
face a daunting challenge, particularly given that many newcom-
ers arrive in their middle-school years (or older) with weak edu-
cational foundations, making rapid English acquisition di∞cult.
Moreover, for first-generation Hispanic children living in pre-
dominantly Spanish-speaking communities, there may be little
pressure or need to use English outside the classroom.

Claudio Sanchez, who reports on immigration and education
for National Public Radio, contrasts his own experience as a
Mexican immigrant attending high school in the Arizona bor-
der town of Nogales in the late 1960s with his observations of

immigrant students around the coun-
try today. “In our generation, we had to
lose Spanish to succeed,” he says. “The
goal was to speak English without an
accent.” Sanchez’s mother made a
point of ensuring that her children re-
tained Spanish, but she confined its
use to the home. “She was adamant

that we learn English fluently,” he says.
Ironically, in recent decades, as schools have become less coer-

cive and more accommodating in their approach to non-native
speakers, they have run the risk of culturally ghettoizing the
most at-risk immigrant groups. Sanchez describes how second-
generation Hispanic immigrant students, who often feel “es-
tranged from their parents and from the school culture,” find
refuge and a sense of identity in second-language programs that
physically set them apart from the rest of the school. “This can
lock them into a losing niche,” Sanchez points out. According to

T
he recent political sparring over immigration re-
form has included scant mention of cross-border diplo-
macy. Despite the growing interdependence of the U.S.
and Mexican economies over the past few decades, the
governments of the two nations have shown little inter-

est in cooperating on the thorny issue of human migration. A
brief look at the history of the Mexican-U.S. labor relationship
reveals a pattern of mutual economic opportunism, with only
rare moments of political negotiation.

The first significant wave of Mexican workers coming into the
United States began in the early years of the twentieth century,
following the curtailment of Japanese immigration in 1907 and
the consequent drying up of cheap Asian labor. The need for
Mexican labor increased sharply when the Unites States entered
World War I. The Mexican government agreed to export Mexi-
can workers as contract laborers to enable American workers to
fight overseas. After the war, an intensifying nativist climate led
to restrictive quotas on immigration from Europe and to the cre-
ation of the U.S. Border Patrol, aimed at cutting back the flow of

Mexicans. But economic demand for unskilled migrant workers
continued throughout the Roaring Twenties, encouraging Mexi-
can immigrants to cross the border—legally or not.

The Depression brought a temporary halt to the flow of Mexi-
can labor. During the early 1930s, Mexican workers—including
many legal residents—were rounded up and deported en masse
by federal authorities in cooperation with state and local
o∞cials. Mexicans became the convenient scapegoats for wide-
spread joblessness and budget shortages; as Douglas Massey,
Jorge Durand, and Nolan J. Malone point out in Beyond Smoke and
Mirrors (2002), Mexicans were accused, paradoxically, of both
“taking away jobs from Americans” and “living o≠ public relief.”

The demand for Mexican immigrants reemerged after Pearl Har-
bor, when the U.S. government sought an agreement with Mexico
to import large numbers of Mexican farm laborers. Known as
braceros, these workers would ensure the continued production of
the U.S. food supply during the war years. “It was Mexicans and
Rosie the Riveter who ran the American economy and enabled
American citizens to go to war,” explains vice provost for interna-

tional a≠airs Jorge Domínguez, Madero
professor of Mexican and Latin American
politics and economics.

Although intended as a wartime ar-
rangement, the Bracero program contin-
ued under pressure from U.S. growers,
who feared a continued labor shortage in
the booming postwar economy. Still, the
numbers of legal braceros fell short of de-
mand, and growers began regularly re-
cruiting undocumented workers to tend
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ronically, as schools have become less coercive and 

more accommodating, they have run the risk of culturally

ghettoizing the most at-risk immigrant groups.

Uneasy Neighbors: A Brief History of Mexican-U.S. Migration

A 43-year-old migrant worker picking 
strawberries in Florida, 1997. Migrants have
long called strawberries frutas del diablo
(fruits of the devil) because picking them
ranks among the lowest-paid, most labor-
intensive types of farm work.JA
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recent statistics, Hispanic students make up 14.9 percent of
high-school students nationwide—and 28.3 percent of high-
school dropouts.

Class, race, and ethnic-group resources play an important role
in determining the paths available to immigrant youth as they
navigate the culture of school. The American sociologists Alejan-
dro Portes and Min Zhou have suggested that the strong kinship
ties of Chinese immigrants (and, in a similar sense, the religious
a∞liations of Koreans) may provide the second generation with a
protective advantage. By keeping children closely tied to the eth-
nic niche and allowing them to acculturate only selectively to the
American mainstream, these communities may give their chil-
dren a better means of getting ahead. By contrast, Portes and
Zhou argue, immigrant youth whose race and poverty link them
to native minorities (inner-city African Americans and native-
born Hispanics who have not done well)—and who simultane-
ously lack ethnic networks that can provide access to job oppor-
tunities—may experience assimilation as a path to permanent

disadvantage. Regardless of how acculturated they become,
these children may not even have the opportunity of gaining ac-
cess to the white mainstream; Americanization for them may
bring about their parents’ worst fears as they fall into an under-
class with no chance for advancement. 

Signs of Progress

G
iven the formidable obstacles to upward mobility,
the children of post-1965 immigrants nevertheless appear
to be making surprising headway in the United States. In

a forthcoming book, Second-Generation Advantage: The Children of
Immigrants Inherit the City, Mary Waters and coauthors Philip
Kasinitz, John Mollenkopf, and Jennifer Holdaway present the
results of a decade-long study of second-generation immi-
grants in New York City. Relying on a combination of extensive
face-to-face interviews and demographic indicators (such as
educational attainment, employment, income, voting patterns,
and religious a∞liation), they present an internally heteroge-

their fields. By the end of the Korean War, illegal immigration
had become a fixture of the U.S. agricultural economy—and
public sentiment had again turned restrictionist. In 1954, the
U.S. government responded with “Operation Wetback,” appre-
hending close to one million illegal workers. Meanwhile, to ap-
pease the growers, the Immigration and Naturalization Service
(INS) reprocessed many of these undocumented Mexicans and
returned them to the fields as legal braceros.

In the early 1960s, with the advent of the civil-rights move-
ment, public opinion began to view the Bracero system as ex-
ploitative and detrimental to the socioeconomic condition of
Mexican Americans. The government ended the program in
1964. But growers were still hooked. “The problem of Mexican
illegal immigration is born at the moment that the Bracero pro-
gram ends,” Domínguez explains. “[Mexicans] keep coming,
because the demand is still there.”

Following the Hart-Celler Immigration Reform Act of 1965,
which removed the racially based quotas on immigration set up
in the 1920s, Mexicans for the first time had to compete for
visas with immigrants from other areas of Latin America and
the Caribbean. Rapid population growth and declining eco-
nomic conditions in Mexico coincided with a reduction in the
legal cap on Mexican immigration beginning in 1968, causing
the numbers of undocumented workers to soar.

As the problem of illegal immigration worsened through the
recession-plagued 1970s, the prospect of diplomatic talks be-
tween Mexico and the United States grew less likely. The Mex-
ican government saw little to gain from cross-border negotia-
tions at a time when restrictionist voices in the United States
were gaining ground. As Domínguez explains, “[The Mexican
government] realized they had a stake in Mexicans going
abroad, exporting the underemployment problem.” They also
feared that any discussion with the United States would in-
volve “linkage”—that is, that the United States would tie trade
concessions to Mexico’s improved control of the border. This
pattern of political avoidance continued into the 1980s. In 1986,
when the United States passed the Immigration Reform and
Control Act (IRCA), “there was no Mexican government voice
in the process,” Domínguez points out.

The passage of the IRCA set the stage, many observers be-
lieve, for the enormous and entrenched problem of undocu-
mented immigrants that exists today. While granting amnesty
to 2.3 million Mexicans residing illegally in the United States,
the law began a process of border fortification and militariza-
tion that has had the opposite of its intended e≠ect. The idea of
building a wall—which began under the Clinton administra-
tion—turned a pattern of circular migration into one of perma-
nent settlement. “Now ‘Once I make it, I’m not going back,’ ”
Domínguez explains. As Princeton sociologist Douglas Massey
pointed out to the Senate Judiciary Committee in 2005: “From
1965 to 1985, 85 percent of undocumented entries from Mexico
were o≠set by departures and the net increase in the undocu-
mented population was small. The build-up of enforcement re-
sources at the border has not decreased the entry of migrants
so much as discouraged their return home.”

Ironically, while the ratification of the North American Free
Trade Agreement in 1994 heralded a new level of economic in-
tegration between Mexico and the United States, the question
of labor migration remained o≠ the table. “Even as binational
trade with Mexico grew by a factor of eight from 1986 to the
present,” Massey points out, “the Border Patrol’s enforcement
budget has increased by a factor of 10 and the number of o∞-
cers tripled. The U.S. Border Patrol is now the largest arms-
bearing branch of the U.S. government save the military itself,
with an annual budget of $1.4 billion.”

In 2000, a year in which both countries elected new presi-
dents, Mexico finally took the initiative to launch discussions
on immigration. President George W. Bush seemed open to a
policy along the lines of the Bracero agreement. “But the Mexi-
cans overreached,” Domínguez explains. “They wanted to deal
with everything, including the status of Mexicans already
here.” The United States said no, and after 9/11, the Bush ad-
ministration lost interest.

The recent stalemate in the U.S. debate on immigration reform
has stalled the possibility of diplomatic talks with Mexico, at least
for now. The United States may have to resolve its internal contra-
dictions on the subject of Mexican labor before any substantive
cooperation with the Mexican government can take place.




