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Mexico has repeatedly altered its policy towards the migration of its people to the United States.  
One way to understand and evaluate this policy today is to examine it against the backdrop of the 
various ends Mexico has pursued, the means it has employed, and the results it has achieved in 
the past. 

The main objective of Mexican policy after the Revolution was to encourage return migration to 
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sharply with the outlook of the rising middle class of U.S.-born Mexican Americans who came to 
be organized in LULAC.10 

Mexican policy at that time cultivated an archetypal feature of diasporic consciousness among 
Mexicans in the United States, what Michael Jones-Correa has generally called the ‘myth of 
return.’11  In 1921, the Obregón administration established a “Department of Repatriation” within 
the Mexican foreign ministry.  According to Sanchez, “...a central goal of all programs initiated 
by the Mexican consulate was the preservation of the cultural integrity of Mexican emigrants 
through the establishment of institutions to foster Mexican patriotism, with the long-term goal of 
encouraging return migration.”12  This policy proved to be in a sense unexpectedly successful 
when a combination of factors gave rise to a broad campaign to first encourage and then pressure 
Mexicans in the U.S. to do precisely that – to return to Mexico. 

The repatriation of hundreds of thousands of Mexicans (including many of their U.S.-born 
children) to Mexico in the 1930s, and the role played by the Mexican government in this affair, 
have been documented by a number of scholars.13  Hoffman, Balderrama and Sanchez have 
described the role of Los Angeles consul (and later ambassador) Rafael de la Colina, in particular, 
in coordinating plans with local authorities for special county-sponsored trains that transported 
repatriates to Mexico.  Guerin-Gonzalez describes the actions of consuls in promoting and 
facilitating repatriation in San Bernardino, Riverside and San Diego counties.14  

This episode appears to have been rooted in a conjuncture of multiple circumstances.  The main 
factors included the long-standing agreement on the part of émigré leaders and the Mexican 
government on the goal of voluntary repatriation.  Continued emigration from Mexico was 
enhanced in the late 1920s, however, by the church-state conflict that produced a flow of refugees 
from the suppression of the Cristiada.  Following Obregón’s assassination by a religious zealot in 
1928, national reconciliation in Mexico became a dominant political theme.  Negotiations led to 
the creation of the predecessor of the PRI party, new elections, and an end to the Catholic 
Church’s three-year national strike in 1929.  President-elect Pascual Ortíz Rubio called on 
expatriates to return to Mexico.  This message was often echoed in and endorsed by community 
newspapers such as La Prensa in San Antonio and La Opinión in Los Angeles, which at that time 
upheld a highly Mexico-centric viewpoint. 

Deteriorating economic conditions in the United States after October 1929 reinforced an initial 
voluntary flow of repatriates.  As the U.S. financial crisis developed into the Great Depression, 
economic, social and political pressures mounted for all Mexicans to return or be returned to 

                                                 
10 See R.A. Garcia, passim and especially ch. 9;  Benjamin Marquez, LULAC: The Evolution of a Mexican 
American Political Organization
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Mexico.  Mexican policy was to oppose discrimination and coercion while continuing to 
encourage voluntary mass repatriation.  In many cases, Mexican consuls were simply assisting 
unemployed and needy migrants who desired to return.  In Los Angeles, the consulate-affiliated 
Comité de Beneficencia Mexicana turned from helping indigent Mexicans survive the depression 
to paying their train fare to Mexico.15 

The use of pressure, coercion and discrimination by U.S. authorities and citizens aroused 
controversy and created tensions with the Mexican government.  But the Mexican government’s 
own policies were criticized, including by repatriates who found themselves in grave difficulties 
in Mexico.  La Unión de Repatriados Mexicanos, apparently formed in Mexico City in 1932, 
petitioned the government to halt further repatriations.16  Consul de la Colina’s successors in Los 
Angeles in 1932-33 turned from encouraging repatriation to discouraging it – at least by those 
who still had jobs.17   

The Lázaro Cárdenas administration (1934-1940), however, renewed the call for migrants in 
general to return.  It established a major new agricultural colony for migrants in Tamaulipas (in 
addition to the many established by preceding administrations) and in 1937 sent government 
officials on a lengthy tour of émigré communities to again urge their repatriation.18  Hoffman 
describes this and other efforts by officials of both countries to encourage Mexican repatriation in 
the mid-to-late 1930s as failures -- due to the increasing resistance by migrants. 

The considerable hardship and discrimination suffered by many repatriates in Mexico is described 
by Hoffman, Sanchez, Guerin-Gonzalez, and Balderrama and Rodriguez.  Ironically, but not 
surprisingly, many repatriates struggled for years to ‘return’ from Mexico to the United States.  
We can assume that those who succeeded had the effect of reinforcing the views of those in U.S. 
Mexican-origin communities who resisted repatriation in the first place. 

According to Sanchez, the experience of rejecting and resisting repatriation had multiple and 
lasting effects on the remaining Mexican-origin community in the United States and how it 
related to both its ancestral and adopted countries.  A large segment of the community that was 
most tied to Mexico, including leaders and activists, was gone. The remaining community’s 
identification with the ancestral homeland was diminished, the Mexican immigrants that stayed 
were politically silenced, and the consulate’s activities in the community were scaled back.   

In Los Angeles after 1935, Sanchez writes, “the Mexican consulate would never again play as 
crucial a role in organizing local leadership around goals formulated in Mexico City.  
Increasingly, the Mexican American community would see its own political future as wrapped in 
the context of American civil rights and the fulfillment of the promises of U.S. citizenship.”19  It 
is in this period that the new “Mexican American generation” rose to take (or reclaim) the 
leadership of Mexican-origin communities.  This experience, in San Antonio exemplified by the 
social and political rise of LULAC, marked the consolidation of a new leadership network of an 

                                                 
15 Sanchez, p. 123 
16 Ibid, 219 
17 Ibid., 221. 
18 Hoffman, 152-57. Guerin-Gonzalez discusses numerous examples of three differing types of colonies 
for repatriates established in the early 1930s, pp. 102-106.  See also Hoffman, 137-146. 
19 Ibid., 124 
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Phase III: Mexican Americans 

By the 1970s, the Chicano Movement made the Mexican government aware, in a new way and 
perhaps for the first time, of the non-immigrant population of Mexican origin in the United 
States.  Although generally speaking this movement’s outlook was not genuinely Mexicanist or 
Mexican nationalist, it was nevertheless explicitly anti-assimilationist and critical of the 
Americanism of the previous generation that was identified with LULAC and the American G.I. 
Forum, the organization founded by Mexican American veterans of WWII.30   

In this period the Luis Echeverría administration opened a new stage in Mexican government 
policy by developing an unprecedented relationship with Mexican American leaders and activists.  
Official contacts began in 1971 and produced what Jorge Bustamante called “various programs 
for Chicanos supported by the government of Mexico.”31  These primarily consisted of 
university-level scholarship programs for study in Mexico, and cultural programs in Mexican 
American communities in the U.S. 

Echeverría’s dialogue with Mexican Americans also had consequences for Mexico’s policy 
toward migration.  According to Bustamante, the activist-scholar Ernesto Galarza in particular 
persuaded Echeverría to renounce Mexico’s quest for a new guest worker program in 1975.32  
This position would have been strongly supported by all of the Mexican American leaders and 
academics that Echeverría and his advisors reached out to at that time, both within and outside of 
the Chicano Movement.33  Over the next 25 years, Mexican American opposition to any new 
guest worker program appears to have served as an obstacle to the Mexican government’s 
reconsideration of the issue.34 

More generally, friendly communication between the Mexican government and Mexican 
American leaders and organizations (who began calling themselves Hispanic or Latino) has 
continued on an irregular basis during each succeeding administration.  Contrary to some early 
expectations, however, a close programmatic or political relationship has never been 
consolidated.35  Mexican government policy would continue to reach out to Mexican Americans 
in the next period, but as a lesser priority within an entirely changed framework that emphasized 
the ties between a new generation of migrants with their home country. 

Phase IV: The New Acercamiento 

                                                 
30 For an overview see chs. 8-14 of F. Arturo Rosales, Chicano!: The History of the Mexican American 
Civil Rights Movement (Arte Publico Press,1997).   
31 Jorge A. Bustamante, “Chicano-Mexican Relations: From Practice to Theory,” in Tatcho Mindiola, Jr. 
and Max Martinez, eds., Chicano-Mexicano Relations (Houston: U of Houston Mexican American Studies 
Program, 1986), p. 16.  See in the same volume Armando Gutiérrez, “The Chicano Elite in Chicano-
Mexicano Relations.” 
32 See García y Griego, op cit,. pp. 72-73 and Rico, op cit,. pp. 230-231. 
33 Bustamante, op cit,. pp. 15-16. 
34 On the development of the ‘Latino lobby’ on immigration and its opposition to guest workers, see 
Christine Marie Sierra, “Latino Organizational Strategies on Immigration Reform: Success and Limits in 
Public Policymaking,” in Latinos and Political Coalitions: Political Empowerment for the 1990s, Roberto 
E. Villareal and Norma G. Hernandez, eds. (New York: Praeger, 1991), and “In Search of National Power: 
Chicanos Working the System on Immigration Reform: 1976-1986,” in Chicano Politics and Society in the 
Late Twentieth Century, David Montejano, ed. (University of Texas Press, 1999) 
35 . Bustamante, op cit., pp. 16-17 
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The mounting flow of undocumented Mexican immigration led to a search for policy responses 
and ultimately resulted in major shifts on both sides of the border.  The passage of the 
Immigration Control and Reform Act (IRCA) in 1986 led to the legalization of some 2.7 million 
immigrants, the majority of whom were Mexican.  This development in turn combined with 
political changes in Mexico to lay the basis for a new era in Mexico’s relations with its diaspora.   

The process of legalization in the U.S. coincided with a split in the ruling PRI party in Mexico, 
which led to the bitterly fought presidential election of 1988.  The new left-leaning opposition 
movement headed by Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas mounted an unprecedented challenge to the official 
party-state candidate Carlos Salinas.  This political battle extended across the border, which in 
turn motivated the subsequent Salinas administration to devise a new approach to the burgeoning 
Mexican diaspora in the U.S.36  The Mexican government sought to devise methods of 
encouraging the non-political organization of Mexican immigrant communities utilizing its 
consulates and the new Program for Mexican Communities Abroad (PCME).  These 
developments combined to spur the growth of a new network of Mexican leaders, activists and 
organizations in the United States.  

The Mexican government, acting through its consulates, boosted the development of hometown 
associations (HTAs) and strengthened their bonds to their towns and states of origin, especially 
with the creation of the PCME.  The consulates had long provided a number of important services 
to the immigrant population, including the identification card known as the matricula consular.  
The consulates increased their support of Mexican immigrant associations in the 1990s and 
sponsored the creation of new ones, often utilizing visits by hometown mayors (presidentes 
municipales) to convene migrants of common origin and encourage them to organize 
themselves.37
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1990, to the addition of a Presidential Office for Mexicans Abroad in 2000 and the creation of the 
Institute of Mexicans Abroad (IME) in 2003.  The IME was the successor to the previous two 
agencies, and is again housed in the Foreign Ministry.38



 12

across the U.S. and in Canada in addition to its staff in Mexico City, is designed for and dedicated 
to developing the network of émigré leaders, activists and organizations.43 

More often than not, official Mexican policy discourse has portrayed itself as addressing diaspora 
communities as a whole.  But the Mexican government obviously cannot relate to its diaspora in 
the same way that it can reach its population on Mexican territory.  The recourse to developing 
and engaging migrant leadership is at bottom a practical, if mainly unspoken, necessity for a wide 
range of purposes.44   

For example, in the first of several articles on the subject of Mexican policy toward its diaspora, 
Carlos González Gutiérrez – the policy’s main designer and executor -- offered a series of 
answers to the question of why the Mexican government would devote scarce resources attending 
to a population that had left the country.  First of all, he wrote, there is “the need to respond to the 
growing influence of nongovernmental actors in U.S.-Mexican relations.”  The Mexican 
government, he continued, “has a vested interest in being able to count on the support of as many 
of these groups as possible.” 45   

González Gutiérrez goes on in this article to make clear that the state’s interest is as much 
defensive as it is supportive, because the diaspora could well act in opposition to the Mexican 
government, and U.S. officials could even try to mobilize it “as a pressure tool in relations with 
Mexico.”46  Alternatively, “the Mexican government might work with the diaspora to push for 
desired U.S. policies.”47  He then goes on to cite two particular cases in which the Mexican 
government already found in the diaspora “a valuable ally in its efforts to bring U.S. policy in line 
with its interests.”48 

                                                 
43 In addition to the previously cited sources, this section is based upon numerous conversations with the 
IME’s Executive Director Carlos González Gutiérrez, his presentations and remarks on the IME in various 
forums, focus groups conducted with IME advisory council (Consejo Consultivo - CCIME) members in 
Mexico City in November 2003, subsequent conversations with other CCIME members and observers, and 
my observation of a CCIME plenary meeting in Atlanta in May 2004. 
44 The Mexican state, like other states, finds it useful and perhaps necessary to work through social 
networks domestically as well.  In the particular case of the Salinas administration, parallels can be seen 
between the administration’s strategies at home and abroad, even in the president’s thinking well before 
taking power.  See Carlos Salinas de Gortari, Political Participation, Public Investment, and Support for 
the System: A Comparative Study of Rural Communities in Mexico (San Diego: Center for U.S.-Mexican 
Studies, 1982) and Denise Dresser, Neopopulist Solutions to Neoliberal Problems, (San Diego: Center for 
U.S.-Mexican Studies, 1991). 
45 See especially the section titled “Interests and Obligations of the Mexican Government” (pps. 225-228) 
in Carlos González Gutiérrez, “The Mexican Diaspora in California: Limits and Possibilities for the 
Mexican Government.”  The California-Mexico Connection.  Abraham F. Lowenthal and Katrina Burgess, 
eds. (Stanford UP, 1993).   
46 The pro-Cárdenas movement discussed earlier is not the only historical precedent of diasporic 
mobilization against the Mexican government.  What is purported to have been the largest demonstration in 
Los Angeles history -- prior to the 1994 protest march against Proposition 187 -- was a church-sponsored 
Mexican community procession in solidarity with the Cristero rebellion in the late 1920s.  See Mike Davis, 
City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (London: Verso, 1990), p. 331, and Alberto López 
Pulido, “Nuestra Señora De Guadalupe: The Mexican Catholic Experience in San Diego,” The Journal of 
San Diego History 37:4 (Fall 1991), www.sandiegohistory.org/journal/91fall/catholic.htm  
47 op cit., p. 225. 
48 González Gutiérrez refers here to the role played by Mexican American leaders and organizations in 
debates over U.S. immigration reform and the “fast track” legal authority to negotiate a free trade 
agreement with Mexico; op cit., p. 226.   
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The special presidential office was abolished in the summer of 2002, and plans for the IME were 
announced a month later.  This new structure’s major innovation was its plan for an advisory 
council to be made up of 100 representatives of Mexican communities in the United States 
selected by various means through processes initiated by Mexico’s 45 U.S. consulates.  This body 
is known as the 
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council.  Additionally, Mexico’s states were supposed to send a nonvoting representative of their 
migrant sending communities to the CCIME. 

The CCIME is internally divided into six commissions dedicated to different policy areas. 56  
These commissions meet and are in regular contact between the twice-yearly meetings of the 
CCIME as a whole.  Furthermore, the consejeros in certain urban areas meet regularly as a local 
caucus.  In Los Angeles, for example, the consejeros meet monthly at the Consulate General. 

The membership of the CCIME was completely renewed in the summer and fall of 2005, again 
through a variety of processes determined at the individual consular level within parameters set 
by the IME and approved by the CCIME.  The new CCIME, scheduled to be inaugurated by early 
2006, will be in place through the presidential election and at the time of the transition to a new 
administration in Mexico. 

Growth of the network of migrant leadership is built into the CCIME project by a ban on direct 
reelection of consejeros.  As the first generation of consejeros entered the period of selection of 
the next in mid-2005, the outgoing class began developing plans to continue to work together as a 
non-profit advocacy organization of ex-consejeros.  Thus the CCIME began to take form as a sort 
of migrant executive leadership academy, producing a continuous stream of graduates ready to 
form an alumni association. 

Another major component of the IME’s work is a parallel program of professional and leadership 
networking known as Jornadas Informativas.  The IME staff identifies a particular sector of 
mainly Mexican immigrant professionals or community leaders in the U.S. for which it devises a 
2-3 day program of activities, usually in Mexico City.  The IME and selected consulates work for 
as long as six months to identify invitees from a sector or region, such as health professionals, 
educators, engineers, Mexican American elected officials, media professionals, local community 
leaders, etc.  Groups of about 40 participants are flown to Mexico where they are briefed on a 
range of diaspora-related programs of the Mexican government, as well as current issues in 
Mexico that are related to that particular sector.  The participants are challenged to make their 
contribution to Mexico and the diaspora, and to remain in contact with each other, the IME, and 
their local consulate. 

Ten such Jornadas were conducted in each of 2003 and 2004.  At the end of 2004, the consulates, 
directed by the IME, initiated a practice of convening all local former participants in such 
Jornadas, together with the local CCIME consejeros, for an annual reunion.  The Chiefs of 
Mission at each consulate are required to report to the IME on these reunions with an update on 
the professional and Mexico-related activities of the former Jornadas participants.  The consulates 
are thus instructed and empowered to develop a constantly expanding local leadership network.  
In this way, the IME is also systematically expanding and transforming the relationship between 
the consulates and migrant community leadership.  

The IME also administers a panoply of instruments of mass communications to the migrant 
leadership network and the Mexican diaspora at large, which include a weekly presidential 
message broadcast throughout the U.S. by radio, television and internet, and a sophisticated 

                                                 
56 CCIME Commissions: Asuntos Económicos y Negocios, Asuntos Educativos, Asuntos Legales, 
 Asuntos Políticos, Asuntos de Organización Comunitaria, Salud y Cultura, and Asuntos Fronterizos.  The 
main function of these commissions has been to formulate policy recommendations to the Mexican 
government.  As of the publication of the IME’s first Reporte Binanual, the CCIME had formally approved 
and submitted 202 policy recommendations, which are catalogued on the IME website: 
www.sre.gob.mx/ime  
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website.  The network is showered daily with professionally produced email newsletters and 
messages known as Lazos, sent to a constantly growing list of thousands of Mexican immigrant 
and Mexican American leaders and other opinion shapers in the United States.57  The IME 
furthermore makes regular use of the mass media through staged events and press conferences, 
and both its ceremonial director general and its executive director regularly make public 
appearances throughout the U.S. 

The IME, working closely with the Deputy foreign minister for North America and the 
presidential staff, is essentially the nerve center and strategic coordinator of state relations with 
the diaspora and its evolving leadership meta-network.  The Consejo Nacional para las 
Comunidades Mexicanas en el Exterior (CNCME) is the name given to the regular meetings of 
the various cabinet members who have responsibilities of interest to the diaspora – meetings that 
are prepared by the IME staff and which are presided over by President Fox.  This body is 
intended to empower the IME in its strategic coordinating role by forcing cabinet secretaries to 
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functions and lends itself to diverse uses.  Although not a formal foreign policy lobby in the U.S. 
capital, that network is able to advance certain Mexican state goals both in Mexico and the United 
States.  To the extent that this network is able to make the domestic-policy oriented ‘Latino 
lobby’ in the United States more sensitive and attentive to Mexican immigrant and Mexico-
related issues on one hand, while the Latino lobby continues to become more influential in U.S. 
politics on the other, Mexico will be likely to consider its most recent diasporic policy experiment 
to be a success and extend it indefinitely into future administrations. 

 


