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Resumen 

Los inmigrantes mexicanos contribuyen 
directamente al desarrollo de Estados Unidos 
en condiciones de precariedad laboral y 
exclusión social, y paradójicamente todavía 
son responsabilizados de detonar el desarrollo 
en sus lugares de origen mediante el uso 
diversificado de las remesas en el consumo, 
la producción y la obra pública. Este artículo 
analiza la compleja relación entre subdesarrollo 
y exportación de fuerza de trabajo concatenando 
dos procesos clave: el desmantelamiento de 
la soberanía laboral y la dependencia de las 
remesas. Al conceder primacía explicativa a 
la compleja problemática del desarrollo sobre 
la dinámica migratoria, argumentamos que 
México se consolida como un reservorio laboral 
estadunidense, al tiempo que se profundizan la 
exclusión económica, el despoblamiento y la 
cancelación de alternativas de desarrollo.

Palabras clave: soberanía laboral, dependencia 
de las remesas, exportación de fuerza de trabajo 
barata, integración económica regional, México.

Abstract

Mexico in tenterhooks: labors sovereignty 
dismantling and remittances dependency

Mexican migrants directly contribute to the 
development of the United States, doing so 
in precarious working conditions and social 
exclusion; as a paradox these migrants are 
responsible for detonating the development in 
their places of origin, through a diversified use 
of the remittances in the spheres of consumption, 
production and public works. This article 
analyses the complex relation between under-
development and labor force export, bringing 
together two key processes: the dismantling 
of labors sovereignty and the dependency 
on remittances. By granting explanatory 
preeminence to the complex problematic of 
development over the migratory dynamic, we 
argue that Mexico consolidates itself as a working 
reservoir for the United States, deepening the 
economic exclusion, the depopulation and putting 
a halt on development alternatives.

Key words: labor sovereignty, remittances 
dependency, cheap labor force exportation, 
regional economic integration, Mexico.

Mexico in the air: dismantlement of 
labor sovereignty and dependence on 

remittances

his article is devoted to analyze the relation between the underdevelopment 
and the exportation of inexpensive labor force in Mexico. Although there 
are valuable contributions, research on migration and development have T

not attained a consistent research field; instead, there are theoretical-conceptual 
voids and unconnected descriptive studies aplenty, in addition to the optimistic 
discourse of international organisms that postulate a unidirectional relation 
between migration and development. Nowadays the need to research thoroughly, 
from different perspectives, the complexity of this topic which is more relevant 
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than ever is pressing; not so because of its visibility, but because it shows one of 
the most important paradoxes of the turn of the century: labor migrants have an 
important role in triggering development processes in the countries located in 
the center of the global capitalist system, which demand abundant inexpensive 
labor force, flexible and disorganized, qualified and unqualified, at the time that 
the very migrants are considered, under different denominations, responsible 
for unchaining an alleged development in their places of origin and hometowns, 
mainly by means of channeling remittances for familial subsistence, municipal 
works, and social and productive projects, in a regressive context where the 
neoliberal policies of structural adjustment, unrestricted commercial aperture and 
the strategic withdrawing of the State in managing development are maintained 
at any cost; to this we have to add one more paradox: rampant migration is 
summoned as a development factor, when in reality it represents a sensible loss 
of human resources that eventually will contribute to the accumulation process, 
this is to say: instead of sketching a development panorama, the stain of desolated 
towns is on the increase.

In views of contributing to the discussion of the key aspects underlying in 
the tense relation between development, underdevelopment, migration and 
remittances, the analytical approach of this work goes along two concatenated 
processes: a) the dismantlement of labor sovereignty, which is the political 
matrix that labor pauperization of Mexican labor force assumes as a result of 
the asymmetric and subordinated form in which Mexican economy has been 
integrated in the American, nothing less than the hegemon of the so called 
neoliberal globalization; and b) dependency on remittances from migrants, 
a counter-benefit of the ceaseless exportation of migrants which becomes a 
necessary resource to prop the precarious socioeconomic stability of Mexico 
before the closure of other perdurable income sources for accumulation and 
development. National sovereignty and dependence on remittances are the basic 
elements of the analytical model that hereby we propose to dissect the problem of 
underdevelopment in Mexico from the labor perspective, which can no longer be 
approached simply in the confines of the Nation-State, making an abstraction of 
the interaction with the global capitalist system and the unfolding of successive 
strategic projects of productive restructuring, globalization, neoliberalization, 
and militarist imperialism. 

A point of vital importance to advance in the comprehension of this problem 
appears when we have to explore the conditions of pauperization of Mexican 
labor force and its linkage with emigration toward the U.S. as a result from the 
overwhelming overpopulating and the corresponding demand of precarious 
workers. To do so we are supported on the theoretical formulation of the inexpensive 
labor force exporting model (Delgado and Márquez, 2005; Delgado and Cypher, 
2005) that puts forward an explanation on the role assigned to Mexican workers 
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in the process of the American productive restructuring, moreover it sets the 
foundations to explain in detail the Mexican migratory dynamic in the framework 
of globalization, North American regional integration and the neoliberal policies 
of structural adjustment. The analytical perspective we propose is supported on 
four basic statements:
1. In the analysis of international migration, the problem of development of the 

global capitalist system has explanatory primacy, so as to enquire into the deep 
causes and contextualize the migratory dynamic, from a long-termed macro 
vision, in contrast with the micro-social visions, short-termed and unconnected.

2. The ongoing process of capitalism restructuring, with the aim of increasing the 
profit rate of the large capitals, heads to concentrate capitals, power and wealth, 
at the time that it propitiates the liberalization of broad contingents of labor 
force from peripheral regions and activates the springs of forced migration to 
benefit the labor necessities of the central countries.

3. The peripheral countries experience decumulation processes since they are 
obliged to transfer economic surpluses and natural resources; in this corrosive 
gale, qualified and unqualified workers are also compulsively exported to the 
central countries according to the requirements of productive restructuring and 
labor cheapening. 

4. The main contribution from the migrants to the development processes is 
verifiable in the central countries at several spheres and levels: employment, 
production, consumption, taxes and demographic reproduction. And because 
of labor precariousness and social exclusion, the State channels fewer 
resources toward said social sector. On the other side, the contribution for their 
hometowns shines in familial support, funds for self-help micro-projects and 
backup for some municipal basic infrastructure. 
The argumentative line adopted in this text stipulates that Mexico has 

accomplished an economic specialization as available labor force, according to 
the requirements of the largest world economy, the American; whilst workers 
alternatingly appear employed and unemployed in formal and informal sectors in 
Mexico or the U.S., mostly in precarious conditions and blatant overexploitation. 
This subordinated disposition does not logically respond to any national 
development project in Mexico, but it is part of the strategies adopted by the U.S. 
to move forward in the process of productive restructuring operated since the 
1970’s decade, and still valid; what is more, it is another support to face the fierce 
intra-capitalist competition, particularly between the European Union, Japan, and 
the emerging China. 

The current phase of development of the world capitalism, known as 
globalization, sets a conspicuous and permanent strategy of cheapening 
and pauperization of labor force into motion, associated to the progressive 
dismantlement of the Welfare State in the central countries and of its 
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corresponding modality in the peripheral countries. The economy of inexpensive 
labor, taken to the extreme, is one of the basic principles of the restructuring 
of world capitalism. Because of this, we propose that the study of the Mexican 
labor market cannot be confined to the apparent conditions of offer and demand 
prevailing in Mexico, as if their dynamic was a reality separated from the world 
economy. In this perspective, it is indispensable to analyze the configuration of 
the Mexican-American labor market hosted by the North American economic 
bloc so as to understand the role conferred to the inexpensive Mexican labor force 
in the development processes occurring in both countries. Only then will we be 
in conditions to value the alleged contribution to development from the flow of 
remittances which has been pinpointed as a formidable “river of gold”.

To unfold the argumentation, we divided this work into four sections. In the 
first we expose the current context of Mexican migration toward the U.S. as 
part of an explanation of its causes from a viewpoint of political economy. In 
the second we approach the loss of national sovereignty as an expression of the 
asymmetric integration and functionality of labor insertion of migrants in the U.S. 
In the third section we analyze the dependence on remittances from the rampant 
labor migration. Finally we present some general conclusions. 

Mexican migration in the excluding economic integration 

As from the 1970’s decade, the United States, in conjunction with the capitalist 
powers, set into motion a conspicuous process of productive restructuring with 
worldwide scope as an open response to the crisis of the end of the so-called 
“capitalism golden age”, and in views of restoring profit rates and facing intra-
capitalist competence. Among its main characteristics it is possible to number 
the conformation of regional blocs, trasnationalization and volatility of financial 
markets, innovation in communication and information technologies, tertiarization 
of economy, productive restructuring, internationalization of production, and the 
cheapening and pauperization of labor force. These and other strategies configure 
the current stage of capitalism, known as globalization. 

Given its condition of underdeveloped country, Mexico is compelled to 
fully integrate its economy into the American restructuring process, however 
discursively the negotiators adduced that such strategic adherence obeyed a 
deliberate policy of growth directed at exporting, embodied in North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), whose implementation did not take place 
after a public referendum, but after a decision of the elites. Actually, regional 
integration goes against the neoclassical idea of economic convergence, since 
in reality the uneven relations that expand the economic asymmetries and social 
inequalities have deepened, at the time that they stress relations of domination 
and dependence between both countries. 
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Under the flag of North American integration, a decantation in the main 
content of the Mexican exporting flow: manufactured merchandise with a high 
national component, which suppose the chaining of diverse productive sectors 
cede their place to inexpensive labor force —largely scantly qualified, pauperized 
and flexible— in the most dynamic pole of the exporting process (Delgado and 
Márquez, 2006). In this subtle displacement we notice one of the large axes 
of the economic integration of Mexico and the deepest explanation of the new 
dynamism which the galloping labor exodus has acquired in current times, as we 
try to briefly expose below. 

From the Mexican territory, the sale of inexpensive labor force, or indirect 
exportation, imminently linked to the process of productive restructuring, 
privileges two mechanisms that disrupt the orientation of the Mexican productive 
apparatus: the maquila and a sizeable portion of the manufacturing sector 
that operates under processes similar to those of maquila, so it may be called 
undercover maquila (Delgado and Márquez, 2005; Delgado and Cypher, 2005). 
Due to the high imported component registered for both productive activities 
—i.e., between 80 and 90 percent of the export value—, the net balance for 
Mexico comes to a rachitic salary flow in an environment of labor flexibility and 
labor precariousness. 

This characterization is closed as the participation of Mexican labor immigrants 
in American productive sectors is considered; thereby it is the mechanism for 
the direct exportation of labor force, whose balance is reduced to the salary part 
migrants give to the people they economically support at their hometowns in 
the shape of remittances, in addition to other resources of smaller magnitude 
embodied by governmental programs to carry out public works, social and 
productive projects (Márquez, 2006a, 2006b).

The two forms of indirect exportation, maquila and undercover maquila, and 
direct exportation, labor migration, provide shape and content to what has been 
conceptualized as exporting model of inexpensive labor force (Delgado and 
Márquez, 2005; Delgado and Cypher, 2005). This model is an explanation of 
how Mexican economy is dismantled and reoriented in function of the strategy 
of restructuring of the American capital and its demands for inexpensive labor 
force. In an overview we notice that under this schema there are no productive 
linkages, nevertheless there is indeed a decumulation process because of, among 
other factors, the uncontainable transference of surplus to foreign countries. More 
so, the neoliberal macroeconomic policies which support this model propitiate 
the dismantlement of the productive apparatus oriented toward the domestic 
market and generate a slow growth pace, formal employment deficits and the 
expansion of the migratory flow of Mexicans to the U.S. In diagram 1 we observe 
the articulation between regional integration, exportation of inexpensive labor 
force and consolidation of labor migration according to the repercussions it has 
for Mexico and the United States. 
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This analytical model tries to offer an explanation of the Mexican 
socioeconomic dynamic in its interaction with globalization, namely: in its 
asymmetric and subordinated integration into the American economy, its analytic 
axis is centered on the most dynamic sector of the Mexican formal labor market 
associated to force migration in this context of a degrading dynamic that translates 
as decumulation, contration and pauperization of the labor market and broadening 
of informal employment.   

The principles that support its operation are listed below:
• Labor pauperization and flexibility; wage restraint, deterioration of labor 

conditions, and infringement of unions —either through corporatism and neo-
corporatism, or their disappearance via outsourcing, and other corporative 
strategies— are executed to preserve the availability of disorganized 
inexpensive labor force. 

• Attraction of foreign direct investment; privatization and unrestricted flows of 
foreign investment are promoted, which most of the times do not create new 
enterprises, but foster processes of concentration and centralization of capital 

DIAGRAM 1
CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK OF THE MEXICO – U.S. MIGRATORY 

DYNAMICS UNDER REGIONAL INTEGRATION

Mexico United States

introduction of neoliberal 
reforms, indiscriminate 
commercial aperture, 
facilities for foreign 
investment and 
abandonment of the state 
management of 
development

Regional Economic 
integration of North 
America 

Appearance of the Economic 
bloc of North America,
production restructuring 
strategy and dissemination of 
its “free trade” hemispheric 
policy

Abundant cheap labor 
force supply via maquila 
and undercover maquila in 
Mexico and labor 
migration to the U.S.

Labor force exporting 
model

Generation of entrepreneurial 
savings by using cheap labor 
in global productive 
corporations (maquila and 
undercover maquila) and 
labor immigration 

Migration implies a loss of 
human resources before 
the pauperization and 
contraction of labor, it 
becomes a growing 
dependency on remittances 
for the precarious 
socioeconomic stability of 
Mexico 

Mexico – U.S. 
migratory system 

Migrants contribute to the 
U.S. economic expansion in 
conditions of acute labor 
pauperization and high social 
exclusion
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and the dismantlement of the national productive apparatus to insert it into 
the sphere of the productive restructuring in the operative framework of inter-
firm trade. This goes against the channeling of public and private investment 
oriented to promote national development. 

• Neoliberal macroeconomic policy; in views of maintaining a macroeconomic 
equilibrium contracting instruments of economic policies which weaken the 
pace of growth, employment generation, contribute to the cheapening of labor 
force and consequently to deteriorate the level of life and the internal market. 

• Abandonment of the state functions in promoting national development; the 
shrinking of the State and the decrease in its management of development work 
in favor of the transference of public resources to the transnational private 
sector, and to a lesser extent, to the private national sector. 

• Indiscriminate commercial aperture; the domestic market is violated for 
the benefit of the external market, in an environment where the policy of 
overvaluing the Mexican peso is maintained.  
The strategy proper to the model can be called large capital trans-nationalism, 

and it is not designed in an autonomous manner by the Mexican government or 
the large national capital, but it clearly corresponds to the internationalization 
strategy of the American capital, directed by a system of extraterritorial 
accumulation. Said strategy responds to the process of productive restructuring in 
the U.S. and to the territorial expansion of its financial market under a schema of 
integration of global production chains. The instrument of choice for said strategy 
is indiscriminate commercial aperture derived from NAFTA and adherence to 
the dispositions that in relation to trade are stated by World Trade Organization 
(WTO).

The asymmetric relation between Mexico and the U.S. produces a regressive 
spiral that discards a tentative economic convergence or a possible relation of 
cooperation for development, such as, with the respective proportions, occurs 
to different extents in other latitudes and in other integration experiences, for 
instance in the European Union. At the moment, and for our case, it is convenient 
to detect three quite revealing elements:
• Regional integration weaves relations of uneven interchange; contravening 

the idyllic image of trade partners, the United States seizes labor force, 
natural resources and economic surplus, to help its process of economic 
restructuring and also its development process. Whereas Mexico experiences 
the crumbling of its productive apparatus, the violation of its domestic market, 
the exacerbation of economic exclusion and social instability, which becomes 
the inexorable human-resource bleeding, via labor migration. 

• The American productive restructuring turns Mexico into a labor reservoir; 
the “free market” geo-strategy boosted by the main capitalist power cancels 
the possibilities of national development in Mexico, which precipitates the 
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economic reorientation under the deceit of cheapening of productive costs, and 
in particular those related to labor force, in favor of the American economy, 
especially of its large corporations. This schema grants Mexico the role of 
reservoir and inexpensive labor force reserve, supported on a permanent policy 
of cheapening and pauperization of labor. 

• Mexico becomes a migrant-ejecting power; the degree of specialization is 
expressed in the unidirectionality of the migratory flow toward the U.S., to 
the extent that it possesses the largest Diaspora of the world established in 
a single country, the first place in international migration with prevalence of 
undocumented migration and the first place in remittance reception. 

Violation of national sovereignty 

The concept of national sovereignty is disregarded by the neoliberal ideology, 
when it comes to peripheral countries, as a guarantor to willingly open those 
economies and permit the entrance of foreign investment in advantageous 
conditions; however, the contrary does not occur in the case of developed 
countries, for in this situation national interests and protectionist policies prevail, 
which are very distant from the speeches. This last sends us to the revived idea of 
imperialism, alluding to the existence of an empire with imperialism, not only an 
empire, as it has been spread by Hardt and Negri (2002).

The concept of sovereignty becomes important to think of the problem of 
development in its national dimension —in the knowledge that any economy is 
exposed to the world market—, as a faculty of the State to design a national project 
that comes from the mediation between global and regional inter-connections 
and the interests of the domestic social sectors. In neoliberal globalization, this 
faculty appears quite diminished in underdeveloped countries, to the extent that 
it is assumed as a predefined situation, with no alternatives and no need to be 
discussed. 

The concept of sovereignty can be extended to the labor sphere; in such a 
case, labor sovereignty is understood as the capacity of a national economy, 
managed by the State, to generate sufficient employment sources in decent and 
remunerative conditions for the benefit of its population (Bartra, 2006). In terms 
of labor migration —whose main trigger is economic exclusion—, it means the 
creation of rooted socioeconomic bases; this is also an attribute of developmental 
management as it becomes one of its pillars or principles, thereby the more 
involvement of the State into developmental management, the higher labor 
sovereignty, and vice versa. 

In Mexico this capacity as been notably weakened, as from the 1980’s decade 
the model of industrialization by imports substitution was left in order to embrace 
the neoliberal project and indiscriminate commercial aperture for the benefit 
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of central capitalist interests, conspicuously of the transnational corporations 
and the domestic interest adherent to those interests. In this respect, NAFTA 
can be interpreted as an American protectionist strategy that involves Mexican 
“openness” and the consequential dismantlement of its national and labor 
sovereignty. The Mexican neoliberal policy is distinguishable for cancelling 
the possibilities of economic growth; while in the period prior to neoliberalism 
(1941-1982) GDP grew at a mean annual rate of 6.3 percent, along the neoliberal 
period is has grown at 2.4 percent (1983-2005). The slow growth in Mexico is 
accompanied by structural incapacity to generate sufficient quality job posts; with 
the ascension to power of neoliberal technocracy, at national level 8.3 million 
formal posts have been barely created, nevertheless an occupational deficit of 17.8 
million has accumulated. Under NAFTA 3.6 million formal job posts have been 
created, but 13.5 million new applicants have entered into labor markets. This 
produces a deficit of 9.8 million posts. In these circumstances, unemployment, 
underemployment and emigration lurk Mexican society: it is estimated that 69.2 
percent of the active labor force, as there is no unemployment assistance, resorts 
to the informal sector or directly into the American economy. This evidence 
allows us to state that Mexican neoliberal integration into the U.S. has shredded 
the intended labor sovereignty. 

The labor force exporting model, unequivocal display of the dismantling of 
labor sovereignty, is supported upon a neoliberal macroeconomic policy which 
dogmatically pursues economic stability, understood as combating inflation and 
reducing public deficit, this is to say: pro-cyclical macroeconomic instruments that 
in the face of a recessive world scenario constrict the possibilities for economic 
growth (Calva, 2006). Moreover, if we consider that the anti-inflationary 
policy has had as a concealed objective the contention and diminution of the 
value of labor force, as a foundation for the labor force exporting model, it is 
verifiable that the least important is to create better labor and life conditions for 
most of the population. The bulk of formal employment in Mexico remains in 
high-precariousness conditions which gives an account of how the sources of 
quality formal employments have been reduced and of the way in which the 
indiscriminate cheapening of labor force has been used to favorably influence 
on the rates of return and on the maintaining of an alleged static comparative 
advantage to attract foreign investment. Instances of this are the number of self-
employed people, workers in unestablished enterprises, day labor under and 
above normal requirements, workers without benefits and perks who earn five or 
fewer minimal wages (see table 1).

With the coming into force of neoliberal polices of structural adjustment and 
more so with the instauration of indiscriminate commercial aperture, NAFTA 
being one of its instruments, Mexico ascends on the ladder of migrant-ejecting 
powers to the extent of reaching the apex, displacing countries that traditionally 
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dilapidated demographic surplus, such as China, India and the Philippines. Not 
without reason depopulation progressively advances as a malignancy as from the 
1990’s decade and it worsens in the last lustrum: between 2000 and 2005, 834 
municipalities witnessed this problem. 

In the bi-national horizon, the process of productive restructuring reassigns or 
redistributes labor force, spatially and by sectors, within a schema of transnational 
pauperization of the workers, some of its indicators can be recognized: broadening 
of salary breaches, prolongation of labor shifts, disappearance of unions, labor 
instability and restricted access to social security. In an overview, we notice 
that tied to productive restructuring the American labor market undergoes a 
restructuring and pauperization process, which on the one side takes large 
contingents of Mexican workers in a broad sector whose dynamic of stressed 
pauperization and social exclusion is previously fixed to productive restructuring, 
as it is the case of agriculture, domestic service and maintenance; and on the other, 
it leads migrants to an also pauperized segment, related however to productive 
restructuring, this sector is in state-of-the-art branches, production of goods-
wages and mature industries undergoing rescue. In any case, the reconfiguration 
of the transnational labor market is designed in such manner that it hits, in general 
terms, the conditions of life and labor of Mexican and American workers, despite 
the Mexicans experience the worst conditions, even under extreme pauperization 
forms, namely: outsourcing and day labor, characterized as disposable labor 
(Levine, 2001).1

In employment distribution Mexican migrants have a growing presence in 
construction, manufacture, services and trade, mainly in degraded segments, and 
conceived as well as the backyard of the industry under restructuring: sweatshops, 
outsourcing, domiciliary labor, day labor, etc. Labor market for Mexican 
immigrants has considerably widened in recent years, with preeminence in 
industrial activities and services. By branches of activity, according to data from 
the Current Population Survey, for 2005 most of the Mexican-born population 
in the U.S. is engaged in construction and extraction activities, 20.2 percent, 
where the most common posts are plasterers and stucco masons; production 
14.4 percent; cleaning and maintenance, 13.9 percent; and food production and 
catering, 11.7 percent. The vast majority of Mexicans (96 percent) works in posts 
that do not require a high schooling profile, but mere training, labor experience or 
a certification. Conversely, barely four percent work in posts that require graduate 
studies, and out of this 0.4 percent has postgraduate studies.  

1 Most of the employments for Mexicans are characterized by scant qualification, low wages, limited or 
inexistent benefits, instability, unilateral and informal labor relations, if not authoritarian. So the presence 
of salaries below the legal ones, unjustified dismissals or unwillingness to pay for extra hours comes as 
no surprise.
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In determinate manufacturing sectors, Mexican labor force has come to fulfill 
a crucial role by means of replacing native workers; due to the replacement of 
better-paid, experienced and unionized labor force (generally native), Mexican 
labor force meets the goal of decreasing operative costs to increase global 
competiveness. This is because Mexican labor force earns the lowest salaries if 
compared with the native population and the rest of migrants; on the other side, 
the manufacturing salary differential illustrates the asymmetries between Mexico 
and the U.S.: in Mexico hour-salary is 2.57 USD, and in the U.S. it is 16.45 
USD, for the case of formal employment. Nonetheless, if we take into account 
that a significant number of Mexican immigrants are part of the undocumented 
workers, wages drop to 5 USD an hour. And although said amount doubles the 
average in Mexico, we cannot but recognize that in the American labor sphere said 
loss constitutes a form of extreme pauperization. In this context, it is necessary 
to recognize that labor is still the main articulating axis for the Mexico-U.S. 
migratory system, under the logic of asymmetric regional integration, beyond the 
socio-cultural connotations immerse in the migratory process.2

The galloping labor exodus is a factual instance of the loss of labor sovereignty 
and of the way in which the country is losing one of its most valuable resources 
for the accumulation process: labor force. The direct exportation of labor force, 
labor migration, for Mexico implies an increasing drain of human resources that 
brings along the abandonment of productive activities, waste on the formation 
and reproduction of said labor force and, in a certain manner, the displacement 
of qualified labor force in relative terms. In addition, the overflowing of labor 
2 The U.S. Department of Labor recognizes the need for Mexican migrant labor force, and from Latin 
America in general, to feed productive sectors intensive in labor force, some 500 thousand immigrant 
workers a year. More so, it forecasts that by the next decade the U.S. will generate almost 19 million new 
job posts, of which Latin American labor force will cover circa 30 percent, particularly in construction 
and agriculture. 

TABLE 1
MEXICO: CONDITIONS OF PAUPERIZATION OF EMPLOYED POPULATION,

1998-2006

Year 

Employed population 

Self-
employed 

Microenterprises 
with no facilities

Labor shift

With no 
benefits 

5 min 
wages 

or fewer 
Under 

35 hours
Over 

48 hours
2000 23.5 19.8 26.3 23.1 61.5 75.8
2001 24.1 19.8 27.2 21.4 61.4 77.5
2002 24.3 20.2 23.1 21.3 63.1 76.5
2003 25.0 21.0 26.8 21.2 63.3 77.4
2004 24.8 20.8 29.1 22.8 62.9 75.8
2005 23.7 21.8 25.8 29.4 40.8 75.0
2006 23.1 21.8 25.9 29.1 39.4 74.8

Source: own elaboration with data from INEGI, ENE and ENOE, several years.
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migration echoes on the losing of potential wealth. According to estimations by 
Ruiz Durán (2007), Mexican migrant workers contribute with 8.1 percent to the 
American GDP, and thereby they mean a 27.4 percent less in Mexican GDP. This 
expresses an important loss for the accumulation process in Mexico. 

Transvestite development: dependence on remittances
The asymmetric economic integration of Mexico into the United States responds 
to the need of strengthening the competiveness of the foremost capitalist power 
of the world, sheltered by a series of uneven interchange relations that deepen 
the underdevelopment conditions in Mexico. Unlike other regional integrations 
schemas, such as the European Union, no compensatory mechanism is foreseen 
to promote development in Mexico, not to mention the resources for the places 
with high migratory index which contribute with sizeable supplies of inexpensive 
labor force to the American accumulation process. Paradoxically, international 
organisms, at the time promoters of these neoliberal integration schemas, adduce 
that international migration is a source of resources, mainly remittances, which 
can promote national, regional and local development in migrant-ejecting 
countries; a superficial look at the flow of received remittances is enough to verify 
this situation. During the validity of the labor-force exporting model, the flow of 
remittances received by Mexico has experienced an unseen boom; between 1980 
and 2005 the reception of remittances increased 28.5 times: in 1980, the flows 
barely added a figure close to 700 million USD, and in 2006 they reached 23 
billion USD. The increase in remittance reception is important, as in the 1980’s 
decade it grew at 12.7 annual percent, during the 1990’s at 16 percent and the 
present decade it does at a 30-percent rate. It is no coincidence that Mexico 
outstands as the main remittance-recipient country in the world (ONU, 2004), 
above India and the Philippines. 

The important analytical point is located in the structural leaning of the labor-
force exporting model towards its most dynamic mechanism, labor migration, 
and from this toward a supposed new model, development based on remittances, 
which beyond a development modality, structurally forecasts the emergence of  
a new form of dependence (Márquez, 2007; Delgado and Márquez, 2006) (see 
graph 1). In order to understand the case of Mexico, it is necessary to take the 
transit from the model that exports inexpensive labor force to the one based on 
remittances: in the regional economic integration of North America, Mexico 
consolidates as: a) pure exporter of migrants due to the structural dynamic it is 
immersed in; and b) dependent on remittances, at macro level, to maintain the 
precarious stability of the neoliberal model, and at micro level, for the social 
subsistence of millions of people; this last before the accelerated dismantlement 
of the so called welfare state or developmental and the recrudescence of social 
and regional inequalities inside the country.
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Labor force direct exportation refers to the process by means of which a 
worker emigrates to a developed country or region in order to sell their labor 
force, to earn a wage that is higher than in their place of origin (even if it is a 
pseudo-extra-wage) and send a part of it mainly to their relatives in views of 
covering subsistence and contribute to other expenses —and to a lesser extent 
to small-scaled productive investments—. Dependence on remittances comes 
from the sale of migrant labor force, with monetary or in-kind remittances as a 
consideration. 

Before the decomposition of Mexican economy, the labor-force exporting 
model heads for a critical dependence on remittances, since migration tends to 
displace maquila and undercover maquila as central elements in the economic 
dynamic. Therefore, dependence on remittances emerges as a byproduct of the 
labor-exporting process undergoing in the economic integration of Mexico into 
the United States. 

However, without moving an inch from the neoliberal ideology, international 
organisms —particularly the World Bank (2005), IADB (2000) and UN 
(2006)— state the reckless idea that remittances are an instrument or a motor 
for development, since its multiplying effect provides the poor —the migrants 
and their families— with economic power (De Soto, 2001; Ratha, 2003; Orozco, 
2003). In order to materialize said power, the flow of remittances must be 
linked to the financial system by means of savings and loans, under an alleged 
“financial democracy” principle that would harmonize the participation of private 
banking and other financial organizations of lower rank, such as cooperatives and 
microfinance (Terry and Pedrodv, 2006).3 Sheltered by a healthy profitability toil, 
and disregarding the structural conditions that modulate international migration, 
they are busy in enlivening the “market of remittances” using mechanisms such 
as decreasing transfer costs, which would become a larger flow of remittances. 
Perhaps boosted by a divine touch financial intermediations would turn labor 
migrants into entrepreneurs in their hometowns (Terry and Pedrodv, 2006).

In reality, this strategy gives the migrants the responsibility of promoting 
development via the channeling of remittances at several levels: familial 
subsistence, municipal public works and productive investments; this presupposes 
a progressive linkage of the differenced utilization of salary remittances, 
participative and productive in ad hoc programs (Márquez, 2006a, 2006b). In 
this sense the State is replaced or complemented in some of its responsibilities in 
the tasks framed in management development, in consonance with the minimalist 
vision of the neoliberal State; in addition to the sham that remittances, in the end 
visualized as a “river of gold”, are the motor for development (Iglesias, 2001).
3 Besides the financial functionality of remittances, the international organisms mention other secondary 
attributions inscribed into development promotion: investment funding, human capital formation, capital 
source for small enterprises, land or housing purchase, household reparations; at the same time, they are 
seen as a reliable source of money to fund importations, a resource to afford natural disasters and a sort 
of family insurance.
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The development model based on remittances tries to erect remittances as a 
strategic resource, almost unique, to solve the socioeconomic problems of the 
migrant-ejecting localities and regions. Since there is no imposition to renegotiate 
the terms of the economic integration and neoliberal policies, which generate 
a large part of the problems that ideally are sought to revert with remittances, 
unavoidably an apology of the labor-force exporting model is made, even if it was 
a positive vein of the so called globalization. This developmental discourse omits 
the fact that remittances will always be rachitic resources before the humongous 
challenges posed by a development that generates substantial socioeconomic 
improvements. In 2006 the Bank of Mexico (Banco de México, 2007) recorded 
circa 65.8 million shipments, with an average of 350 USD; according to estimations 
by CONAPO (2005), in Mexico there are 1.6 million remittance-receiving 
households, of which 47 percent has a main source of income such a resource, 
this is to say, complete dependence on them. The total amount of remittance-
receiving households represents 8 percent of the households in the country, and 
if that number of households is multiplied by five people per household, we have 
that 8 million people receive a direct benefit from remittances, which represents 
7.6 percent of the country population in 2006  (104 million people). A number of 
studies on the use of familial remittances in Mexico agree on detecting a similar 
pattern of expenditures on remittance-receiving households; indeed, their use is 
mainly channeled to satisfy basic needs, health and education included, and a 
remainder not above 10 percent is destined for savings or small investments on 
housing, livestock, lands and commercial establishments. Besides these uses, 
there are remittances destined for investments, as it occurs with the participation 
in governmental programs of municipal public works and social projects, through 
the channeling of participative remittances to Three per One Program (Programa 
Tres por Uno) (Márquez, 2006a) and the participation in productive projects 
of entrepreneurial nature via micro-projects in Invest on Mexico Program 
(Programa Invierte en México) or projects without governmental intervention 
(Márquez, 2006b). Nonetheless, the addition of the resources that participative 
and productive remittances mean does not even represent five percent of salary 
remittances, largely destined for familial subsistence. In Table 2 the use and 
differenced effect of remittances, according to the development processes in 
which they are used at local and regional level. 

When the expectations of development are only measured by the contributions 
of migrants, i.e., remittances, the model is undoubtedly unsustainable, because at 
first, and from one end of the problem, there is no certainty that the ascending 
dynamic in the reception of remittances will last for long,4 moreover, because 

4 As a counter-tendency element of the increasing flow of remittances one clearly indentifies the change 
in the migratory pattern, according to which the prevailing figure in Mexican migration is not the circular 
migrant any longer, who comes and goes, but the established migrant who departs accompanied by their 
family. 
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GRAPH 1
LEANING PROCESS OF THE LABOR FORCE EXPORTING MODEL 

INTO DEVELOPMENT MODEL BASED ON REMITTANCES 

under this model there are no aspirations whatsoever to recompose the state of 
things that galloping migration and lack of development generate, as it is assumed 
in the paradigmatic Mexico-U.S. economic integration. What is more, this model 
seems to overlook that remittances, due to their nature, follow a salary logic 
focused on satisfying familial subsistence, and that the emergence of other sorts 
of remittances —the participative, linked to social and public works (Márquez, 
2006a), and the productive, aimed to create micro and small enterprises (Márquez, 
2006b)— conjugate an amount of resources that in spite of  being important for 
local life and migratory zones is not enough to become a fund for development. 

In the face of the absence of a national development program, in the field that 
has been commonly designated as migration and development the inertial logic 
that tries to extract resources from the ceaseless exportation of migrants has been 
followed. There is even an ambiguous discourse on remittances: on occasions 
a pyrotechnic stridency is uttered when the received remittances break historic 
records; and on other, a discreet sanity is maintained when it is noticed that these 
resources are financing a sizeable part of the economic dynamic of the country at 
the expense of phenomena such as depopulation. 

The criticism on the development model based on remittances, fostered 
by international organisms, passively adopted by the Mexican government, is 
more certain when we resort to the most precise of dependence on remittances, 
understood as a national, regional and local necessity to acquire the resources 
sent by migrants to preserve the precarious economic balance at macro level 
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and cover familial subsistence at micro level, within a context where a policy 
of national development is absent and the loss of national sovereignty turns the 
country into a net ejector of migrants. At macro level, remittances have become 
the second source of resources for the country, more so if we add the perceptions 
derived from the maquila sector, we are able to value in an approximate manner 
—as we are not considering the contribution of undercover maquila— the net 
balance of the labor-force exporting model as the first source of incomes for 
the country (Márquez, 2007). In this sense, it is noticed that the exportation of 
migrants has a role in the preservation of the neoliberal policy. 

At micro level, contrary to the pretensions of the international organisms 
that remittances configure a supposed human face of globalization in synchrony 
with the speeches by the Washington post-consensus, remittances consolidate 
as the fifth source of wages, compared with other economic sectors in Mexico, 
but with a trajectory that places them near the third place, which makes us 
suppose that, paradoxically, migrant exportation is the most dynamic sector of 
the vulnerable Mexican economy (Márquez, 2007). At the micro level we notice 
the influence of remittances on the local and regional sphere by means of familial 
consumption, public works partially financed by migrants and small investments 
of entrepreneurial migrants. 

Infeasibility of the dependence on remittances

Recurrently, the influence of migration on the countries of origin appears as 
chiaroscuros; it is usually argued that Mexican migration unleashes negative 
and positive effects; among the first are mentioned the dollarization of local 
economies, spending of human resources, tendency to depopulation, productive 
stagnation and the loss attachment to land that migrants in the U.S. may 
experience; while among the second the contribution from remittances to familial 
subsistence, public works via migrant associations and the potential productive 
use of remittances. Beyond this preliminary balance, from the perspective of 
studies on development, it is interesting to analyze the scopes and limitations of 
the development model based on remittances in the transformation of material and 
social conditions prevailing in the places of origin. As a summary it is necessary 
to notice the following critical points:
• The change from the exporting model to the model based on remittances in 

reality means a greater broadening of the asymmetries between Mexico and 
the U.S., the consequential deepening of underdevelopment in Mexico and 
the stress on the extractive character that both countries promote toward the 
migrants.
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• The model aids to boost the crackling neoliberal model as it places remittances 
second in rank as a source of incomes for the country, and the first if we 
consider the global contribution from the labor-force exporting model. At the 
time, it works as a buffer for possible social conflicts caused by the neoliberal 
policy, however less frequently by the day, as it is shown by the emergence of 
important resistance movements.  

• Mexico transfers its costs of production, reproduction and qualification of the 
exported labor force in favor of the American economy with no compensation. 
This takes place in a scenario where the social function of the State undergoes 
dismantlement. 

• The galloping labor exodus makes the country lose it main merchandise for 
the accumulation process: labor force. Labor force direct exportation, labor 
migration, implies for Mexico a growing trickle of human resources which 
brings along the abandonment of productive activities, waste of formation 
and reproduction of said labor force and, in a certain way, the displacement 
of qualified work force in relative terms, which is also noticed as a sensible 
weakening of its national sovereignty.

• Dependence on remittances is one of the signs that underdevelopment 
carries; remittances, as transfers, are not translated into national, local or 
regional productive capacities. Their pattern of use is directed toward familial 
consumption and to a negligible extent to productive investment. The largest 
volume of remittances comes from salaries earned by Mexican migrant workers 

TABLE 2
TYPOLOGY OF REMITTANCES AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

Type Characteristics Effects on development 

Salary
Salary fraction destined for the 
basic consumption of migrant 
families 

Family subsistence and 
reproduction of migrant labor 
force.

Participative Resources collected by the 
migrant in social activities to 
contribute to municipal public 
work programs, e.g. Tres por 
Uno

Participative development 
limited to create social basic 
infrastructure at the hometowns

Productive Investment of small
entrepreneurs and migrant savers 
on productive macro-projects, 
e.g. Invierte en México

Unconnected investment micro-
projects that do not configure 
local development

Communitarian Resources sent to carry out 
festivities and special activities 

Socio-cultural conviviality
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employed in conditions of high labor pauperization to guarantee familial 
subsistence; therefore, it is inconsistent to suppose that remittances can become 
a social investment fund that triggers local, regional or national development. 
In addition to this, and in the absence of a Mexican financial system that 
supplies credit resources to the localities and regions where the migrants come 
from, the microfinance schema associated to the reception of remittances is 
still unstable to be visualized as a developmental alternative. Separately, and in 
spite of “successful” cases, the productive investment made with remittances 
has been channeled to small and unconnected projects which do not manage to 
meet the goals to pull or boost local and regional economies. As they are not 
associated to processes that reconstruct the productive apparatus, remittances 
indirectly contribute to the dismantling of the productive apparatus, due to the 
reconversion of consumption patterns.

• A part of the remittances received in Mexico is transferred once again abroad 
through the consumption of imported goods, in a market niche which has 
been well exploited by the so called migration industry, which benefits the 
transnational capital and to a lesser extent, the national capital, without an 
economic benefit appreciable in the rest of Mexican economy.

• By and large, the flow of remittances is insufficient to boost development; on 
its own it cannot increase the income of population and counteract the levels 
of poverty, this means it does not replaces the governmental responsibility in 
poverty alleviation and promotion of social development, it cannot be supposed 
it boosts development. Programs such as Tres por Uno, in spite of fostering the 
organization of migrants, help in fact to cover the deficiencies of municipal 
work programs.

• Depopulation is associated with a relative fall in the flow of remittances; 
in virtue of the critical dependence on remittances as source of income, 
it is necessary to become aware that remittances will tend to fall because 
of established migration, familial reunions and the growing tendency to 
depopulation. Thereby, this resource cannot be considered a sustainable source 
to preserve macroeconomic stability in Mexico, not to mention to be a motor 
for national or regional development.

• At a local level, two development modalities are instrumented: participative 
and economic; this means that it is attempted to soothe with palliatives the hot 
spots generated by the neoliberal policy. In both cases, remittances act as self-
medicated resource of the migrant population with a minimal complementary 
support from the State and international organisms to promote some communal 
projects without changing the prevailing social conditions (depopulation, social 
fragility, productive deterioration) nor the basic structural and institutional 
dynamics. 
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• The central actors of neoliberal globalization, i.e., transnational capital, 
governments, international organisms, act at macro and micro level to preserve 
the neoliberal model and even induce the use of remittances to prop its fragile 
scaffolding, because they are interested in preserving as much as possible the 
neoliberal model; whilst migrants act in the margins of the system. Most of the 
senders of remittances are not organized; they send their wages and are hired 
in conditions of high labor pauperization and social exclusion. There is a layer 
of organized migrants who participate in some public policies associated with 
a certain limited social development. 

• Nevertheless, there are evident signs of non-sustainability in the model: 
depopulation, decumulation, productive deterioration, social fragility, 
poverty, marginalization, etc. Rather than thinking in reinforcing the model of 
development based on remittances, national development should be rethought. 

Conclusions 

The economic integration of Mexico in the United States does not promote 
economic convergence and indeed broadens social asymmetries and deepens 
underdevelopment in Mexico. Under this logic, labor force exportation is a key 
item in the regional integration of North America according to the American 
productive restructuring and in detriment of Mexican development. Between 
Mexico and the U.S. an asymmetric transnational labor market has been 
consolidated which operatively works through the labor-force exporting model. 
The strategy of  cheapening and pauperization of labor force is the driving force 
of the model; nonetheless it is not enough to pinpoint that such a model is the most 
dynamic sector of the Mexican labor market, but we have to underscore that it is 
structurally associated with a degrading dynamic that echoes on the generation of 
processes of decumulation, transfers of net profits toward the American economy, 
international transference of labor force whose productions costs are afforded by 
the Mexican economy, dismantlement of a large part of the productive apparatus 
in Mexico and reduction and pauperization of quality formal employment. 
Before the decomposition of the Mexican Economy this schema propitiates, 
the direct exportation of labor force —i.e., labor migration— displaces maquila 
and undercover maquila as the central elements in the economic dynamic. The 
preeminence of migration and the flow of remittances that it brings along create 
the fiction that remittances become a source to trigger development; however the 
principles that orient this proposition are blatantly unsustainable. Of all this, we 
can draw the following general conclusions:

The economic integration of Mexico in the United States broadens the 
asymmetries, deepens underdevelopment in Mexico and promotes the exportation 
of migrants in benefit of the American productive restructuring process.
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The decomposition of the Mexican economy generates loss of national 
sovereignty, which becomes the process that translates into exportation 
of inexpensive labor force and grater dynamism of migration and into the 
consequential loss of human resources, which in other conditions would contribute 
to the accumulation process in Mexico. It is plain to see that this situation can only 
be repaired by means of adopting a project of national development with active 
state management and the renegotiation of the schema of regional economic 
integration. 

The exacerbation of labor migration and its consequential flow of remittances 
are not an instrument of development, but a sign of underdevelopment that 
appears as dependence on remittances. Said pretension comes from an ideological 
discourse that puts into migrants the responsibility of promoting development in 
their hometowns in the knowledge that these resources are insufficient and that 
neither institutional and structural changes nor a strategy to diversify resources to 
trigger development are contemplated. 
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