heyman, 1988:374-377). Can the younger 
generation help but look at what their parents have, and wonder if 
they have any hope of matching it? They ask such questions amid 
seeming well-being, with jobs going for the asking and flashy con· 
sumer goods crying for money. The proportion of work in life has 
grown, not declined; the relation between effort and reward has been 
broken. 

The sense of place in social life also has become more difficult. 
While one can say without fear of contradiction that the industrial 
working class of the maquiladoras has grown in size and density, 
there are complicating tendencies. The urban office and factory 
economy has opened white-collar jobs for the somewhat more edu· 
cated children of families whose sisters, brothers, or cousins are fae­
tory operatives (the Aguirre kindred being a perfect example). The 
clear sense of working classness of northern Mexican industrial peo­
ple has frayed. Automotive and sewing skills, for example, once 
raised industrial Mexicans above displaced peasants whose options 
were day labor and domestic service; today cars and sewing ma­
chines are commonplace in the slums of Mexican cities, and formal 
education offers the main hope against poverty. Yet education, 
which pulls children from the life of the barrio, brings with it am· 
bivalent loyalties, humiliations, and ambitions. 

Nor, in this social and cultural sense, is immigration a safety 
valve, as is so often unthinkingly stated. Immigration is less a mat­
ter of release than of insecurity and fear engendered each time a 
lonely person defies the powerful means of enforcement at the 
boundary. Yet people cross, because life patterns of immigrant labor 
created in railroads, mines, and fields cannot be easily erased, so 
long as American employment, now in cities and suburbs, meets a 
real need to renew life in Mexico. It may be that Mexicans will con­
tinue to immigrate despite the barriers being placed against them, 
but they cannot help but feel a tension between the America that 
draws them and the America that denies them. 



7. A Border Working Class 

Working classes have to sell their labor for wages with which they 
buy their daily needs. The effort they sell is managed through fac­
tory or industrial discipline. Not only do they lack much in the way 
of productive capital, but through their work and pay they enter into 
a relationship with those who do hold the reins of critical resources. 
The relationship may be one of dependence or submission to coer­
cion, or it may be active effort to change the conditions of work and 
life. It is fundamentally a relationship of unequal power. 

People have worked under such conditions at many times and in 
many places. Their ways of life have differed considerably with re­
spect to who works and what they do, how pay and consumption are 
arranged, the origins of the population and how it was drawn to­
gether, and other vital questions. In Europe and the People Without 
History Eric Wolf contends that the diversity among wage laborers is 
inherent, and he calls for the use of the plural "working classes" 
(1982:358). 

Each category of the definition outlines a basic pattern, but in 
each pattern there is much room for complexity. It is inadequate to 
impute working-class lives and actions on the basis of a speculative 
reading of definitions. We need to get underneath the skin of the 
generalizations to work out their manifestations. For example, one 
reads that necessary standards of living are historically determined, 
but how in fact do they become established in a time and a place? 
Such questions require ethnographic investigation of "working 
classes, 11 whether done by anthropologists or by historians. 
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My strategy for ethnography was to look for ordered sequences of 
events in life courses set amid a changing industrial landscape. This 
strategy has been broader than studies of industrial workplaces or 
other single aspects of working-class life. I argue that the study of 
actual lives shows that diverse activities, some of which we would 
not ordinarily think to be part of the capital-wage labor relation­
ship, did share historical dynamics imparted by the very great power 
of capital. Moreover, this was not an abstract kind of power, but one 
that was distinctive to the location and period of this working class. 

For the northern regions of Mexico, the critical relationship has 
been with the U.S. border. The border divides Mexicans from owner­
ship of the most important pieces of productive property, whether 
agriculture and industry inside the United States or U.S.-owned 
companies in Mexico. It has separated their homes from the North 
American sources of consumer needs, and thus has impelled their 
movements and labors to obtain these items. The border also di­
vides the Mexican people from the rights of U.S. citizenship, and 
thus separates their conditions of life from the political arena in 
which conditions are determined. 

The border relationship is distinct from other working-class rela­
tionships because of the radical disjuncture between power and poli­
tics (including informal as well as organized class actions). To border 
Mexicans, the power from the north is palpable every day, yet it 
seems far removed-indeed, unreachable. (Important elements of 
life do get determined inside of Mexico-the case of urban house 
lots being a good example-and border politics, disconnected from 
the largest issues, does address those quite openly.) 

The U.S. border relationship created or re-created a working class 
at three turning points. Not only did large numbers of people hire on 
in primary product industries after 1880 (as occurred in many parts 
of the world at that time), but from across the border flowed money, 
manufactured goods, and special activities, as well as a counterflow 
of workers and families, all of which acted to dissolve frontier so­
ciety into a new laboring, consuming way of life that we call "border 
culture." 

In the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s, massive U.S. labor demand drew 
people to the border, yet the U.S. government, by such policies as 
the bracero and commuter programs, did not permit them to follow 
the logical course of residing and establishing a secure, human com­
munity close to work. Families figuratively piled up against the 
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border fence, dependent on cash earnings yet removed from the 
sources of that money. They were potential wage labor soon realized 
for use in the maquiladoras; indeed, Fernandez-Kelly (1983:Chapter 
2) has shown that concern over the buildup of population and the 
end of the bracero program motivated the policy decisions that led 
to the Border Industrialization Program in 1965. What is interesting 
is that the obvious industrialization in the maquiladoras was con­
tingent on a prior period best summarized as the border version of 
separating people from their means of making a living. 

A similar sequence is recounted by Robert Alvarez, Jr. (1987). He 
discusses the movement of a group of interrelated families through 
the following steps: isolated frontier mestizo farming communities 
in the interior of Baja California; foreign industrial mines of the Por­
firiato; the closing of those mines and resettlement, via small mines 
and temporary immigrant work, to the U.S. side of the California 
border after 1900; and subsequent pulling of new groups of kin 
across the border. I had researched and formulated the Sonoran his­
tories before I read Alvarez's work; our parallel results provide con­
firmation that the working-class processes are general to the border, 
not isolated results particular to one or another area of northern 
Mexico. 

WAGED LIFE 

In the study of life and family histories, I looked at the links­
changes, alternatives, repetitions, and conflicts-between various 
wage-based situations. This contrasts with each job considered as a 
segregated "type, 11 whether type of occupation, of relation of pro­
duction, or of workplace. The objective was to define a patterned 
relationship to the labor market within complex ethnographic ma­
terial about many forms of work. 

I proposed a contrast in two male courses. One sequence is charac­
teristic of rural production in areas of Mexico connected to the U.S. 
market for temporary manual labor. A young man may work for 
wages, but he will drop out of the labor market at certain key junc­
tures to resume nonwaged labor on his land or on his father's behalf. 
These times can include marriage, land inheritance at his father's 
death, seasonal cycles, or layoffs from waged jobs. In this case wage 
labor is limited within an overall sequence of succession of non-
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waged farming from generation to generation of men. 
The alternative life course occurs when wage labor at key mo­

ments is followed by more wage labor. A man may be tossed out of 
the labor market by cyclical unemployment or a global crisis, but he 
will move his residence to find a new job. He may return from the 
United States to Mexico (or, within Mexico, return to the 
countryside) to marry, but he will form his new household in an 
urban, wage-earning location. Shifting in search of continued 
sources of paid employment in northern Mexico means moving 
closer and closer to the U.S. border. This sequence allows for fre­
quent changes in type of labor-formal to informal, even paid to 
unpaid-but it requires that spatial and social movements renew 
involvement with wages over a lifetime, and into succeeding genera­
tions. I call this course the waged life. 

Life course patterns started to change at the beginning of the in­
dustrial era, but the crisis of unemployment and repatriation in the 
1930s tested and confirmed the shift. After bitter disputes within 
families between the older and younger generations of men, with 
women for reasons of their own weighing in on the side of the urban 
consuming locations, families left the Sonoran countryside for the 
border. The border was a place where jobs could be found and pur­
chased material culture could be used. To a great extent, all future 
wage labor, whether in the Mexican border cities or within the 
United States, derived from this critical juncture around 1940. 

UNPAID LABOR 

The labor history of unpaid, reproductive labor can be written as 
part of the history of a working class; household work as much as 
industrial work undergoes initial wage and commodity formation 
and subsequent transformations. Two sets of questions have proven 
useful. One, which can be labeled consumption, addresses the 
changing means (cash, credit, peddlers, and traders in secondhand 
goods) and locations (mine company towns, U.S. border ports) of ob­
taining goods. The other addresses activities, uses, and the gender 
and age structure of purchased material culture. 

The turn-of-the-century formation of the working class went be­
yond the assembling of a labor force for the mines, dramatic though 
that was. Frontier Mexican patterns were completely reworked. 



206 Life and Labor on the Border 

Trucks and sewing machines were integrated into the daily labors, 
gender roles, and life courses of men and women. Manufactured 
goods came from the United States, they were obtained by selling 
one's labor either in the Sonoran mines or in the United States, and 
the skills they represented could best be utilized by urban, money­
earning activities. 

The value of the oral histories provided by widows and their 
daughters is that these accounts explicitly show that women's 
household activities were completely altered during the early indus­
trial period. The widows1 economic needs meant that they had to 
draw on the new appliance skills for their small businesses and mar­
ginal occupations. The experiences of wives of miners were similar, 
but they were masked by the dominant male paycheck system of the 
mine corporations. 

Since the sources of female material culture lay in the United 
States, and since products were sold in urban, cash-earning areas, 
women were drawn toward the border at key junctures when family 
moves were decided. This occurred in two sets of cases: the reloca­
tions of widows, accompanied by their children; and the generation 
that relocated to the border when male wage earning was disrupted 
by the closing of the mines. In each movement toward a commodity 
center, the next generation was left in position to enter the indus­
trial work force. These consumption-driven moves bridged gaps in 
employment at critical times in the waged life histories. 

Women's life patterns were set in the first industrial generation to 
utilize U.S.-manufactured appliances, and were perpetuated 
through each generation of daughters. Daughters learned appliance 
skills from mothers and were then equipped at the time of marriage. 
Businesses operated out of houses were organized according to inter­
generational relationships among women. The cohort of young 
women working in the maquiladoras, however, has a mixed, even 
contradictory, life path in contrast with that of men. Women enter 
and leave paid labor, always remaining obliged to household labor 
imperatives. 

The use of purchased, manufactured material culture, even at 
home in nonwage activities, entails subtle and powerful social com­
mitments. It draws people toward cash earning, buying, and selling 
locations. Women feel these new commitments particularly strong­
ly, and may have different interests in migration than men, whose 
ability to use saved wages to buy farms or invest in small commerce 
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may pull them back from such places. These commitments are best 
discerned over the course of time, by looking at the alternatives 
chosen in family histories. 

POWER RELATIONS 

There are two basic ways to look at power relationships: to examine 
the relationships of workers with powerholders and political situa­
tions in a delineated period, and to examine power relationships 
over long stretches of time by looking at the unequal capacity to 
determine the course at key junctures. Although the ethnographer 
remains but a contributor of on-the-ground observations to the 
study of important moments in Mexican political and labor history, 
he or she has a special opportunity to analyze the way that unequal 
power shapes the course of people's lives, how it creates and then 
denies hopes cherished over a lifetime. 

Guadalupe Hernandez, a miner, fought for the cause of a revolu­
tionary chieftain, Plutarco Elias Calles. It seems clear that Her­
nandez was motivated by the peasant goal of recovering land for the 
villages of Pivipa and San Clemente de Terapa, and he sought this 
through the patronage of Calles, who was not otherwise noted for 
his interest in land reform. Besserer, Novelo, and Sariego generalize 
that Mexican miners fought for regional chieftains, in contrast to 
the organized brigades of Mexico City workers (1983:24). In Sonora 
this is understandable, because the formative process recruited the 
bulk of the mine work force from nearby peasant villages. At the 
time of the revolution, workers at Pilares de Nacozari and the other 
giant mines were at most a decade removed from the countryside. 
They were not isolated from involvement in continuing rural land 
conflicts. 

At the same time, the miners attempted to improve the condi­
tions of their work and life in the face of severe repression. Only in 
the 1930s was the climate propitious in the Mexican presidency and 
the world depression for lasting labor union organization. The 
social-racial relationship of American and Mexican pervaded every 
aspect of the mine community, whether the supervisory hierarchy 
of the workplace or the residential segregation of the company town. 
Sonorans had a tradition of anti-American nationalism dating to the 
border conflicts of the mid-nineteenth century. The strength of 
mine labor unionism in northeastern Sonora can be explained by 
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coordinating these three factors: the unity of the mine community 
and workplace; the tradition of opposition to American power com­
bined with the fact that the U.S. mine corporations operated pre­
cisely on the basis of discrimination against Mexicans; and the spe­
cific political moment of the 1930s. 

There are many work and social situations in the heterogeneous 
working class of the border cities: casual, full, and self-employment; 
male and female; older and younger; work on the U.S. side and in 
Mexico. Personalized dependence is complex and open to maneuver, 
not frozen as in the countryside. Many potential alignments of rela­
tionships exist, but only some of them are activated in politics. The 
rest lie ignored. Male economic relationships with elites are acti­
vated, as well as some senior women who speak for the household to 
political authorities for housing and neighborhood needs. Mobiliz­
ing young working women, on the other hand, has been avoided. 

Regional political elites and maquiladora personnel managers 
control rewards that are significantly greater than the minimum 
wage: well-paid male jobs, patronage of small businesses, and muni­
cipal benefits. These rewards and downward linkages have enabled 
party politicians to recruit entire networks and families, including 
young women and men whose interests are not directly represented. 
Regional elites wanted to keep municipal party politics a quiet in­
side game from 1949 to 1979; the distribution of urban rewards 
served this goal. After the elite split into pro-government and popu­
list right-wing parties in 1979, the same heterogeneous social struc­
ture served their need to mobilize adherents among the mass of 
Agua Prieta residents.1 

The party politics and nonpolitics of the border city, Agua Prieta, 
contrast with those of the militant mine towns that lie in the same 
region and are populated by people of the same traditions. The 
Sonoran case demonstrates that contexts for action or inaction are 
as important as cultures of resistance. The historical and social­
structural differences between Sonoran miners and border towns­
men usefully address an injunction by Herbert Gutman about the 
study of working-class politics: 

The full history of subordinate groups-all of them-involves far more 
than studying these irregular outbursts of collective, democratic protest. 
A central tension exists within all modern dependent groups between 
individualist !utilitarian) and collective (mutualist) ways of dealing with 
and sometimes overcoming historically specific patterns of dependence 
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and inequality. That tension changes over time. It differs from group to 
group. It reveals itself in very diverse ways, reflecting regional, racial, 
ethnic, gender, and other differences. It is little understood, but it always 
is there and awaits thoughtful historical analysis. (I 983: I 93) 

The other approach to power asks who has the ability to deter­
mine what happens in a person's life, the individual or someone 
else. People strive toward cherished goals: a work career, secure or 
advancing jobs, income for old age, or tools and skills for indepen­
dent production; education or at least a better labor market position 
for their children; houses, appliances, and other standards of a II de­
cent" life; and, in the case of the border, legal (more secure) access to 
the United States, with its higher standard of living. These goals can 
be recognized in several ways: People may articulate some of them 
(especially after informed questioning), but others are apparent only 
through induction from the life historical materials by the ethnogra­
pher. They differ between men and women, and according to the life 
cycle. Some are at least partly in the autonomous power of working 
people, but most are contingent upon the decisions of those who 
control the productive enterprise and the border agencies. The ques­
tion of power over life courses is a question of whose goals prevail, 
and whose lose out. The life histories show a modicum of achieved 
goals, but more often they show powerlessness. 

An important case has been the establishment and undermining 
of decent standards of living. Economic evidence such as peso­
dollar exchange rates and real wage levels is coordinated with se­
quences of family histories (including appliance histories). This 
shows exactly when patterns of so-called historically determined 
working-class standards of living are established, what goods are in­
volved, and what relationships with U.S. border markets are en­
tailed. 

There were two periods of rising consumer buying power: the 
mid-1930s, when labor unions and the Cardenas presidency dramat­
ically improved pay scales in the mine cities; and the long ascent in 
the urban real wage from the early 1950s until the peso devaluation 
of 1976. Standards of life were created and consolidated during these 
two eras of prosperity; this is seen in the houses, material posses­
sions, and small businesses that families such as the Aguirres, the 
C6rdobas, and the Hernandezes accumulated after moving to Agua 
Prieta. 

Each time that a decent life seemed secured, however, the buying 
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power of the peso and the urban wage collapsed. Nacozari closed 
permanently in 1949, Cananea slowed employment, the peso was 
devalued several times between 1947 and 1953, and real wages hit 
bottom in 1947-1948. The standards of mine families were de­
stroyed because they required that men be able to earn a paycheck 
sufficient to support an entire household. The border standard of 
living that followed required a stable exchange rate between the dol­
lar and peso, because so many goods were either purchased in the 
United States or resold in Mexico. An entire way of life was wrapped 
up with American imports: Women's and men's small manufactures 
depended on inputs of U.S. materials such as auto parts and cloth 
yard goods, while the trade in secondhand items was both an impor­
tant way of earning income and a basis for personal networks. 

The devaluation of the peso to a hundredth of its value over the 
course of the 1980s, a power decision required for the redirection of 
Mexico to a low-real-wage, strong export economy, destroyed this 
cross-border way of life. It was replaced with factory drudgery for 
paychecks that hardly allow shopping on the American side. Impor­
tant life goals, owner-built housing, and children's education are 
much more expensive in terms of weekly work; they appear to be 
slipping out of the reach of the younger generation. 

U.S. immigration and border policies have been another major de­
terminant of Mexican life goals. The open border prior to 1929, in 
combination with a new border way of life based on moving about, 
earning cash, initiated a male life course in which a voyage to the 
United States was an expected part of youth before marriage. This 
life pattern was perpetuated from father to son because the polarized 
Mexican social system has permitted little intergenerational accu­
mulation among working and rural families. Meanwhile, Americans 
continue to hire successive generations of Mexican workers in agri­
culture, construction, and urban services. 

While young Mexican men justifiably expect to work in the 
United States at some point in their lives, the U.S. government has 
sought complete mastery over the movement of persons across the 
border. This has not, in fact, been achieved; but in the attempt, 
crossing the line has become more chancy, and the side effects of 
undocumented entry, smugglers, and accidental deaths, harsher. The 
Mexican people are powerless to determine the terms of their entry 
into the United States. 
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TOWARD AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF WORKING PEOPLES 

Although anthropology has provided a scattering of important eth­
nographies of working peoples, the discipline is only beginning to 
confront the topic of working classes as a whole, just as in the past it 
has confronted peasants and cities. Each case presents special cir­
cumstances that seem impossible to reconcile, even when certain 
features resonate from study to study. The fundamental dynamic of 
northern Mexican working people has been the U.S.-Mexican 
border, a feature that could hardly be encountered elsewhere, though 
it may resemble other cross-national migratory working situations. 

However, if we abstract from this case key patterns-the renewal 
of waged life, activities and life patterns based on purchased mate­
rial culture, and powerlessness in life courses-it may be possible to 
compare these with abstractions derived from other ethnographic 
cases. Our goal should be to discover recurrent phenomena of waged 
life since the advent of industry, labor, and capital. 
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Chapter I 

1. In writing this work I had to make a strategic decision to concentrate 
on border residents of the Mexican side. I refer to the U.S. side of the border 
insofar as they have worked there, shopped there, lived there, or have had 
kin there. One cannot isolate phenomena of one side of the border from 
those of the other side. While I was in Agua Prieta, I did fieldwork in Doug­
las, Arizona, across the line. Nevertheless, I have chosen not to discuss this 
material. While noting the identities and linkages of Mexicans in both 
countries, there are too many fundamental differences of context to be en­
compassed in one book: a different national history, political scene (in the 
case of Douglas, the labor union in the smelter), and especially the system­
atic discrimination and segregation against Mexican Americans. 

2. One certainly could argue that kin forgetting is purely determined by 
genealogical distance. In most of the cases I am using, however, the various 
kin lines should be equivalent-descendants of father's siblings, for exam­
ple. Kin forgetting as a function of physical proximity should be regarded as 
much the same as resource bases; this is indicated by my discussion of 
alternative economies as areas of the border region. 

3. The idea of appliance histories was first developed by James Greenberg 
in Agua Prieta (Greenberg 1981-82; see also Lewis 1969). 

Chapter 2 

1. Owen ( 1959) found in his study of a small rural town in the Rio San 
Miguel that while no openly Opata population existed, indigenous ancestry 
was recognized and that present-day stratification included an element of 
attributed social race: Certain families were known as autochthonous, were 
poorer, and generally had less status in the town. However, in Agua Prieta 
(and as best I can reconstruct for mine towns) the attribution of "race" or 



214 Notes 

descent played no social role, even among the families who recalled they 
had Opata ancestry. 

2. This study was completed before the passage of the Immigration Con­
trol and Reform Act of 1986. This act provided for an amnesty for certain 
undocumented aliens already in the country, for special immigration prefer­
ences for undocumented agricultural workers, for making employment of 
an undocumented alien a crime, and for added proof of legal residence or 
citizenship rights to employment. It does not change the actual legal struc­
ture of immigration, but it does conform to the proposal that border en­
forcement is growing harsher over time. 

Chapter 3 
l. My informant, Antonio, obtained knowledge of his mother's siblings 

because he stayed with his mother at her widowed sister's home in Nacozari 
during the late 1930s and early 1940s. 

2. A copy of this document and other items describing Guadalupe's role 
in the revolution, written at that time and many years later by his com­
manding officers for a legal case, are in the possession of the author; they are 
used with the kind permission of the family. The translation into English is 
mine. 

3. It may have been that Hernandez's recruiting in the Nacozari area was 
facilitated by the Phelps Dodge Corporation and its executives in Sonora­
Arizona, who assisted Calles in many instances. Although his relationship 
to Horton makes this seem plausible, I have uncovered no evidence to this 
effect. 

4. In Sanderson, the ejido is named Tonibabi. The hacienda of Tonibabi 
included the lands of Pivipa and Terapa. 

5. Corroborating evidence of Guadalupe's close association with Calles 
can be found in Horton's account of the 1929 military rebellion against 
Calles, when Guadalupe suddenly arrived at her home in Pilares seeking 
refuge, fearing that he would be captured by the anti-Calles rebels who then 
controlled Agua Prieta and Nacozari. He also boasted to her that he would 
bring 150 men with rifles from his village if he could avoid capture, which 
he did not. He was later released [Horton, 1968:Chapter 18). 

6. Although it would be desirable, I could not reliably reconstruct the 
nature of the dispute from the partial accounts provided by Guadalupe's 
son, Antonio. 

7. Detailed information about company store and mine consumption 
{levels of credit, the interest rates and markup, and the distributions of pur­
chases) is greatly needed. 

8. These ethnographies obviously date much later than the period dealt 
with here. In addition, both were done in circumstances of heated commer­
cial production in the Sonoran countryside [the mid-1950s cotton boom for 
Marobavi; the cattle boom for Cucurpe, and all Sonora since the 1970s1, 
which may have influenced family relationships. 

9. Luis also worked shoveling rock at the mine face and as a helper to the 
plumber who placed water lines, earning 3.15 pesos a day. 
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10. Another informant, a former miner and a composer of renown, told 
me that the Holy Cross was decorated with little wooden carvings of 
miners' tools, cloth, and flowers. 

11. Beginning in the l 920s, the Mexican government began to push mine 
companies to train and use Mexican professionals. This policy began to be 
effective in the 1930s as the Cardenas government put pressure on foreign 
investors, and in succeeding decades the strict racial power system disap­
peared in "nationalized" mines (Bernstein, 1964). Cananea was nominally 
nationalized in 1971 but Anaconda was assigned 49 percent of the stock; 
within these last several years the Mexican government's share of Cananea's 
stock was turned over to a private domestic owner. The exercise of power in 
the mine hierarchy was transferred from the sphere of nationality (Ameri­
cans dominating Mexicans) to the sphere of domestic inequality (Mexicans 
dominating Mexicans, with the American role hidden behind investment 
and technology). 

Chapter 4 
1. I suspect that another factor which made widowhood so frequent in 

the family histories was that wives were younger than their husbands, and 
may have survived longer. All of the qualitative points are, of course, ripe for 
quantitative demographic history. 

2. Of course, it is impossible to diagnose his ailment in retrospect from 
such general descriptions, so all one can do is report the informant's words, 
and the likely general conditions of health at the time. 

3. Just after her husband died, she made one brief move there. That was 
her first of three attempts at the border. 

4. In this case, my material strongly contrasts with the Bolivian material 
of Guillermo Delgado (1985). In Bolivia, widows, abandoned wives, and 
women who suffer from the chronic economic crisis of Bolivia's mines have 
had recourse to peasantlike strategies of agricultural production, market­
ing, and cooperation; and they tend to retreat from proletarian and urban 
locations. Possibly the difference between Sonora and Bolivia was the oppor­
tunity and pressure exerted by the heated economy of the border. 

5. Carlos, describing his apprenticeship, reported learning both by direct 
instruction and by observation with imitation. It may prove that one devel­
opment toward the modem working elass was a change in learning from 
observation and imitation to direct instruction in person and by books and 
schools. 

6. Women were mentioned doing weeding in the main fields, and they 
helped with the labor crunch at harvest; plowing, sowing, and irrigating 
were male labor. 

Chapter 5 
l. For the Romero family I had three informants: a daughter, Mercedes 

Romero, now in her seventies and living in Agua Prieta; her first cousin, 
(FaBrDa), who provided added and confirming information about the pater­
nal side of the family in Sonora; and two of Mercedes's uncles (much youn-
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ger brothers of her mother, Carmela), who provided information on the ma­
ternal branch. 

2. The economic relationship between the farming and industrial 
branches of this family is of considerable interest, but it is difficult to recon­
struct retrospectively. From Mercedes's remarks, it seems that there was 
some food coming from San Pedro to Pirtleville, such as cheese and dried 
meat, but that mainly aid in the form of money and purchased goods (such 
as cloth) went from Pirtleville to San Pedro, since, she said, "We were rich 
and they were poor" [that is, in cash). Likewise, during the 1930s, Carmela's 
siblings in Pirtleville sent her clothes and other such help. 

,3. Recorded by the author from pay stubs, medical reports, and union 
documents in the possession of Mr. Hernandez. 

4. This resembles patterning of oral history that occurred after similar 
events in a New Hampshire textile mill center (Hareven and Langenbach, 
1978). 

5. The walls of the house had been put up by a brother of Petra's when 
they let him live on the lot for a short period before they moved there. 

6. Angelita Aguirre and Petra Hernandez managed all aspects of their 
houses, and Mercedes Hernandez managed most of hers. The father and 
sons in the Cordoba family dealt with credit from hardware firms and ob­
taining municipal land, but Francisca Cordoba was publicly active in peti­
tioning the city for sewer service and repair of a flooding arroyo. Francisco 
Durazo presents the most completely male-organized case of housebuilding 
in Agua Prieta, but his wife Juanita was in charge of the construction of a 
house in the town where they resided before they moved to Agua Prieta. 

7. My summary of politics is based on the Agua Prieta newspaper El Sol 
for 1953-1955 and 1960-1979, notes on which are in the possession of the 
author, as well as on interviews. 

Chapter 6 

1. The resident daughter who was most directly involved in the house­
hold economy-contributing money and drawing on her mother for baby­
sitting while she was at the factory-was not visibly represented in dis­
played gifts. My guess is that daughters who were more removed might have 
had to cement their relationship with the core family household in sym­
bolic ways. 

2. Although it does not appear in this instance, it seems to me likely 
that future research will discover that unequal amounts of schooling for 
boys and girls is an important factor in dividing male and female careers. 

3. Two caveats must be added. The study was made in 1972, prior to the 
onset of peso devaluations in 1976. After the devaluation, one would expect 
substitution of peso-denominated items for dollar-denominated ones; the 
degree of change, however, is unknown. Second, in 1972 Agua Prieta still 
purchased its water and electricity from Douglas, increasing U.S. expendi­
tures. Since 1979 the utilities have been part of the Mexican national sys­
tem. 
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4. This is based on an interview with a now retired dealer in secondhand 
materials, who started his business in l 954 and was active during those 
years corresponding to the influx of new households to Agua Prieta. 

5. The noncontacted households almost entirely were renters who had 
moved and could not be located. This reduced the number of young couples 
and new immigrants to the border who were part of the resurvey, biasing the 
second sample toward families who were homeowners in Agua Prieta, fur­
ther in the developmental cycle, and therefore possibly with more earners 
and thus more prosperous. The households providing incomplete informa­
tion were typically headed by widows receiving in-kind aid from married 
children, so their income could not be calculated. 

6. 26.26 pesos per dollar in January 1982; 500 as a reasonable approxima­
tion of a sliding rate in spring 1986. Their ratio is 19.0. 

7. Other notes on the method not otherwise recounted in the text: In 
the counting of adults of working age, I dropped fourteen persons in 1982 
and twelve in 1986 who were either too old to work or were disabled. One of 
the sixty-three households in 1982 that was recontacted in 1986 had merged 
into a daughter's household, so there are only sixty-two cases in 1986 as far 
as wage earning is concerned. (I kept this household in 1986 for other pur­
poses.) I classified households according to the primary criterion of whether 
they contained "working children" as defined in the text; three households 
contained both unmarried and married "children" who were included in the 
former category, not the joint category (Table 3) where they would otherwise 
be placed-this resulted in two more maquiladora workers in 1982 and none 
more in 1986. Working female heads of households, because of the construc­
tion of my tables, are counted under the rubric "working parents only." 
There were four such households in 1982 and 1986; one of these women 
worked in a maquiladora both in 1982 and in 1986. 

8. I consider it likely that other households failed to report income with­
holding by children because of the tendency for survey interviews to elicit 
formalistic responses by stating income as the total paycheck. 

9. However, my interviews confirm Pena's observation that workers in 
maquiladoras resist raising piece-rate levels by dragging out work, stockpil­
ing work, and other such tactics (Pena, l 987). 

10. Unfortunately, the tendency among respondents was to state the sim­
plest facts-"My son makes the minimum," for instance-and therefore to 
fail to include bonuses even when I knew from other interviews that the 
particular factory was paying them. 

11. Mexican law mandates a fairly large severance payment. In summary 
form, the payment is twenty days' pay per year worked plus three months' 
pay in a lump sum; in addition, workers with more than fifteen years' ten­
ure in one firm receive an extra twelve days' pay per year; and all paid vaca­
tions and the Christmas bonus come due (Nueva ley federal de trabaio, 
1986:Articulos SO and 162). Let us say that an employee making the mini­
mum wage was laid off after five years (a long period for a maquiladorar. His 
or her severance pay would be 384,450 pesos, or 769 dollars. On the other 
hand, there is no unemployment insurance in Mexico. 
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12. Power is fluid, however, and the situation in the factories can change. 
Allow me to put forth a speculative line of reasoning. If in the future there is 
a wave of strikes along the border, following Peria it is likely to arise from 
informal grievances. It is likely to spread along the lines of a shared 
generation-las i6venes, young people-which could reduce the tensions 
between women and men, leading them at least temporarily to identify mu­
tual interests. Possibly it will have a nationalist content, for the division 
between largely (not entirely) American ownership and completely Mexican 
work force is one thing all the border has in common. 

13. For the purpose of maintaining confidentiality on the subject of un­
documented entry, certain identifying details in these two histories have 
been changed. 

14. In contradiction to my argument, however, Babin, Browning, and Jelin 
( 1973) found significant intergenerational mobility from fathers to sons. 

Chapter 7 

1. The reader should be aware that this was the state of affairs as of 1986. 
For the first time in many years an effective Left coalition emerged in the 
presidential election of 1988. I cannot say what effect this has had on align­
ments of social and political activity /nonactivity. 
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