
 

Global Migration and Transnational Politics

Working Paper no. 4

March 2008

ISSN 1941-7594

From Visibility to Voice:

The Emerging Power of Migrants in Mexican Politics

Heather Williams

Ponoma College

CENTER FOR

Global Studies

Project on Global Migration and Transnational Politics



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Center for Global Studies at George Mason University was founded to promote 
multidisciplinary research on globalization. The Center comprises more than 100 
associated faculty members whose collective expertise spans the full range of disciplines.  
The Center sponsors CGS Working Groups, publishes the Global Studies Review, and 
conducts research on a broad range of themes.  
  
The Project on Global Migration and Transnational Politics, a partnership between CGS 
and the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, investigates how political 
dynamics around the globe have been transformed by new patterns of human mobility 
and the development of innovative transnational social networks. The project sponsors 
research workshops, working papers, and conferences that all focus on developing a new 
research agenda for understanding how global migration has transformed politics.   
  
WEB: cgs.gmu.edu 
ISSN 1941-7594 



Heather Williams 

 1 

From Visibility to Voice: The Emerging Power of Migrants in 

Mexican Politics 
 
 

By Heather Williams 
 
 
The Casa Zacatecana is the home for the Southern California Zacatecan Federation of 
Hometown Clubs, an umbrella organization of village-based clubs corresponding to 
locales in the northwest Mexican state of Zacatecas. It is a modest affair of two stories. 
The exterior is rough and the inside is furnished sparsely with collapsible tables, molded 
plastic chairs, and some sound equipment for microphones. The walls bear witness to 
Casa’s purpose, with photographs and inscriptions of its seventy-five affiliate migrant 
clubs. They also make reference to the work of these clubs abroad in Mexico. Pictures of 
schoolrooms, computer centers, water distribution systems, bridges, and roads built by 
migrant money and hometown labor pay testament to a vision of these Zacatecanos: to 
give back some of the good fortune their lives in the U.S. have brought them, and leave in 
place a better-off Mexico that can keep sons and daughters from having to leave. 
 
 The public face of the Federation is one of a low-key, nonpartisan civic 
organization. In Los Angeles, there is the annual gala with the main attractions being the 
coronation of Miss Zacatecas and addresses by the Zacatecan governor, the Mexican 
consul, local celebrities, and the president of the Federation. The event suggests 
something about the making of a new form of class mobility among Mexicans—migrants 
of working class extraction who have, largely through ascent from wage labor to small 
business ownership, come to occupy a place of new respectability and power alongside 
an entrenched upper class in the their home state. 
 
 The event, however, is also evidence of a paradoxical phenomenon in 
transnational politics. It is an organized sector of people who have come to exercise far 
more political and civic influence on their home state and municipalities by virtue of their 
distance rather than their proximity to it. 
 
 This paper examines the Federación de Clubes Zacatecanos del Sur de California 
(FCZSC) and explains why it is an instructive case in the study of transnational politics. 
Using interviews conducted in 2003 and 2004 in Los Angeles and Mexico, print media, 
publications of migrants and the Zacatecan state government, I argue that this 
federation—arguably the most influential and active group of Mexican migrants in the 
United States—indicates much about the  terms in which a transnational political identity 
and agenda are being formed and negotiated. Most importantly, the case of the FCZSC, 
when examined inside a general chronology of migrant political activity in Mexico, 
suggests that the exercise of power by migrants, even those who have done well and who 
are seeking influence in home country affairs through investment and philanthropy, is 
contingent on both political openings in home country affairs and adaptive organizational 
forms in diasporic communities. 
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 There are currently about 10 million Mexican-born residents in the United States, 
but no more than one half of one percent of them are able to exercise political voice or 
power in home country affairs through organized channels. Rather than reflection broad 
quiescence or indifference to Mexican affairs, this number suggests that mobile workers 
moving from one place to another—even from one democracy to another—generally 
must sacrifice their political voice for some modicum of economic enfranchisement. In 
federal and state elections in Mexico, for example, voter turnout is not exceedingly high. 
In contests since 2000 it has been somewhere around the same levels as voting in the 
United States, between forty and fifty percent of the eligible electorate.  Yet, opinion 
polls among migrants suggest a high level of interest in voting. The Pew Hispanic Center 
reported in 2005 that 87 percent of migrants stated that they would vote in elections if 
they had the opportunity (Suro 2005).  The disparity between migrants’ stated interest in 
home country affairs and their demonstrated ability to participate in community, regional 
or national issues from abroad suggests that factors of cost, risk, and time may powerfully 
constrain people’s ability to participate in public life from abroad.  
 
 The experience of the FCZSC that I discuss here indicates that migrants’ 
influence in Mexican home affairs has much to do with the ability of migrant leaders to 
transform social networks of migrants into civic blocs that remit resources for public 
works or job creating industries. I argue that by inserting migrants into public life in 
absentia as proud members of the home region, organizations such as the FCZSC have 
lent migrants powerful new claims to political voice in home affairs. Whereas in previous 
decades migrants were dismissed as individuals who had abandoned the country or even 
who were no longer in cultural terms fully Mexican, migrants now counter this by 
pointing out that their civic contribution in money and time not only serves the home 
country, but also that their involvement has resulted in the betterment of the system in 
general. Pointing to high rates of completion of donated public works projects and greater 
accountability of home country officials on such projects, migrants’ claims that they 
deserve voting rights and the right to stand for public office from abroad have become a 
viable point of view. 
 
 To wit, migrant political power in the case of the FCZSC emanates from three 
things: 1) diasporic organization that corresponds to the states and municipalities of the 
sending country; 2) a high degree of sophistication among migrant leaders in their 
dealings with home state officials; and 3) autonomy from political parties that may seek 
to co-opt expatriate organization. In the following pages, I examine the history of the 
FCZSC and Mexico’s hometown associations. I then turn to interview responses to 
examine the link between civic organization and political power—examining comments 
of rank-and-file members of HTAs about their view of civic involvement in home affairs, 
the proper role of the Mexican government in their home communities, and their view of 
what political rights in Mexico they are entitled to as active members of the larger 
Zacatecan community. Finally, I will comment on existing research on this case—already 
fairly well known to scholars of Mexican politics—to identify questions that remain for 
further investigation. 
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THE UNLIKELY HERO  

 

It is common today that newspaper front pages in high-sending states like Zacatecas, 
Michoacán, Jalisco, or Guanajuato show governors, state members of congress, or 
candidates for public offices eagerly visiting and courting the favor of migrant 
federations in Los Angeles, Chicago, Dallas, or Houston. Even a decade ago, however, 
such visits were rarer, and two decades ago nearly unheard of. 
 
 “Migrants were seen as traitors to the nation under the old order,” explained 
migrant scholar Miguel Moctezuma in an informal interview. They were publicly 
dismissed, he said, as people who left, who had abandoned Mexico. Privately, they were 
disdained by ruling elites and even the middle classes as a low-born individuals whose 
absence cost the country little. As in a song by the fiercely pro-migrant banda, Los Tigres 

del Norte, “No son los doctores y los ingenieros que cruzan mojados para pro-gre-sar.” 
(It’s not the doctors and engineers who cross with wet backs to move up…”). Mexicans 
who could afford college educations, decent houses, and whose social connections would 
guarantee them capital, good land, or employment, had little reason to leave. Landless 
and land-poor workers, the indigenous, and the urban unemployed, on the other hand, 
were those whose circumstances most often compelled them to travel northward for work. 
 
 One cannot take for granted the evolution of migrants in the 1990s and the present 
decade from unmentioned working-class deserters to national heroes, as they were 
famously hailed by Vicente Fox, governor of Guanajuato and later president of Mexico. 
The generally agreed-upon explanation for this turnaround is that immigrants, who had 
organized small clubs and social benefit organizations and soccer clubs in urban areas 
where they had substantial numbers, used networks in sporadic but substantive ways to 
make connections with politicians. As a result, ties were strong enough that politicians 
who chose to pay attention to migrants could find an audience in cities like Chicago, Los 
Angeles, or Dallas. It was in the late 1980s that political upstarts Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas 
and Manuel Clouthier, opposition candidates to the long-ruling Institutional 
Revolutionary Party (PRI), gathered crowds in campaign visits to Mexicans abroad. 
Though these Mexicans could not vote, the visits helped circumvent PRI-enforced press 
silence by enabling the candidates to gather foreign press and to meet with Mexicans who 
did not fear reprisal for opposing the ruling party.  
 
 Though PRI candidate Carlos Salinas de Gortari prevailed in the 1988 elections 
(with considerable doubts about the integrity of the elections), the lesson was not lost on 
ruling elites. Utilizing a corporatist organizational logic that had been the PRI’s hallmark 
since its emergence in the 1920s, the Mexican government, through its foreign ministry, 
began to organize and re-organize migrants from above. Consulates sought out immigrant 
organizations—often formed as small mutual aid clubs that corresponded to home 
villages—and encouraged them to register with the consulate. According to Smith and 
Bakker (2008), attempts to organize them according to a national-federal logic foundered 
because most migrants tended to identify more closely with their states and villages of 
origin than with Mexico as a whole. The Mexican government accordingly altered the 
organizational thrust to focus on state-level organization. As a result, under the Program 
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for Mexican Communities Abroad and a network of 23 state-level offices attending 
Mexicans abroad, the consulate and state governments took on the role of finding and 
forming migrant associations and federations (Smith and Bakker: 33). 
 
 The Zacatecan Federation served in many ways as a prototype for other umbrella 
organizations of migrants in other cities corresponding to Zacatecas and other states. 
Zacatecan governor Genaro Borrego had visited migrant groups from his state prior to the 
federal initiative and had formed an earlier link through the Organización de Zacatecanos 
Unidos, attempting to generalize the model pioneered by groups of clubs in Los Angeles. 
Zacatecan groups, however, had already formed a predecessor organization, linking clubs 
from the state years back (Goldring 2002). 
 
 This begs an important question as to why Zacatecas emerged at the forefront of 
transnational state-society linkage. Part of it has to do with a century-long pattern of 
migration to the United States, much older than that of now-high-sending states such as 
Puebla, Veracruz, or Chiapas. This meant that many Zacatecan families had legal means 
of moving back and forth from Mexico, and that many had equity, savings, and 
businesses in the United States. This relative stability of at least a sector of state migrants 
meant that more leaders with fund-raising and administrative capacities were likely to 
emerge from migrant social networks. Also, the number of migrants as a percentage of 
the total state population is one of the highest in Mexico, as are remittances as a 
percentage of gross state income—just under10 percent (Banco de Mexico 2007).  
Migrant respondents also attributed the activism of Zacatecans to its social conservatism 
and the devotion of Zacatecans to Catholic parishes at home.  
 
 Political leadership in states also mattered. Governor Borrego, in office from 1986 
to 1992, was ahead of other Mexican officials in recognizing the potential of migrants 
both for partisan political goals as well as civic goals. Though a loyal member of the 
ruling party—and surely savvy about the above- and below-deck methods of the party in 
gathering an electoral carro completo (all-PRI victory) in each political cycle despite 
wretched rural poverty and corrosive levels of corruption—the governor was and 
continues to be widely respected by Zacatecans. Many saw him as a visionary public 
official who did much to counter the status of Zacatecas as a rural backwater, and who 
genuinely worked on behalf of migrants and their families. Notably, his early activism on 
migrants was followed by work as head of the PRI in later years, and then most recently 
as a federal senator where he pushed several bills relating to migrant rights to vote in 
national elections. Thus, when migrants pressed him to match donations of migrants for 
hometown projects in the late 1980s, public trust was sufficient to begin early steps on 
small collaborations with the government. This is notable because migrants widely 
regarded the state in general as corrupt and ineffective. 
 
 Though few projects were completed in the early years of the program, the 
willingness of the state government to back its migrants gave new visibility to hometown 
associations. By the 1990s, the doings of migrant federations, soccer clubs, and 
community clubs often made the front pages of local papers in Zacatecas, such as Imagen 
and El Sol de Zacatecas. Notably, however, the migrant associations were also brought 
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out at election time to make pro-forma endorsements of PRI candidates, thus showing a 
certain disparity between the public official-line politics of federation leaders, and the 
dissenting politics of many rank-and-file migrants. 
 
 Scholarly accounts of the growth of HTAs and of matching grant programs now 
comprise a substantial literature (Zabin and Escala Rabadan 1998; Orozco 2000; Rivera-
Salgado 2002; Moctezuma 2003; Orozco and Lapointe 2004; Merz 2005). These 
contributions recount and analyze the progress of matching-grant programs as they 
became a 2 for 1 match near the end of Governor Borrego’s term and later a 3 for 1 grant 
program under Governor Ricardo Monreal at the end of the 1990s.  Scholars also 
examine the experience of other states that followed Zacatecas with smaller programs, 
and chronicle the expansion of the program in 2002 by the federal government, which 
extended the program to all states and divided the 3 for 1 program. Under President Fox, 
the program would come to be administered by the Secretary of Social Development, and 
the financial burden of projects was then split among federal, state, and municipal entities. 
Each would then contribute one dollar to match migrant dollars destined for public works 
under the program. Not to be outdone, Zacatecan officials then pursued a 4 for 1 program 
that would involve an additional matching grant from private enterprise. In October of 
2005, First Data Corporation announced that it would give 1.25 million dollars to match 
government and migrant contributions. (Federación de Clubes Zacatecanos del Sur de 
California 2005). 
 
 What had begun as a matter of a few thousand dollars in the 1980s for very small 
Project had become, by present decade, a significant channel for development aid to a 
number of rural states in Mexico. In a study by Orozco and LaPointe  (2004:36), the 
authors estimate from 2002 data that Mexican HTAs were funneling at least $30 million 
annually to Mexico. If their estimates are correct—with increases registered by the 
Mexican Secretariat of Development—that number may be as high as $54 million in 
2007 (Secretaría de Desarrollo Social 2007).1 Given the fact that 75 percent of these 
flows are directed to just seven states in Mexico, and an astonishing 38 percent are 
directed to Zacatecas alone, HTA funds have come to be critically large percentage of 
local development funds in poor municipalities. The Orozco and Lapointe survey of 62 
communities participating in the 3 for 1 program found that the funds averaged $23,000 
per town and represented up to 27 percent of the municipal budget allocated for public 
works (Orozco and Lapointe 2004: 37). 
 
 

                                                
1 This makes the assumption that Orozco and Lapointe make in their article. According to them, “In 2002, 

the Mexican government allocated $15 million to match HTA donations. In addition, according to the 

interviews, 50 percent of HTAs participate in projects under the 3x a program, inonetheless invest similar 
amounts. Thus, at a minimum, HTAs are donating $30 million to Mexico” Orozco, M. and M. Lapointe 

(2004). "Mexican Hometown Associations and Development Opportunities." Journal of International 

Affairs 57 (2): 31-51. Thus, using SEDESOL’s quarterly figures for 2007, Mexican HTAs are donating 

about $27 million per year at present to 3 x 1 programs. If we assume that this is half of all HTA donations, 

then the estimate of total donations for public works programs would be $54 million.  
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FROM CIVIC VISIBILITY TO POLITICAL VOICE      

 

A significant change in migrants’ aspirations accompanied this explosion in philanthropy: 
by the late 1990s, migrants in state federations and hometown associations were 
increasingly voicing their interest in voting and running for office in Mexico. Organized 
campaigns for the voto en el exterior were spearheaded by the Organización de 
Mexicanos en el Exterior, whose leaders in turn were well-connected in migrant 
federations. Lobbying of the three major Mexican political parties and pressure on the 
Mexican congress by migrant leaders resulted in measures in 1996 and in 2005 that 
opened narrow but real doors to Mexican migrant suffrage. The 1996 legislation 
permitted migrants to vote in polling stations near the northern border of Mexico in so 
called casillas especiales. This bill also appeared to open up the legal possibility for 
absentee balloting, though enabling legislation was blocked in the late 1990s. Mexicans 
who could not cross the border were therefore unable to vote in the pivotal 2000 federal 
elections. This was hardly an accident and the PRI’s role in stalling absentee voting was 
not lost on many: notably, the eventual winner of that race, Vicente Fox of the opposition 
National Action Party, was also the favorite of some 80 percent of Mexican-born 
migrants in the United States. The 2005 bill laid out rules and procedures for absentee 
voting and was passed after a Herculean effort of a lobby of migrant activists, but was 
hobbled by provisions that made voting exceedingly expensive, time-consuming, and 
risky for migrants. Thus, the hopes of migrant advocates that several million votes might 
be cast by Mexicans living abroad were unrealized, fewer than 50,000 applications to 
vote were accepted and about 23,000 ballots were actually cast. The reasons for this had 
much to do with a highly cumbersome process for voting that necessitated returns to 
Mexico for many to obtain voting credentials; even others who had them were forced to 
relinquish their credentials and send them by registered mail to Mexico six months ahead 
of the elections, wait for weeks for papers, send those back in and then vote. This process 
belied Mexican party leaders’ near-unanimous public support for migrant 
enfranchisement. However, the passage of any such bill also indicated that migrant 
leaders had begun to gain some real access to federal power brokers.  As Katherine 
Barrett writes in her study of this campaign for the migrant vote, “In the past, migrants 
probably would not even been allowed into the visitors’ chamber of the Congress, much 
less into the back rooms to participate in dialogue” (Barrett 2006: 67). 
 
 Alongside this campaign for federal voting rights were a number of state-level 
initiatives for legislation that would enable Mexicans to vote in municipal and state races, 
and/or to stand for office in their home states and communities. One of the bills, 
presented to the Michoacán state legislature in 2003 by then-PRD Governor Lázaro 
Cárdenas Batel, would have permitted migrants to vote. The legislature failed to act on 
the bill, much to the dismay of migrant activists, who then began to lobby parties directly 
to include migrants on party lists for slots in the state legislature. This would eventually 
result in the election of Jesus Martínez Saldaña of Fresno, California, who returned to 
Michoacán to serve his term as a state deputy in the lower house of the state congress. In 
Zacatecas, on the other hand, migrants lobbied successfully for the passage of a bill 
entitled the “Ley migrante,” which permits migrants to stand for state office. This 
enabled the election of two migrant mayors and two migrants to the legislature in the 
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2004 state elections in Zacatecas. One of the mayors later resigned his post to run 
successfully for the federal legislature in 2006. This is particularly interesting because 
migrants still cannot vote absentee in Zacatecas; thus, by virtue of victories at municipal 
and state levels indicates that a majority of Zacatecan voters appear willing to accept the 
legitimacy of migrants as political actors. 
 
   
THE CIVIL AND THE POLITICAL: RANK AND FILE IDEAS ABOUT RIGHTS, 

IDENTITY, AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

 
My own interviews in 2003 and 2004 focused on civil activism and political involvement 
among migrants. My aim was to understand whether a connection existed between the 
two, a connection that I argue merits further research. Specifically, I hypothesized that 
increasing civic involvement in home community affairs would draw migrants into 
political wrangling over the administration of public works and oversight of public funds. 
If so, it might be theorized that cross-border Mexican migrant participation home 
community affairs was likely to shift the locus of state-society contention outward and 
downward, from the federal government to states and municipalities.  
 
 The work on this connection is still preliminary. My early interviews sought first 
to establish whether migrants in organizations at a rank-and-file level even held the same 
enthusiasm for migrant voting rights as leaders who spoke in the press and why. Second, 
I sought to understand why migrants, often bitter about government corruption and 
entrenched poverty in their home communities, would ever trust the government with 
funds in matching grant schemes. What institutional guarantees, if any, prompted 
migrants to trust the government sufficiently to collaborate in expensive and time-
consuming projects that would require much sacrifice from people of modest means? 
 
 Twenty-four of my interviews were with migrants belonging to hometown 
associations but with no leadership role in the Zacatecan Federation. Of these, twenty-
three of twenty-four were emphatic in their response to the question of whether or not 
they would vote if absentee balloting were approved. Inevitably, the question of whether 
migrants should have the right to vote led to a discussion of migrant respondents’ views 
of the state of politics in Mexico.  
 
 Interestingly, though, few had strong party preferences and several said that they 
wanted to vote in order to keep their civic work non-partisan. Paradoxically, these 
respondents felt that voting rights could actually insulate federations and their projects 
from becoming tools of particular political parties. Despite wanting to vote, several 
respondents expressed disdain for partisan politics in the current era, and nearly all felt 
strongly that home state federations and clubs ought not as institutions to ally with 
political parties or candidates. One group, for example, said privately that they had 
broken away from another club because of their frustrations that others in the club were 
involving themselves in partisan politics in their hometown. Others spoke angrily about 
endemic corruption in Mexico, and about corporatist practices whereby groups were used 
by politicians. Several pointed out instances in the past when they felt that club or 
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federation leaders had used group resources questionably in service of particular 
candidates or parties.  
 
  The inclination of rank-and-file members of migrant clubs and federations to see 
their participation in home state affairs as political varies widely. A few migrants such as 
Andres Bermúdez, Manuel de la Cruz, and Ramon Cabrál Bañuelos have run for political 
office in home communities in Zacatecas. Many more, however, see their role as activists 
on very specific issues that pertain to migrants’ needs and/or to the integrity of civic 
investments themselves. This fueled the work of groups such as the Frente Cívico 
Zacatecano, which emerged as a dissenting group inside the FCZSC in the late 1990s 
over what they saw as the excessive closeness of Federation leaders to the PRI and later 
went on to devote its energies to migrant voting rights in Mexico as well as migrant civil 
rights in California and the United States.  
 

Given migrants’ desire to have political voice as individuals but to maintain a 
non-partisan character to their organization, it would appear that formal political rights 
for migrants are unlikely to change political agendas of political parties or the rules of the 
game in Mexican politics. Migrant leaders active at the club level tend to describe their 
involvement to date in public affairs in home communities in Mexico as actions meant 
exclusively to ensure the independence and integrity of migrant outreach through 
programs such as 3 for 1. However, iterated negotiations between state and migrant 
leaders over the conduct of municipal and state projects involving migrants may indeed 
alter institutions that administer public works. As a consequence of their roles as 
intermediaries, for example, federation leaders have in several cases forced state 
government to negotiate with them directly rather than making unilateral decisions that 
would give migrants less control over hometown projects.  Such was the case in 1996 in 
Zacatecas, for example, when the state government rewrote the rules of its matching 
grant program in such a way!federation leaders recall!that presidentes municipales 

would have far greater power to determine how projects would be carried out. Contention 
became public when federation leaders threatened to abandon the program, and 
eventually the rules were reversed. Zacatecan federation officers such as Efraín Jiménez, 
Secretary of Projects for the Federación de Clubes Zacatecanos del Sur de California, 
also report being forced to resort to aggressive denunciations of state officials, including 
governors, for projects held up or channeled toward favored contractors of the state 
government.  

 
 Importantly, these interventions appear to be crucial in broadening participation in 
public affairs by immigrants abroad and their counterparts in sending communities. 
Respondents from home town clubs emphasized the buffer role that federation officers 
played when presented with the question of why!given their expressed distaste for 

politics and corruption in Mexico!they would spend inordinate resources putting 

together events and raising money and developing projects for their hometowns if it 
meant putting their faith in government. “Because it’s among people we know,” said one 
respondent. Another remarked that federation leadership had been key to preventing theft. 
“For so long, nothing in our village got built,” said a migrant from the municipality of 
Jerez. “There would be money for projects and promises, but then it would disappear. 
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Now, though, we have paved roads and running water.” Another, Juan Gutierrez of 
Milpillas de la Sierra, asserted that his state federation had kept 3 x 1 funds from being 
misused by putting pressure on the Zacatecas state government for accountability. The 
same respondent said that pressure from the federation had resulted in President Fox 
expanding the 3 x 1 program from Zacatecas to the entire country. According to Adriana 
Ortiz of Jalpa, Zacatecas emphasized the institutional safeguards that gave her confidence 
in the public works program, mentioning mandatory registration of officers in clubs and 
required accounting and bookkeeping. Escrow accounts overseen by migrants and 
matching works committees in hometowns also gave guaranteed that funds would not be 
embezzled.  “The great thing about the program,” she asserted, “is that the federal, state, 
and municipal government deposit their contributions in a bank account. When the 
money is ready, there’s a construction committee formed in our hometown. By way of 
us—our club—one or two people representing the [local government] can access the 
money, but it’s us who manages the program. We oversee the purchase of cement. We 
oversee the rock, the sand. This is something we really like.”     
 

 
WORKING HYPOTHESES AND PRELIMINARY CONCLUSIONS OF THE 

STUDY 

 

The ideal of universal democracy in a world of sovereign nation-states finds its nadir in 
the problem of membership. In the simplest terms, the act of moving from one liberal 
electoral system to another is likely to mean political disenfranchisement. In the passage 
from citizens to migrants, people generally lose rights for some years to vote, to run for 
office, to various aspects of due process, to basic education and health care, and even to 
certain freedoms of association and expression.  
 
 In an era where greater numbers of people than ever before reside as non-citizen 
aliens in democracies, then, there is much at stake in the question of how migrants will 
re-incorporate themselves into politics and what that will mean for the political systems 
they attempt to influence. As migrant political energies turn toward the country of origin, 
struggles over the control over votes, remittances, and public works change modes of 
participation in democratizing countries. This change is unusual in that it tends to work 
from the periphery to the center, beginning from the local and progressing toward state 
and federal levels. 
 

This paper presents the argument that migrant groups—paradoxically brought into 
existence by an authoritarian state that sought to control their energies!have instead 

compelled officials to meet their demands for better administration of public resources 
and for absentee electoral rights. While most outside observers have focused on 
democratization at federal levels in Mexico, where the impact of civic groups seeking 
influence has been diffuse at best, migrants have more successfully challenged stances 
and practices of public officials at state and municipal levels. The role migrant groups 
play in politics is nuanced and complex and varies from state to state, depending on the 
inclination of state leaders to cultivate ties with migrant organizations and the inclination 
of migrants in return to organize. However, where migrants have organized effectively 
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and established ties with local and state governments, they have placed effective pressure 
on state officials to perform far better with respect to migrant demands than their 
predecessors have done. Ironically, distance works to the advantage of migrants making 
demands of home state officials: in exchange for voluntary migrant contributions for 
infrastructure projects and small business investment, organizations have extracted 
unprecedented guarantees and accountability from government officials. Whether or not 
these institutional guarantees that exist for philanthropic projects will be generalized to 
public works in general is therefore a worthy and necessary focus of further investigation. 

 
Rather than remaining abstract, debates about citizenship, struggles over 

membership in the polity will play out in dramas over roads, clinics, classrooms, and 
irrigation wells. Conversations about Mexico’s future are as likely to take place in 
meeting halls in Chicago or Houston as they are in cabildos in Jerez or Milpillas de la 
Sierra. While it would be folly to make hard and fast conclusions about the long-term 
implications migrant participation in home country affairs, it is nonetheless a daring 
innovation in the practice of 21st century democracy.    
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