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ABSTRACT

Relative to othei urbanized areas, the Lower Rio
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dynamic. and longitudinal terms rather than as static entities, this
paper ptovides'a broad overview of the region's poverty through the
synthesis of existing literature and data. The paper.prOvides a brief
sketch of the Valley; addresses the nature and extent of real poverty
(the poverty status accorded on. the-basis of income below government
established criteria) in the region by.referencs to data on income,
educatiOn, employment, housing and health; addresses the question of
regulated poverty (the diffetential distribution of real poverty
,across ethnic 'or racial groups) via a-historical discussion of the
region as an ethnically stratified social system;'and, stimulated by
the relative poverty concept (calls attention to cultural definitions
and individual subjeCtive evaluations of poverty statusj, establishes
the hypothesis that the region may be sociologically approached as a
"staging area", characterized by five on-going and interrelated
mobility patternS. (NQ)
***********************************************************************
*
*
Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made
*
from the original document.
*
******************************'*****************************************

.

,

POVERTY IN THE LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY OF TEXAS:
"PEFIMISSIQN TO REPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS BEEN - GRANTED BY

P1;o4-yAit

\/,

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY DIMENSIONS*

IYll Iler
,

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) AND
USERS OF THE ERIC'SYSTEM."

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH,
EOUCATION & WELFARE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EOUCATION

THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO.
DUCEO EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN.
ATING IT POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS
STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EOUCATION POSITION OR POLICY,

Michael V. Miller

Department of Rural Sociology
Texas A&M University

Robert Lee Maril
A.

Department.pf.Behavioi-il Sciences
Texas Southmost College'

bo

0
O

0

Support for research contributed by the Texas Agricultural.Experimeht
Station (project H-3286) and.the South Texe-Institute of Latin and.
Mexican-American' Research, Texas Southmost College.
Prepared for
presentation at the annual meetings of the Rural Sociological'\Society,
Sin Franciscq, August, 1973 We wish to recognize the helpful sugges7
tions of Benigno Aguirre, and'William Kuvlesky to an earlier draft of
,this' paper:

N
9

POVERTY IN THE'LOWER R!0 GRANDE VALLEY OF TEXAS:
DIM SIGNS

HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY

e LoWer Rio.prarldeValley ofjP*Ps_has *gained notorieti:in recent
years as one of,the poorest regions, if not-the poorest region in the United
States.

Relative to other urbantzed.areas, the-"Valley" consistently ranks
.

-

at the bottoM.in regard 'to alMost every Objectfve. Indicator of socioeconomic
w elfare:

per capita income, educational attainment, employment, and health

and housing conditions.

Indeed, the 1970 census discovered that approximately

one-half of the local population fell beneath governmpt designated poverty
thresbolds...
The purpose of this paper is to provide a broad overview of poverty in
this-region through.the synthesis of existing literature and data.

In devel-

.

oping this synthesis we hope to illustrate that poverty in the LowerRio
Grande Valley should not be approached.as a unidimensional problem --- but one

which transcends evaluation on the basis of economic criteria alone.

Neither

should poverty be viewed in static terms, termswhich neglett basic patterns
of dynamism and which failAo allow°Tor longitudinal analyses.

Such a. view
,

precludes the assessment of this population as a stable entity or as merely,
'a category into which people tend to enter, leave, remain out of over time,
or possibly return to at a later; date.

Finally, all too Often, poverty is

conceptualized as a special problem -- an aberration or anomaly basically
I isolated from the normal functionings of an otherwise healthy.socialvorder.
Consequently, it is thought to be capable of amelioration through such devices
as general education, job training, and attempts to raise motivation toward
achievement.

We suggest, on the other hand, that pervasive regional poverty

is the more or less inevitabte offspring, of prevailing sociopolitical struc-

tures and processes compounded by demographic and geographical considerations,

2

and therefore, will' not like y be altered in,significant magnitude through
reliance on traditional ii/ndividualistic approaches.

The general organizIng concepts for this overview are borrowed from
Stoddard's, recent ana ysis of poverty along the U.S.-Mexico border)

Stoddard

and policy should be sensitized tothree broad dimen-

Posits that researc
/

sions:

real pov e'ty,

regulated, poverty, and relative poverty.- Real poverty

refers to poverty status accorded on the basis of income below government,
established criteria.

Guidelines defining real poverty are variable according

td such factors as family size, place of residence, et., and,are periodically
revised to reflect cost of living changes.

1960 for a normal urban family

of four the designated poverty line was $3,000".

Whereas the poverty thres-

hold hod only risen to $3,715 by 1970, it is now set at $6,200.

Regulated

-poyerty refers to the differential distributton,of real poverty across ethnic
or racial groups.

A system of regulated poverty is said to exist when cross*

ethnic income inequalities are related to differential

institutional access,

'and cannot be accounted for by disparities. in objective job related requirements.

That is, regUlated poverty is a function. of ethnic discrimination.

The last concept, relative poverty,

an admittedly nebulous one and, as

Stoddard notes, cannot be a substitute. for real poverty criteria.

However,

it may have utility in explaining why not all low-income people relate to
their plight along similar lines.

Relative poverty essentially calls atten-

,

tjon.to cultural definitions and.individual subjective evaluations of poverty',
J

status.

The paper consists of three,-distinct parts.

After providing a thumbnail

sketch of,the Valley, the first section addresses the nature and extent of
real poverty in the region by referenCe to data on income, education,
ment,. houSing,,and health.
I

The question of regulatedpoverty is of primary

consideration in the second section wherein we pursue a historical discussion
of the region as an ethnically stratified social system.

.

The final section,
ct

stimulated by the relative poverty concept,, establishes the hypothesis that
the region may be sOciologically approached as a "staging area'," one characterized by on-going and interrelated mobility patterns at several basic levels'..

The Region
The Lower Rio, Grande Valley is a relatively unambiguous area; Val, ey

identity i2 based on a uniform topOgraphy coupled with population concentration and social_isolation.

2

Topographically, it is .not a valley (no,moun-

tains or:hill's encloSe it)-, Out rather a delta plain about eighty.miles wide
and forty mi,leS deep.

Secondly, in comparisonto the rest of South Texas',

the,Valtay is a highly urbanized area; Valley'population is concentrated in
,

.

a more or less contiguous string of.commUnities ranging from Mission on the
west to Brownsville at the southernmost tip.

In addition, great expanses of

flat,. arid, and sparsely settled brushlands isolate the region from other

Texas urban centers of any size; for example, tht nearest large city, Corpus
Christi; is over 130 miles from the closest Valley city, and San Antonio and
Houston are 240 and 330'Mi1es away,

Although the Valley remains a frontier outpost within 00 U.S.,'it shares
a boundary v(ith:one.of the fastest growing areas of Mexic94 The northern
.

slice of the state-of Tamaulipas has become in recent-yeays a significant
trade, tourist, and, industrial center f r thepexican.economy. ,POpUlation
*

-

groWth within its two largest cities, Ma amoros and ReynoSa,.has.been drama.

tic; betWeen 1950-19704 Matamords grew from 45,846 to 139,318, and Reynosa
.

from 34,087 to 137,383.

Present -day estimate's place the Matamoros and

Reynosa populations 'at:265,000 and 195,000, respectively (see Table
'overview of .Maiamoros-Reynosa and Valley population figures)..

1

for an

Much of this-1
1

.
kl

growth can.be attributed ko agricurtural.changes
'

Whith have'driven,peopleAff

the

'the 4Aican Oterlor

land, the cOncomi ant ;lure of job opdbr.

.1nitts alongjhe.border, and a contemporary-populatr

*ilosion raging

t
.

.

throughout Mexlco.

r

rn mariy respectsct.he future of the Valley is tied to that of norther=n
Tamaulipas; /the socipcultUrarand ec(Ippomtc interdependencetof the two. sides,
.,
4-4

-

y

.

is uncuestionably.profound.; Furthermore, many of the Valaiey's problems are,
\\
.

11.'

..

.

to an extent, conseqUences of etonomic 'OKI demographic pressures within
Mexico which materialize at the border. ,.An, even more an lytically igefur
Ae'finiliorr.of regionality, therefore,

0

'

would include

million peopledirectly south of the Rio; Grande.
be considered as .a single "functional unit

thafiland area and half

f

)

3

Both sides, in fact, should

14

Nevertheless,
the lack Of
o

.

.,

comparable'data often renders such analyses difficult to

fect.

Little

reliable demographic data on Jamaulipaslis available; for example, gOvernment
generated *figures on. Unemployment are totally unbelievable, the 1.970,census

failed to publish data on incomes, etc.
,Valley population numbers 421,633 according to the 1975'census,estimate..

This figure represents an overall increase of approximately 25% since 1970,
despite a slight

de\crease

between 1960-1970.

Most residents live in either

of &ro counties, Hidalgo (227,653) and Cameron (176,931), with
(16,849)

in

WillaaCounty.

the remainder

Over 25% reside in.tural areas of the region.

Of the tili.P6-three cities and towns in the Valley, the three largest account,

for 37% of the totak population; Brownsville (72,157), McAllen.(48,563), and
Harlingen; (40423):

These cities have absorbed most of the post-1970 growth

withithe smaller'towns remaining aboUt the same.
'

.

The Population of the Valley is characters
extreme. seasonal fluctuat ons.

by some rather unique and

Therefore, analyses based on the atOve figures

should be cautiously regarded.'

During. the months between.fall and spring,

the Valley As home for approXimately 100,000 migrant farm workers and family
member's.

The Valley also contains during the same months a growing popula,

tion (now estimated at 35,000)of "Winter Texans," reared Anglo Americans
'principally from the Midwest who migrate to the area to take-advantage of its/

mild Novembec_tAvil climate.

Much larger numbers of short-ter6.tourists

(estimated at 310,000), stay in the Valley from several days to several weeks.
Additionally, an uncounted but probably sizeable "shadow population" consist-.
ding of undocumented Mexicans resides in the region.

Mexican Americans comprise numerical minorities in most places in the
Southwest.

Within the Va116, howevex, Mexican Americans are the predominate

ethnic category (ay'a Tour to'one ratio.

'indeed, in no other urbanized region

of the U.S. (aside from the up'-river city of Laredo, \ir exas) do Mexican Ameria

cans make up such an overwhelmingly large -proportion of the population.' The

1970 census reports that about 78% of Valley residents are Mexican American,
while 22%.are Anglo American (white, but not of Mexican descent
form less than 1% of the total:

Blacks

Evidehte al,so-Suggests that the regAon

is

becoming increasingly Mexican Americadetween )960-1970,.the Anglo- American
population declined 35%, whereas the *iker of Mexican Ainericaps rose by 10%.

Real Poverty in. the Lower Rio Grande Valley

Income

The Lower,,Ri6 Grande Valley falls at the bottom of U.S.. urbanized areas

as measured in.terms of income.

Local family incomes were about half that

of the 1970 national media-"Furthermore (as showd in Table 2), rather than
,-g-,

displaying comparative

between 1960-1970, incomes actually de-

'Clined.relative to ihe national median.

Of all SMSAs in the U.S., Cameron

4

f.

and'Hidalgo co

6

ties annually rank as the lowest in, per capita incomes (see
.

'Table 3)-

In

?.
(..

i
1

,

.

nafidnal129 re.
,

,

95P and 1969, tii66e counties-averaged roughly half of the.

.Statistics just'published for 1976 reveal that'such pro-

k

\,
..

portional distribUtions have beenmaintained.

However,' perhaps more impor-

tantly, these figures also show that the income sae. betWeen the Valley and
d'

';

the rest of 'the United States° haS dramaiically increased since 1979.

Whereas

the absolute per ih'tiividual income difference between the lalley,and the U.S.

in 1969 was roughly $1,500, the gap by 1976was approXiMately $3,000 in
Cameron County. and $3,500 in Hidalgo County.

:7

Thus it appears that despite

the highly touted economic, growth that has transpired in the region since

1970, the general economic condition of the overall local population actually
o

has worsened in comparison to that bf the U.S. population during this'periodi
Roughly half ofsall.Valley people are poor.
'162,812 local residents, orp.: 48.6% of the total

According to the 1970 census,

regional population, did.not

have enough income to raise them above federal povertygbidelines (see Table
v.?

4)

.

..

:

-

This fj oure is over two and one7balf times the TeXas rate (1.8-.8%4, -and'
...

,

three and one.-4,1ftimes the incidence of. poverty nation'-wide (6.7%).
.

j e.r-

,

ty among individuals-in the region rangedftom a high of' 7.2% inural
-

t

Willacy County to aglow off46.0% in Cameron County.
Family incomes were, abysmally low -ih 1970; 40.7% of all. Valleyofamilies,
D.

i.e.29;237 family units, were found to be poot (see Table.4).

An additional

'
'
'10% of all families had earnings of only 25% above ehe4 poverty
level and'thus

.formed the "near poor"

families which would fall beneath'the poverty Tine

wheiconfronted with immediate extenuatiqg financial circumstances.
, A

Rather-

more, over 35% of all local houtiolds might.beCharacterized as living in
"extreme poverty" as they'had incomes of only three-fourths the 'poverty
threshold.

Poverty' among families, as that noted,above forindividuals,
ti

11

.

ranged from an extreme of 46.1% In Wi.11acy,42.0% in Hidalgo,,,to 36.5% in
Cameron.

high

Other poverty-related demographic indicators include:

-dependency ratio-(79.3)-, an uncommonly high birth 'rate lovee30- annual births

k

.

..

.

per 1,000 populaton, roughly 175% of the 1970 national rate), and a relativelyAolgh.ratio Of female-headed poverty households (apprOx'imately 22%)..5.%

Attesting to.theimpact of this high birth ,rate is the finding that 47% of
.i.

all poor families contained si`xor more children. -Old age, on the other hand,
does.not appear at a strong correlate of pove?ty 'status as Only 7% of the
.

poor ,were, 65 years or older..
,

Although poverty characterizes the ,ya)ley as a social region, it is not

/

'

an evenly distributed phenomenon across ethnic groups.

In terms of total

Val\ey pop0 ation, Mexidan Amertcans form a numerical majority but they are,

'for the most part, a social minority - one grossly over-represented within
the lowest socioeconomic ranks:

Hypothetically, assuming an equal distri-

bution of poverty across ethnic groups, there should be roughly 35,000 Anglo
'

-Americans and 12'8,000 Mexican Americans of poverty status., Despite these
expected frequencies we in,fact find 'that abogt 149000 Mexican Americans
are poor, while only 13,500 Amglo Americans are of equ.ivalent status.

This

is to say that\regional poverty is'essentially a Mexican-AMe0-can phenomenon.,
Over 90% of ttie poor are of Mexican ethnicity.

families with poverty level

ng ,,the 29,000+ local

c

incomes, about 26,000or 90% of the e families

are of MeXican ancestry (see' Table 5).

Over 50%.of all Mexican American/

4. :1

families are poor; whereas among Anglo=American,families only 1,4 are Aso cite-

'//

gorized.
...

At the Other end of the reported income spectrum,
4

inequalities between
.

.

1

4

ethnic groups:diminish but nonetheless remain great.

thote families
/

earning more than $10,000 in 1970, e.g., only 39%'

.

ere. Mexican/American.

ft.
Higher-income Mexican-American earnings are largely concentrated at inter-'
mediate levels; of all families in the $10,000-$15,000bracket:' Mexican Amer.

icans lade up 44% of the total.
counted fosionl

Conversely, Mexican-American familiet ac-.

3b% of all units earning more than $15,000.

If there

one bri,ght-note concerning the,regional situation, it lies

in statistics comparing the 1960 and 1970 poverty populations (se

Table6).

These findings suggest that poverty_rates declined over the decade
both ethnic groups.

In 1960, approxi mately 70% of al.& Mexican-Am

fami-

,

lies were defined as poor, while' poverty among Anglo-American families was
,

reported to be roughly,0%.
/'

evertheless, when cbmparing ethnic po\erti

ratios for 1960 and 1970, we find Ihat local poverty has become an increasi
. r
1J

ingly:MexitanriCan phenomenon.
4.

Educational ktt

meilt
7"N

Nb 1unexpecdly
te .given the above poverty figures, deficits in education-,

al attainment characteri7e the regional Mexican
7).

merican Opulation (see Table

Whelzjompared to Anglo-American residents, these deficits-are particu..

laxly evident.
and over)

Median years (1970) completed for Mexican Americans'(25 years

in Caineron County was 6.0 among males and 5.7 years amongTemales,

d in Hidalgo County 5.2 and 4.9 years, ,0Aigh school graduate among.this
p pulation were 20.9% and 16.1% in Cameron and Hidalgo counties,,respectively.

Edycatiorlal attainment for regional Anglos difters dramatically.

Median

.,

A.

school years completed' in Cameron and Hidalgo counties were bompaeatively
i

.

,

much higher than those among` iexican-AmetleaKi (+12 median years). 0f all
.

Anglos- in these counties, 62%4Completed high school;
,

Even_theie figures,
.

howeVer, fai-Lio'emphasize schooling differences between the two groups.

If

educational attainment ratios relative to g6neral popration proportions are
consi-dered, the educatibnal ctifferential betbmes even more apparent.

4.
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As noted;

Mexican'Americansputnumber Anglos approximately four to one.! This propor-.

.-\

tion is maintained in educational systems uittto the tenth grade.

However,
,

.

weiSind-siX41nglos io.every five Mexican Arne-Hu!'"

by high,: school graduation

0

When those who have ohta neda-college,degree are considered,'the differences

I

are even more pronounced:

six Anglos gradUate for every four Mexican Amen ('

cans.

Although, there is some epidence to suggest that educational attainment

has imp oved in.theOast decade for the loc

MexiCan American population,

4,particularly.in the area ofhigher education, a 1977 survey of defined lowincome Brownsville barrios paints a dismal Picture.

Over 40% of all ,barrio

.adults had not completed elementary school.- Less han 20% had graduated from
high schoOl

,t

and no more than 4% of all adults had attended college.'

Enrollment in Valley university and junior college systems has increased,
considerably since 1970.

a high schoo

Open admissions policy, the only requirement being

gree or G.E.D., has resulted in young Mexican Americans no

longer necessir ly being glexcluded from the opportunities afforded by a college °
degree.

How ver, high school drop-outrates continue to be high,e.g., the
J

Brownsyilletchool system. stimates that 30% of its students do not graduate..
Attrition rites at the college level also appear to
'

?

extreme. -Entollment

figures for the,local tunior college underline this trend; apProximatek2,000
freshmen attended

sses i'n the fall of 1977, while less than half that
.

number enrolled as sophomores.

.

.Many entering.freshmen, despite high motiva.

r

often they are not equipped with
.
,
ifi many
necessary to succeed in college.
the basic reading and 'study
'
1
I.
cases, also, economic pressures to support parents or-their own families,
tion; are ill-prepared for:rirgdrous study
,

0

Ca

.

,

o

r
great, and they are generally.fOrcedTto sacrioifice valuable study.itythe,for

work a/t.MintmuM:mage.

10:
Employment and the Economy

ReglOnal unerpployment andsubemployment

rates reflect the influ4tce
I

of Valley economic growth and development as well as significant ,shifts

in population.- Jobs in. the agricultural sector, mainstay of the economy
'since the early 1900's, arectually..'decl ining. New' industries have not
,

generated enough job

to keep pace'with the growing. labor 'Nice.

Major

Population "shilts toe the city frOm rural areas ...and smal-1 towns, in7migration
\
from Mexico, and p high resident F\opulation birth. rate all have dramati,,

cally 'increased the potential, labor force in the yrban areas. "Thisdayge
,
surPluS labor foT=Ce

with fe;effeOti

unions:has-kept wages low.

Even

a considerable upswing( n the number o jobs ,;(such as that bccurring since
I

PY970). would probably, h ve little effect \on regional poverty.
Regional uri

ployment histoVically,has been about".twice that of

the'state in. general, and data show that this gape is widening.
total number of lhoge, erOloyed in_ the

abor', fore -continues to
,

the Valley. laboryf.brce. in 1974' was, 145,,035 and in .1976

The

grow,,.

')

was 159,993;

is prbjected for 1978 to be appr ximately, 170,000. 8 However,
unemployment fi,gures have s

io,larly increa

Cameron and Hidalgo counties

as,8.9% and

-

to rates of 11.1% and 11.3%;',,respectively.
The subemploymInf rates; which include. unemPloyment figures;
underemployed, die working 'poor, discouraged persons, aniV the- suba

employed, or thosetwho work but- are receiving food stamps -,.:re .i4iital the

totaheffecti Ora .nascent economy which has

sought and ',

exploited a,labor surplus and in recent yearshas felled to keep Pace,
wifh population growth.
..consf

Governmenf-generated figures, adm4-ttedly ve4

eivative estimates, (suggest that in'1974 there was 'a sub-empfoyed

11

regional labor foxce in excess of 35,000.

This is to say that at thy/

minimum in the 3-,county area, approXimately 1 out of 4 of
all'adults who

wanted to work eitherdid not.work or were working but
earning an in,
(s,

Adi4luate wage.

Agriculture historically has,been the Valley's primary employer.

r

*

.,

During the 1960's,,an estimated,one -third of all employmtnt was related
°

.:N.

4

to farming activities, services, and food processing; agriculture accounted

N

.,,

:

'

,

ndemployment. 9

for about one-half of all direct and indirect sales
(-,

--'

.

Direct employment in agriculture, however, has dra

,,

ically,decr.eased in

ihe past decal:le due fo dedreasing amounts of cultivated land, and most
(

-

'importantly, increasing farm mechanization:
dropped 63%.

Seasonal firm.employMent has

Farm jobs relative to the total labor force presently range

from approximately,20%, in April, the peak:harvest period, to about 12% in
August.

While year around farm jobs increased, by over 35% statewide;

such work diminished by 3% locally.
The agriCultural work force-from 1974 to the present has,remained
More or leSs constant;-in Cameron County, for instance,- there were,8,366

agricultural workers in 1970 and.8,493in 1977 -An estimate of agricyl-

.

.

.

. . ,

!

,

';-,4tirat workers'in the Valley in 1975 placed the number at 25,539, or
v.

approximately 15% of the total labor force.

Further mechanization In the

production of crops has drastically reduced the need for agricultural
-labor and a reduction in- crops requiring intensive labor has strengthened
r

,

.
.
.
.

this trend in the last decade.

Thus, agricultural laborers are becomOng
.
.

.

increasingly superfluous lo regional labor needs.

The loss of jobs in the farm sector has not -beemcbmpensated.by
),
'

'au

the creation of a sufficient number of non-farming jobs.

From 1960 to

19,P)*pn-agricUltural eMployment rose 43% in Texai, but the regional
0

..

12

increase was less than 25r.'F'u

ermore, during this time -the Valley suf--'

fered extreme losSesin manufacturiqg employment, declining. 2.1% In Hidalgo

County and 7% in Cameron County.

10

Mahqfacturing employment since 1970 'has'

been due toJ'ndirect effects of_the Border. Industrialization Program (BIP)
to be discussed'below.

Nonagricultural wages and salaYy employment. (which

rncludes manufacturing employment) increased in Caveron and Hidalgo counties
from 97,860 in 1975 to .106,970 'inn 1976.

Projectiong for 1978 suggest-an.

s

*

.

.

.

increase to 111,810h

.

Subemployment rates illustrate that these recent
o

creases fall (far short of providing adequate employment,

Semi-skilYed and skilled jobs recently created sometimes remain open
for'an extended period because the. labor force is characterized, as suggested,

by lack of educational attainment and few marketable skills.

Popblation

shifts from the small Valley farms to the metropolitan areas of Brownsville,,
McAllen-Edinburg, and Harlingen have been spurredtby BIP.

Migration to the

Mexican border and illegal in-migration to the Valley have similarly beef;
affected by BIP.

At the same time a high birth rate and a disproportionate

number of adults entering the labor force each year' has intensified the
'

1

problem.

An incredible 53% of the low-income barrio population in Browns-

ville is less than 20 years of age.

The median age for Cameron and Hidalgo

is 21.8 and 20.7 years respectively as compared to 26.4 for the state of
Texas.

11

The significance of these trends, in sum, is that more and more

people are living in larger urban areas.

Brownsville for instance has

roughly doubled in populationysince 1970, and more and more of these people
are unemployed or subemployed.

Illustrative of the severe shortage of Job opportunities, particularly
those providing stable employment, and an adequate Living wage is the large

14

1-3

number of farm laborers who leave the Valley during the late spring to
Conditions tend to be extremely poor for those who

work northern crops.

remain in the'Valley durrng this period as there arefeW summer farm
operations that are not mechanized; the younger and better educated farm
workers tend, to migrate

'in migrant agriculture.

Approximately 100,000 residents are.now,engaged
This figure, accounts for about one-tenth.of the

However, the migrant labor force will undoubtedly diMinish

U.S. total.

in the future as farmers throughout the UeS. continue to mechanize and
reduce crop acreage.

12

the last five years, in fact, many migrants

have found only highly iporadlc employment; reports have filtered back
to Texas during the wintertime of families running out of money and being'
stranded in rural Midwestern communities.

Then, too, an mndetermined

amount of families, hoping to find more secure and better p#ying jobs,
.

,

continue to settle out of the migrant stream into areas removed from'the

Valley/
Despite these economic patterns; the Valley recently has witnessecre
1

rather dramatic upturn in industrial activity.

In the Brownsville area

1'

alone, for example over 7,000 industrial jobs'have been created since
1970.

areas.

Similar development has transpired ln the McAllen and Harlingen

.

While improvements in Port of Brownsville.facilities since'1950

have attracted several heavy manufacturing concerns, most of the growth
in Brownsville, McAllen, and Harlingen can be attributed to the rel6cation
4

of light industry, mainly electronics and clothing,,assembty

Two

i

programs, originated in the mid-1960's, have dovetailed to prompt this

growth, the Mexican-sponsored Border Industrialization Program (BIP) and
the federal Economic DevelopMent District.

r:

Createdby the Mexican

11P

government supposedly to relieve mass unemployment along the northern

frontier following the termination of the Bracero Program, BIP provides
lucrative inducements for the relocation of U.S. corporations in Mexican

border cities by the combination of extremely low-wage - scales and various
other incentives.

13

Forty-one American firms (primarily etettronics corr.

porations); now employing approximately 15,000 people, have been drawn to
Matamoros alone to take advantage of this program.

A number of these

companies have established "twin plant" operations, i.e., a large assembly

plant on the Mexico side, and a much smiler plant on the northern side of,
the river to add finishing touches to products.

Other firms, originally

intending to set-up operations in Mexico,'have relocated on the U.S. side.
Altogether, there are now about twenty new electronics and clothing plants.
(some twin, some single)

in Brownsville.

The EDA has.played.an important

participating role by providing loans and grants for the development of
industrial parks and building construction.

Do such measures constitute viable strategies, however, in terms of
reducing poverty and meeting long-range development

goals?

The response

of the Valley business community is an almost unequivocal "yes".

Greater

employment in Mexico, it'is reasoned, not only reduces the, amount of ille-

gal immigration but also means more Mexican spending in the U.S., which..
in turn creates more Valley

mploymerit oppor unities.

Supposedly, for

everythree new jobs in ,Mex co, one is, created ontthe U.S. side.

Further-

more, the argument runs,BIP has directly stimulated local employment.by
"twin plant" locationt, and indirectly through single plant locations on
the U.S. side.) Concomitantly, skill levels are peesimiably raised by industrial training along both sides of the' border,-thus providing a labor force

1.0

15

d.

whicK in turn hopefully will serve to attract heavier manufacturing" concerns
. /

In the,future.

To the criticism (priffiarily from U.S. labor unions) that

BIP has helped to take jobS-away frog Americans,, BIP supporters respond
that'American labor has priced itself out of the world market, and-these
relocations merely, represent an intermediate stop in an inevitable process

before more labor intensive jobs are exported overseas.

Various arguments have been posed which seriously challenge#the assumed
14

efficacy of the BIP strategy relative to facilitating local 'development.

For one, the.new border industrie, or maquiladoras, have Come to the region
for a. single purpOse -- the relatively unrestricted exploitation of'.a large.

and inexpensive labor force.

Given unfavorable economic and political con-

ditions, such as the rise in Mexican labor militancy along the bo'rder during
the early 1970's, maquiladoras are highly susceptible to flight to places

offering less hampered operations. 'Numerous new industries did flee' in
fact during this period to Hong Kong, -Taiwan,. Haiti, etc.

Many others

intending-to leave decided to stay in light of the comparative advantages
brought by the 1976 peso devaluations.

Thus, it-is.argued, maquiladoras

(often likened to "runaway sweltshops") offer little promise f* stable

and long-term development prospects

6tther side ofthe border.

15

[It

shoult be pointed out though that the labor strife in Matamoros has not
been problematic.

Indeed, the local head ofthe CTM (the union control-

ling all Matamoros maquiladora laborer4) has been hjghly' Sympathetic and

cooperative with U.S. corporations.

,His status, as jUdged by recent events

in that city, however, appears to have grown tenuous, and this in turn may,
have great influence over the future direction oflocal labor.]

Critics

)

charge, in addition, that scant eVidence exists that maquoiladoras have
markedly upgraded skills; while assembly work is highly exacting,

1

6

1'

'extremely'tedlOils,ican be learned relatiyely quickly, and has Latle.trans,

fer value to other types of industry.

Technicel jobs are said to be pri-.

',,,

c

*Marily filled by recruits trained epewhere in the 10. or Mexico.

'

Claims

_

of industrial socialization to regimentation and precision probably hale
More validity.

Observations from relocated asbestOs plants ,in Juarez and

Aqua Prieta indicate that some'plantS may relocate to`specifically avoid
federal safety and health laws.16

Perhaps the most damning indictment of

BIP in Vrms of its consequences for-the Valley,;however, lies in the argument that maquiladoras, in effect, have served as magnets in draWing'a large
Mexican hinterland population to the border region.

Nor have they dealt

with the original problem of Bracero unemployment as 80-90% of maquiladora,
employees are women.

The populatibn:ofborder cities has indeed skyrocketed

,

in recent years.

Estimates suggest that only about 3% of the neecOmerS

find jobs in the new industries.

17

It is reasoned; that movements

f such.

-

magnitude can only work to exacerbate the alrea0:extreme pressureS on
Mexican and U.S.,border communities.

The yellers primary natural resource, in addition to its fer'tile soil-.
and mild winter.climate', has been and continues to be its large, cheap labor.
supply.

It was this labor force that, with northern dollars; originally

prOvided themuscle to clear away the brush for farming.

It was this same

labor force that worked the crops and also built irrigation canals, railroads, andllater hikghways.

But with a few, exceptions, no ,real industrial
,-

development has occurred which did not take exclusive advantage 'of an ineichaustible labor supply that would work for little.

Production and manu-

facturing of finish6d goods remains slight. Although the Valley is a major,
producer of citrus, green vegetables, seafood, cattle, 4otton, and, more

U

;

17

l';ocessing plants remai

recently, sorghum/rand sugar;

few.

Along wfth its

.

.,

..

limited Tineral resources, Valley_agricultural goods are shippedrnorth,
procesSed and paCkaged, then redistributed back'to the

,

_

alley at high prices.

.....

I

Publiciitilities,' in.addition
to food prices, a e paradbxically among the
J

.,-/-

highest in'the state.

Ourthermore, ZIP, factories pay unskilled workers
A
.A,

,

.

.

I

.

At

minimum wages to.produce clothing, electrical pats, and other goods Which
.

.

.

Tat north.fpr eventual return to tbeValte
'

-are

ptices.

A higR
.11t correspondingly

econoMiF mertyThe consumer and worker-benefit little: from this
,
b

-.

go-r<Und;prices 'are vetyhigh,and the minialum wage has becona4jor many the
maxiiium wage.
,

lOt'er factors related to the retardation of industrial development

(inOuding distance from consumer markets,

costs and rate,.

pt

differentials, water supply problems, and torte necessity of importing raw

rials to the region) althoudh important, do not serve to.adequately
exptiajp-the persistence of-regional.poverty and the historical absence of

ecobmic diversification.

in

conclusion, we are forced to speculate that

the',VOley's virtually inexhaustible and largely unskilled latior. force,

oncOtspriMary natural asset, is now its primary. liability in terms of
sable:economic'development as we approach the 21st century.

Housing

./

Housing resources'for Mexican Americans reflect'poverty,conditions.
Approximately twenty percent of all housing units in Cameron,.Hidalgo, and
-

,e

,

4

.

:

s

Willacy counties are substandard.

Moreover, some 20,000'families, estimated.

,at 92,000 people, live in these substandard units throughout the Valley.

Theyercentage of substandard housing for Valley cities ranges between 16.6%
ip Edinburg to 45.8% in Elsa.

While substandard housing remains a crucial

problem, the.availability of standard housing is also critical.

It is

-

18

(

estimated that there is a standard housing deficit of. 17,859 units, or fully
1874% of the current number of standard housing units.

18

Generall y reflecting the worshousing and other quality-of-life condiare the sIxty-plus unincorporated settlements that are locally referred
to as colonies:

Colonies, almost exclusivelYpopulated.by Mexicans a d
I

Mexicanlmericanscoatain over 35,000 residents and range in;size
several households to several hundred families.

from)}

Most,were'createdfin the

`,1950!S.during a period, of expanded Mexican immigratiop.) However; alfew.trace,
,their founding back to the Spanish colonial era prior to the 19th century.
r

While many

are

rurally

.

isolated, others are located in close proximity to

cities -- and i some cases are partially encepsulated by city, bounds:
Despite such variations in size, age, and location, the colonies share
ong_attribute; a

e regional development council suggests, they are pOSu-

Leted by "the poorest of the pow..."

A 1976 survey of colonies in Cameron.

and Hidalgo counties !reeled the following profile:

the average household

contained 5.5 persons; two-thirds of all families reported 1975 incomes of
less than $4,000; 44% of household heads were employed as farm laborers;'of.
.

.

those 16 years and older, average time employed-was seven.months; and among

those twenty-five years and older, 28% had.receivedno formal education,
school years completed averaged 4.8, and le

than 7% had obtained high

school degreei.19
Even in comparison to Valley standarSh.

are starklyprimitiye.

,

conditions within the colohias

Housing tends to be makeShift, unsound during weather

extremes, .and usually very crowded.

Colonia residents generally do without

the services and amenities that city dwellers takefor granted.
sidewalks, and paved and lighted streets are nonexistent:

Parks,

Seldom do colonies

swage systems or aderfuate drainage; often homes are left standing in

/

19

Widespread problem:

a serious and

Potable water

several feet of water after heavy rainfall.,

A few families draw directly'from the b )kish and

polluted waters of.irrigation canals or the Rio Grande.

Most others carry

it in from'city sources or relyon water frOm frequently, contaminated
I
,

1

Needless to say, such4conditiops pose obvious th'reats to isoundlphys.icar and
health.
health.

Economic necessity is, of course, the.prImary reason people settte in

the colonias.

Given the absence pf services and utilities, lots are cheap

and taxes are plinimal.. Houses can be obtained at comparatively low cost;

.dwellings are available th t wouldbe condemned if located Within the city.
Additionally, houses need cnot be built to regulibtory specification, and

hence, are much less.costl

c nStruct.

Far some, colonia residence allows

the time, which would not be possible in the city,: to cowlfdateJeconomic
gains'and make bid by bit housing and utility improvements. , Still for

others, the colonia mayoserve as a relatively inexpensive place to live
until developing skills and opportunities provide the bases to move elsewhere.

For most, however, the colonia with all of its-attendant problems

becomes a permanent condition of life.-

Health

1,4-

The health jstatus.of Mexican Americans also reflects the extreme condic
1-

tions of regional poverty.

.

In four of the fi/e indicators of health status

for which data exists; disease speoefic death rate; infant mortality, infect:

d
I

,
.

a

tious disease rates, medical histories, and nutritional status, Valley
Mexican Americans differ dramatically from state and nationtl figures.

With

regard to disease=specific death rates, "...the death rates from infectious

'and parasitic diseases for tie combined counties were nearly twitethat of

\exas Whites, 4and for dysentery and'amebiasis,
2,,

...,_

twice that of whites and

.

20

nearly four times that of:Blacks.'

,

2

°

.Death rates for "N-defined. causes"-

were three times that of Texas whites and in CaMertm Countynearly.644e..
21,

that of Texas blacks:

L

4

-

/

cor-

The'ivailable infant'mortality data 'are misleading and probably.,
q

rect.

Valley infant mortality rates, if the evidence iso be belie ed, are.

considerably lower than those for Texas'Whites and blacks.

Ondoubtedly

are a number of infant deaths which go unreponted by parteras, (midwives)
;!,1

in Brownsville delver
a 85% 'of 'al,'
vbout

.

di rtns.

-

22

Lack of prenatal k care an

examinations must effect the neonatal and Postnatal mortalLtY rates,:

Then,

too, "any Mexican mothers delivec_their babies in the Valley only to return

soon after to Mexican border-towns, thereby inflating the nUmber

births
1
Teller and'Clyburn,

with no possible follow-up for infant health status.

referring to state vital statistics,.' speculate that, ''The relativPly low

Spanish-surname infant mortality rates along the bordereem to be related
41',

both to an artificial inflatiOn of the denominator (live births) and an-

--Uhder-representation off, the numerator (death$)."23
Medical

histbries conducted in the Valley in 1973-1974 of eligible'
r

milfare clients rated the region consistently high in incidences of heart,
.

bung, scalp amd musculo-skeletal disabilities.

24

Both the Texas Nutrition

Survey25 and the 1970 Field Foundation medical survey of Hidalgo County farm,
.

.

workers

26

.

cited severe health and nutritional problems.:-According to one
.,

.

.

___.--

investigating physician, "High blood pressure, diabetes, urinary tract infeci
tions, aneMia, tuberculosis, gall bladder and intestinal disorders, eye and
L,
.

/

skin,disease were frequent findings among the adult's. -Almost without excep-

fion, intestinal parasiteswere found

the stool specimens examlned.

of the children had chronic skin infections.

Most

Chronically infedted drainin

A

ears with resulting partial deafness occurred Ln an amazing number of the

..

,.

.

smaller children,
"---

We saw rickets, a disorder thought to'be nearlyabolished

,

r

f,

in this country, and every

orm of.mitamin,deficienty'known to us that could

..

.11L

lik

be identified' by clinical.

alination..."27

,

la

4.
.

4

,

Health profesSiopals and generai.health servites remain grossiy,inade-

r--................f

quate for many In. the Valley.

Cameron County hiS.. Apprxiiilately.80; of the
4

..patientca4 e. ptWcia4per.j,.0 00 as doesthe-state.2 fTaTexas, it has only
.

,

.

a5% of the dentists, 70% of .the pharmacists,, and 50Cof.the active physical
.....

(
.

4-

therapists.

Hidalgo and Willacy counties possess eve mote disMS1 figures.
e-.

,

'

.

In addition,,while McAllen and Harlingen have adeqdatehosprtal f

28
1

irities,

Bro ville had, as recently as 1970, only one hoSpitaY with 162' beds for a

poriu ation.of well ot 50,000.

Since 1970 it has added one sma

private

facility., Many of the smaller Valley towns are in a similar position not to
A

d

mention the Agnificant

population in need pf health services.

recent creation, of an innovative federally sponsored clinic

29

The

however, in

Willacy and northern Cameron counties reportedly has made important strides

in filling the health-care void of the poor, in that area,;;
Mental tealth,facilities are extremely limited.

.011,

drug abuse,

and psychiatric services are available in only Edinburg and Harlingen and
on a limited scale.

While a growing number of professional psychiatrists
a

and psyChologists appear to be moving to the. area, Brownsville, for,eXample,
o

to date has only one board-certified psychiitrist.

Even these limited health services overstate the'Valley health care
system for differential health care is pervasive.

In part, such is-the, case

because. the cost of adequate health care. is prohibitive to the poor; while'.

the poor would preferprivate physicians to public health clinics, and healt
clinicS'--to-local folk healers (curanderos), the cost of health services, limits
their \eal choices and alternatives:30

In addition,ew health professionals,,

22

have meant.little price competifion, and thus even moreso, the consumer who
is poor seeks profe

)

onajs drily in a crisis situation.

Obsdi^vation leadt

us additionally to

lieve ihat the comparatively less eXpensivedoctors,and

clinics in Matamorb

frequently are used as an alternative.source of health
t

care.

Finally, health status of poor - Mexican Americans is greatly affected
dr
c,
by the conflicting vested interests o various groups-including1 the .medical
co

,y,

groups.

local politicians, health

reaucrats, and grass roots community

Struggles over control o dica.i facilities-have, in many cases,

precluded providing adequate health..

Regulated Poverty:

re to the poor.

A Historical Overview of .Regicial Ethnic Stratification

Anglo Americans have tonstitAclothe elite of the Valley p6litical.
r

poonony since the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848; AeXicAn.and Aexidarf
1

:Americans essentially have served as a massive and inexpensive labor supply

and; even more impOrtantly;)abor reserve:

Poverty, as previously noted,.

remains differentially distributed across ethnic groups; poverty is prilarily
a 'status befalling Mexican Americans.

in this section outlining some of the

historical antecedents leading to the exclusion of the majority of Mexican
.

.

Americans from the American mainstream; we provide limited. documentation to
.

support

, t`i

he assertion. that Such.exclusion,to some extent reflects ethnically

regulated poverty.

Initial Contact:

The Period of Anglo Conquest

Extreme conflict and violence characterized much of the early contact
between Anglos and Mexicans.

Real and perceived differences and imperial

designs can be traced to the Spanish and English whose ethnocentric
systems soon conflicted in the New World. 31

olitical

The Adams-Onis Treaty 'of 1819

which in effect gave Florida to, the United States'in lieu of its giving up

23

1

any claims to TexaS, provided only tfmporary relief. to-the Mexican govern-

domiRation.- Only

ment which in the\gilowing year ended Spanish coloRia

four years later Stephen F., Austin's settlersarr,ived in then nor.theastern'

MdxicoJo assUme'th'Spnish lend .grant of AustiR'Sjather.

The new settlers.
....

etonomicwealtp7 and re14gious faith
assured 1-the-Mexican government of their
.
..

,

,

.

migrants. :11otWith-

Of'dblOnizing
in the C1urch, two..prerequtsites-(deManded
_
,
0

.,

-,

.

-

,tr

,

----

standing sudh assurances, these.

.plers and others - (including a substantial
.
;
/
- -

'A

,..,,

number of/Spanish=surname:fam411es), revolted frOm Mexico and in./.184,6 estab-, 6
a

The Valley, It 'Shotild be' pointed out, did not

lished the Republic. of Texas.

expprlence Anglo-American setttlement either Wore the revolt-or after it
(later the
until the late 1840's primarily due to the, dispUte between Texas
a

U.S.) and Mexico overierrtorial rights:, Upon theindependenceOf Texas,r
from Mexico, a peace treaty. had not beeri' megotlated,-and thus, legal botiRd-

aries betw n the two countries were not affixed.- Texas claimed the land
down to.the

eas Mexito.asserted its boundary extended to the

io Grande,

Consequently,

t present-day Corpus Christi).

Nueces .kiver (whose. mo

the territory between the

io Grande and the Nueces became a soli,

of "ha

a

man's landi

as guerilla warfare raged within its, confines during the life of
With U.S. annexation of Texas ,in 18!5, the stage was

the Texas Republic.

.

,
.
.

--,1'

.

then setpfOr the extension of Anglo-American control to South TexaS and the

in.1846, U.S. General Zactany-Taytor installed a fOrt on. the MatamOros

commons to the north of the Rio Grande, and began patrolling the area:- The
.i,

'--,
..

Mexican7American War soon followed, and Fort Brown served as'the beach-head
5,:

for further invasions of Mexico south3of egiriver.
I'
°

'.Grande Valley remained

\
unsettled'ind largely-

Although,theltower.Rio
L

inhabitable' its importance

14.

,

4
lay for some time in internatiorsLat strategies be

emerging nations.
1

24

achary Taylors BrownSvil,legby thei850's was already composed .of.

mercan-

'

.tile class of English, .French,- and AmeriCan\businessmer? SuRpNing t

fort.
1.

1.

-with goods and trade as well as a small number of Anglo .ranchers who h d

.11

.

begun absorbing,the lands of Mexicans and Mexican Ameri-cans after the war and
.

despite the 184P teeaty.

..-

1

The caseof Juan Nepom4enoCortina

a

.

4

,-..----!

his

.

.

Cordnistas

is

in..1>. Ocative Of

.

the hatre

and distrust,amongAnglos,
Mexicans,
-----..

sit.

%

33

'and. Mexican Americans due to landovnet6h?
,

tspig.t.6

.

e

.

.

Anglos in Browns

dr

4ille divided

cans

two, poli:ticai-factions,*tilie Reds'7and.thet

, ,
4

.

.

1

ri,

,

.

*"----'

Blues; selected the leadership of each' political'oartY, then.heid,s0"Callek
.
.

.

-

,

;

.

,

.

vG

,

Pc

.

,

elections.: The well-off business elitecOntrasted sharplYmi,th:the'2,000"
..
.,
4
-.'6,

desti-tote Mexicans.

.

c
In this free-wheeling border town, however, MioneY'to6 d.,-

*prevail over ethnicity and class origins.

While intermarriage between

solidified flip few elite families, individual upward mobility among Mexican

Americans was at least-possible although highly exceptional.',Sizeable )6rtunes were made durihg this time by those Anglos already possessing coryderable wealth.
,

Mexican and American econo ic interdependence was founded on the bene>

,

...

fitg of international trade an
I

force.

the ava4labilit

%

of a large-and cheap labor
\ .

Brownsville during the years of theCivil War Was a booming city of
.
.

.

25,000 and for ;me time the only port in the Confederacy not blockaded by
the Uniion.

Matamoros Similarly boomed t

40,000 as the twin river Cities

served as the primary port for exporting Texas cotton and other agriculture
products and importing the staples of -a war economy.

The large cattle ranches

esent on both' sides of'the Rio Grandetcommonly exchanged stock with the

help of bandits and rustlers,

Mexicans and Mexican Americansbecame.the prbr

/

totypical,awboYs; they worked hard and were paid little.
r

.

Disputes between MexiCan land grantees and Anglo randlets contlnued,

,

25
,...-

.
..

.

however, as did -a ,poor Mexican-United States border relationship exe7)J.fied
1.
..

i

.

by pershing's eventual invasion of northern Aexico'in 1916 in retaliation:
for the,raids of Pancho

VillaIYAlthough the Valley, prior to 1900, was

sparsely populated by either Anglosor'Mexicans, these events with their.

depredations and atrocities were not only significantin that they established Anglo-American hegemonliqibil1 also,because they created a bitter
legacy of antagOnis.m.,and distrust--one whi6h 341-many ways remains.to this
/

day to color interethnic relation's.
.

4

.

.

.

.--

.

.

.

,

The famous Plan of-San'Diego named, for one of the supposed

signers mho

.

.

' had wqrked and lived in.Sin Diego, Texas, reflects the intensity of. racial
.

\

conflidt along the border.35

The Plan described insome detail how Mexicans

/ and Mexiodn Americans. would rise in unison against their common Anpv
oppres-sors and eventually.turtrall.of the southwestern' United States
to the
,
r.:,,,,w,.,,,..

.

....

.

Negroes as a buffer between the U.S. and,,Mexico.

HoStages were to be. taken,

ransomed; and then shot, and .1.ridtans were to be incited -to Join in the
revolt.

Though its origins were highly suspect (there was:little doubt at

the time that it wasproduced by the German or Mexican secret police to
foment discontent and confusion). the -Plan, hevertheless, did not fail to
4

fUrther'stimulate racial hostilities.

Anglos used the Plan and subsequent

raids as 'a justification for a series of 'further atrocities in which many

Mexican and Mexican Americans were innocent victims.
-44exgcan bandits and soldiers crossed,the' river to loot, burn, and

Murder; the collapsing Mexican government had lost control over its northern
..;

frohtier.

As hostilities continued to grow,,many,Mexian'Americans simply

left the area, finding-themselves too often the victims of both racial and
national 'hatreds:

Texas Rangers and others failed to distinguish between

Mexican Americans, .who were in fact U.S. citizens and who, in many instances,

26

predated the Anglo newcomers, and_ Mexicans, preferrihg to see both as.a_
'common enemy.

Mexicans, on the other hand, did not necessarily view Mexican

Americans as their national brothers but often as rich Americans and potential victims.

Caught in between, many Mexican Americans chose to return to

Mexico, while others migrated further northt'tb escape oppression.

Thus, the Texas Rangers played a prominent,role from 1916 to 1919 ,41(
.what amounted to a racial war against MeXicans and Mexican Ameritans.

4

Al-

though their presence was not essential in South Texas, the .army and local
4

law enforcement were more hahenough to handle any situation, the Rangers
-summarily executed withoul trial hundreds of suspected criminalS.

Based on

findings by a full state legislaeive investigation initiated in 1919 by the
"\ Brownsville state representative, J. T. Canales, the Rangers were abolished

as-the official state police force of Texas and their numbers reduced to
less than one hundred.

While the Rangers clearly were among an extreme in

their actions, they did embody the worst fears and hatreds of many Anglos
in 'outh Texas.. Atrocjities on both sides of the Rio Grande continued oh

A
into the 1920's.

Period of Expanded Anglo-and Mexican Settlement:

From Ranching to Farming

Large-scale Mexican immigration to the region was coterminous to the
development of intensive agriculture.

"The most enterprising Ousinessme

joined together, built a railroad into South Texas, formed real estate and
,

irrigation companies, sliced their ranches into farm tracts, and boomed
,

towns on their property.'
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Among towns which were developed after railroad

construction in 1904,'all of which began as farming centers,' were Harlingen,

McAllen, Edinburg,.Sah Benito, 01Mito, Mercedes, and Donna.

"Home-seekers"

from the north bought the land after first being enticedby attractive

brOchUres and free visits sponsoredby land develobers; many ofthese land

0'

'14

developers soon became-the nucleus in structuring-the local banking and
financial syste0

Mexicans served as the labor forc

infrastructure--irrigation cAnals, railroad tines a
Made agricultural development possible.

for_the agricultural
cleared tan& %A/filch

From the beginning the' availability

of'a cheap-source of potential farm labor was advertised by land developers
as a major attraction to farmers.

Initial. capital to develop the land could

be offset by minimal investment in machinery or farm labor.37
Mexican immigration to the.Valley was stimulated by'the Mexicam.Revoa

r

lUtion from 1910 to 1917 and the effects.of the revolution on the maintenance
of day -to -day life patterns In Northern Mexico were :felt well into the 1920's.
The northern'tegion of MeAlco figured piominently. in 'the revolution and: the

regional character of self-sufficiency undoubtedly .led citizens to immigrate
38

to a land which promised great rewards for hard work.

The new labor con-

Iracting farmers, indeed, promulgated such myths of a promised land in their
constant search for a-seasonal supply of cheap labOr.

Class'stratification as in Brownsville, which in its two class system.
.

.

of rich and poor did'provide for liMited Mexican - American., mobility, was not
.replicated in the countryside' when the Valley's economy shifted from ranching
to the pro t uctibn of cotton and vegetables in the early 1900's and citrus in
the 1920's.

This agriculture was a peculiarly Anglo enterprise.

The ores-

-

ence of Mexicans was deemed necessary only because of growers' labor requirements.

The absence of any Mexican or Mexican-American middle class to pro-,

vide for an easier cultural transition as well as to possibly prevent wage
exploitation made racial domination particularly blatant in these farming
.communities.

!racking capital, having little if any formal, education, and
/

also with.a different language and cultural background, the, immigrants soon
formed an easily exploited rural proletariat.

An Anglo 'laboring class-never
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developed, further rendering ethnic stratification
as an.integrat feature of
Valley society.

As one observer in the late 1920's poted, "The hand labor...-

is perforMed by Mexicans, and among the chief reasons for the absence
Of white
6

labor are the charatter of the work and the low remuneration.

White labor

was not.physlcally-displaced here, 'for the farm labor supply was furnished
by Mexicans:,from the beginning.

Wages have been adjusted to standards of

living. of Mexicans, and rates attractive to Americans have never prevailed."39

Likewise, neither did a Mexican-American urban proletariat soon emerge;
farming towns remained very small,

the.population ruraland few other'

industries were to appear for some time.

The, social strucue of the sMall

towns resembled, in many ways, a syStem of ethnic caste' rather than class.,

Economic powerlessness facilitated political subjugation.

Differing

conceptions of politics and political participation,interacted in varying
.degree! 'with fears of physical coercion, economic dependence and vulnera--

bility, and the constraints posed by various electoral mechanisms, such as
the poll tax, to produce a constituency having little influence on local

and regiOnal decision,making processes'.

0

Farmers attempted to maintain a

more maleable supply of labor by subjugating immigrants in the 1920's and'

)00's to a .series of state laws.designed to limit their very mobility,
{immigrants were discouraged from having cars) and to provide a large but
tempOrari labor force that was encouraged to return annually to Mexito. 41

At the same time many immigrants were lured further and further'north by
tce attraction

higher wages and a bettr life.

At a national level,

restrictive legislation against European immigration ma'e MexiCan labor
increasingly attractive' to northern industry.

Outright fraud coupled with the semi-feudal patron:system were integral

to Valley politics as small groups of political' bosses dominated'city and

30

29

county affairs until around World Mar Two much the same at in the'Browns-,

ville of the 1850's and 1860's.
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While farm laborers were the first to

.realize their predicament,. various anoraks at unionization

the 1930's

met 'with failure; farmers could,break any strike with additional labor

No real Mexican American middle class

imported from other Texas cities.,

developed in theSmall agricultural towns until'aftsr World War Two and
even then it, kssessed few des's interests in its struggle over few scarce
resources.

A Mexican-American underclass came to populate the same barrios

lived in by Mexicans in Brlsville, but in the non - border farmin
urban proletariat evolved.

towns no

Brownsville served then (and now) bo h as a

"receptacle" and a "springboard" for Mexican immigfants:44
Largely defined by Anglos as_foreigners, racially and culturally
inferior, and functionally skilled for nothing more important than farm
work or other nonskilled occupations, Mexican Americans were continually
forced to contend with a systeril in which they had few civil rights. .Evi7
ti

dence.of Anglo- American ethnocentrism, prejudice, and discrimination has

been particularly acute and.visjblein Valley school systems;

Until the

past decade most SchoOlS were segregated on a defacto basis.

InStitutions

,tended to be atbest.'!paierna-liStie, and often oriented towards cultural
:.;4.;

4k

1; :.'

genocide throUgh.attlelOted:anglicilatIOn*011e toricoMitant derogation of
1.611dren were punished for speaking Spanish on

aWthings
schtiol preth

saW

iNati,holiblays and festivals were ignored."

Likewise,

the schools leld4 tjiWrirt't41 Yahguage skills effectively, and were prone
46
to using inapprOpriate and often damaging tests and other techniques.

Teachers' were paid little even by Texas standards and often lacked minimal
qualificatjons.
minority.

Anglo teachers predominated although numerically in the

However,. Mexican Americans sinte.World"War Two have gained gradual
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access to public school teaching and administrative ranks and this has contributed consequently to a nascent Mexi,can-American middle class.
Discrimination in other areas of, employment, as dell asjin housing and

in the courts has also denied several generations of Mexican Americans the
I

right to equal socifiLparticipatiOn;Ird thus has/ played 4 sighificant role
in structuring their presently low status.

Literacy requirements by the

courts meant in the Valley that Mexican Amerfcans were often denied a trial
by peers.

ititstricted housing has often resulted in permanent. substandard

structures passed on.from one generation,to the next with little improvement.
Colonias have been one functional alternative for the poor,

While it might bepostulated that the problems confronting the poor are
primarily the direct consequences of racism, such a podition would be unfair
and distorted.

Today, in' most circles, ethnic discrimination has been

attenuated to a large degree.

While racism cannot be ignored, the poor

continue to be trapped by&a number of other conditions..

Some, particularly

the more recent immigrants, are shackled by ihe inability to ipeak
and thus, are limited to employment'in those Jobs deep in the secondary
-

labor sector.

Yet, the incentive to learn Eegash is undermined -to a great

extent since most of the Valley population speaks Spanish.'Better'payina.
T

and more secure jobs, of course, are screened.by educatoonal'requirementsi
usually at the minimum high school graduation.

It has been observed that

may migrant youth, whose immediate family needs dictate that everyone must
work, frequently drop out early iri the education process. _Of4ven greater
import are the as ,yet uncounted thousandd of Mexican-American youth who4

although not migihnts, nevertheless fall behind and eventually drop out often

beore reaching high school.

While many more Mexican- American youth are

attending local colleges and.post-secondary vocational schools than ever
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before, the higheT educlt-ion system suffers from similar problems-as the
pUblic schobls.

This new generation of locally educated Mexican Americans'

will supplement the growing.Mexican-American middle class who has in \the

,past sent their offspring to colleges outside of the Valley.

Cult,1 traits have also been accused ofielimiting mobility pTosOects:
Various writers have alleged that Mexicani-AmeriC6n achievement primarily has
.-been hindered by the persistenCe of a traditional peasant-type .set of
cultural valuei.

47

Accordingly, the Mexican-American poor are said to be

fatalistic, unable to defer imme,iate gratification, overly personalistic
emotional, highly familistrc, suspicious of everyone beyond the family,
etc.

To wliat extent these traits actually ekist and furthermore, actually

preclude mobility, are, empirical.queons -- of whichinerther have beer:L.)
intensively researched as of yet.
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gather than "blaming -the victim,"

however, it would seem more accurate to view .such traits (if they do markedly
exi'stl as rational., forms of adaptation to poyerty conditions -- behaviors

`'=.which would change under different economic circumstances.

Even

re, it

is ironic that a largeproportion, of such "fatalistic" and 4Complacent"
people are annually involved in onlivof the most risk-filled and hazardous

economic Pursuits available

migrant faTm

Since World War Two with the lessening of restrictive

utitUtional

barriers, increased educational attainment, and the gradual diversification
of* thr regjony economy, a Mexican-Adieritan middle class albeit proportion.,

.
s

,

ately small hes developed in the agricultural communities.

It is essen-

,

tially composed of small businessmen, state, federal, and city agency funcIr*

.tionaries, school teachers and administrators, and the more highly paid

skilled workers.. Circumscribed on the one hand by disproportionately large
/

classes and on the other by an economic

Mexican-AmeNen lower and and
.4,1E
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.ellte-penetrated-by few Mexican Americans, however,- its poPti
1-interests:
Jt
remain unattended. As .ti cuss it is wary of losing it hard - earned economic

s.

;gains and' community. prestige.

"Relative to the poor, its stance is predomi-

,

nantly reflected in an orientation.based4on encouraging individual rather

than groupmobilitY strategieS - one underlined by thci. assumption that if
they. themselves could achieve economic'security throtgh hard;work an

sacrificvo should many of the Boor if only given sufficient motivation,.
In light of-this perspective and also persistent-status insecurities, few'
4
members of the nascent middle class havebecome involved in local poverty
.,,issues of a social action Aature, and in gerieral,.most can be said to s4p-

port the stalas quo.

Other Social Mobility Impediments:

The Peculiar. Nature of the\Regiodbl

Economy.

After viewing these, factors, one might be

ompied to say.tha; other

groups have encountered similar obstacles upon settling in the U.S.

Did

the Italians and Poles, for example, begin at the bottom of the economic

structure of the North?

Like Mexican immigrants, they were non-English
U.

.speaking and alo faCed exclusion and discrimination, although to a lesser
0

extent, frOm the dominant society.

Yet, were they not able to "make it"

,

over the course of several decades?
.4'
The Mexican- American experience in

Ri4Grandl4aaleY as in

most of South Texas, however, has been qualitatively different
other groups in at least three crucial respects.

from that of

First, the other groups,

entered a rapidly expanding urban-industrial economy.

Although they

frequently started out, at the bottom, they could over time work
themselves
.

up the job hierarchy.

Even at the lowest rungs of the industrial system,

wages tended to be sufficient for basic subsistence. ,Secondly, while job
3z1.4.

1/4
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competition was key, they could develop a. semblance of security by
sktlled natige of their work, and later, through unionization.
y on the othell hand, has been a non-industrialized region.

the.

The Valley,

The local labor

1

force and particularly the working poor have been and still are strongly

dependenoM agriculture,and farm related employment. .Such'work tends to'
41

be exceptiqqailylow in remuneration and highly unsdble.

Job ladders,

characteritac of'Manufacturtng industries and alloWing for promotion and.
advancement, generally are absent.

FurtherMore, the special skil101d''

efforts oflworkers have little bearing on their value to employers as
workers are commonly paid on a piece -rate basis.

These conOtions, somewhat characteristic of labor-intepsive'agricul-'
ture throughout the U.S., are exacerbated by'the fact that Valley_emaX e ers

always have had access to a large labor supply reserve.

Up until the mid-

1950's, growersminimized labor costs by exploiting .a labor force jointly
d

3.,

-

composed of Mexican Americans and undocumented' Mexicams,'"wetliaCks."

The
1--

border was virtually:open tb all whq wantedto cross; .34 there waslittle
or'ho concern as to the ,legal" status of workers -7 Mexican Americans and
."wetbacks" were treated alike.

Wages and condittonsof work were

laterally fixed(at the beginMing of the harvest season by growers

asso

°

,tiations.
' working.

Laborers enjoyed the option a accepting the wage-rate o -not
Many migrated north to become permanent residents`.

Needless to

,

say, wages during this period remained relatively static and tended to be
either at or below subsistence levels.
"Operation Wetback," launched by the'INS/ im 1954 in reaction to the

recession and rise in national unemployment following the Korean War, had
great immediate impact on 'the local farm labor scene.," Indeed, it is esti-

mated that a force of'approxiMately 70,000'undocumented.wor ers

al

ft the

34s.

Valley,during the first two Weeks of local INS operati ITS.

harvest,then underway was not jeopardized, however,

i;
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The-cotton

Departmentkof Labor

.

machinery and pressure from the .fgrming lobby was im

diatel9 activated to
k

"dry.out" and reconstitute "wetbacks" as braceros.'

htis

the Bracero Program

bolsteredand administered the greater part of the,Valley labor force in
behalf of growers for almost a decade.

While "wetbacks" were still pre

.

ferred by growers over braceros as, various regulations gutc141 the use of

the latter

or at least did in theory4FaceroS were'deemed superior to sole

reliance on a domestic and sharply reduced "wetback" work force.

Nonetite-'

less, by the early 1960's, braceros were laiteltphased out in the Valley;

DOOmposed wage-rate increases, the stricter enforcement of housingcodes,
and the comparative inflexibility of bracero utiltation prompted fai-mers
-t0 t

o alternative sources.51

Cotton growers chose mechanical harvesters.

Growers of crops that remained labor intensive came to rely, anddo so to
the present, on a mixed labor supply, ,consisting of Mexican
Americans,
,

backs,"-and in addition
C.

'

'wet-

Mexican commuters or "greenCarders.",

,-

The effects of arle
argsurplus
su;
labor force are evident in other local
industries as well.
_

Shrift'', boat crews,at Port Isabel and the Port of

Browniville struck in 1959 and again in 1975 for better wages, job security,
'and a few other minimal compensations.,: On both occasions strike-breakers
put an endlto

aor

negotiations, fir t in 1959 after onTy three weeks,

and again in 1975 after some five mo t

Striking steel workers: employed.

at the largest industry at the BrownsVille shipyards were given a similar
optioh in 1977:

return to work or replacements would 'he, found.

Indeed,

s

within three weeks all of the strikers' jobs had been filled by men willing
.

to work at current wages and Job conditions.

In concluding this section, we must admit that Valley history, of
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course, injto way predetermines the future or /the region.
discuSsion'doeS Teveal a number .o

'importance to any contemporary analysis.

hiStorical

Yet thi's brief'

recurring themes which are of

R latrons between Mexicans,. Mexican

Americans, and Anglo.Americans were founded on violence and hatred, and rein

divided ,by racism compounded bY nationalism.

An agriculturally based'

economy premised ora surplus of cheap labor traditionally has been ruled
social institutions has

by an Anglo elite. Irifferentjal-treatment
characterized interethniC relations.

A Mexican-American middle class was

slow to materialize in a society which provicledjor limited class mobility
except through out-mi§ration.

In sum, we propose that many of the'roots

of present-dayial poverty are the evolutioriary consequences of a social.
system historically structured on the basissa ethnic domination.'

The Lower Rio Grande Valley as a "Staging Area"
This section represents an attempt to place the question of 'regional

poverty within a more inclusive context.

COmpared with the rest of the

United States, a number of unique conditions prevail along the border. 'These
conditions render the analysis of pdverty less amenable to purely economic,
definit'i'ons which woulOha)ie lreaterdascriptlye.relevante to.poverty,:popu

lations in non-border regions of the U.S.

.

Therefore; we propOse that a more

complete picture of local poverty dynamics may be approached if the Lower
Rio Grande Valley is conceptualized as a spatial.zone of significant demo-

graphic, socioeconomic, and social psycholOgical transition.

Consideration

of several major .patterns of population-movement bears greatest analytical
value in this regard..

To the extent-that causal linOges between migratory

flows appear to be empirically implicit and that the potential exists for
successive participation in one migratory pattern to another over historical
time, the region willrbe referred to as a "staging area."

I.

36Short of the rather' unlikely event of a Massive infasion,of,direct

transfer payments tothe poor, two broad and interrelated factors at this
.

-

time pr%lude the amelioration of objective poverty within the regtOn.' The
a

first problem relates tO the particular nature of thOoci0 economy wherein
unemployment and underemployment are rampant, and even full-time employment
"-does not portend non-poVertY status. 'As previciusly,noted,,the local economy
is unique in its magnitude of prolliding low- wage, !non- unionized, and often
,

seasonal jobs, and in capitalizing on a minimally skilled'and educated labor
.

force.

Recognition of the Valley as a staging area; on the other hand,

emphasizes that the persistence of widespread poVertyannot be unequivocally
viewed as a sIngUlar and locally generated phenomenon.

While the regiOnal

economy does both exploit and stimulate, selective migratory flows, the

prevalence of low incomes also must be evaluated as a consequence of loca=

tional inierfacebetWeen two nations in uneven stages of economic development.

The Valley, like most other regions along the ALT.-Mexico border,

offers its greatest population segment a mode of material existence located
somewhere toward the mid-point on a lengthy continuum.

ThiS continuum 1s

CY

structured at one, pole by ar-afflUentnatiohwiticin which'MuCh of-its labor,
supply is over-priced according to competitive world, standards, and at the

other pole by a nation in which a great share of its people endure severe
destitution and are drasticatly in need of work..

An outline of the staging area function of ,the Valley should include
at the minimum its proximity to a comparatively poor nation, the location
1

of an area undergoing rapid economic deyelopment - yet even more pronounted
population growth - immediately across the international boundary,dn'd t.11e
fact that the region serves as an important gateWay entry and environment
for those in search of work.

However, the.Valley 'is not only a receiving

9

8

area. :Out-migration also.is of major significance-as the regiOn has possesSed
,

a highly limited amount ojob opportunities,particularly thoSe types providing stable employment and adequate pay by U.S. standards.

Ah except's:iv--

ally high local birth rate eventuating by itself in-alarge laborSurpiUs,
coupled with on-going Migration'fmim Mexico, have necessitated large-Scale
,

.

migration to the north.

For many, seasonal involVement in migrant agricul-

ture has served as a fupctional alternative to permanent relocation
.

Five predomtnateApatterns axe overviewed in this analysis.

Viewing the
.

..

region as functionally integrated with northern Tamaulipas
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.k

..

andAiven the

relevance of the "springboard" fu ction of,Mexican border citieS, 53 the first
pattern entails population movement from the interior to the_northern frontier.

The second movemer4 relates to employment on the-United States side

without U.S. residence; this includes several types of commuter workers.
The third movement involves residential relocation from the Mexican to the
U.S. side.

Seasonal migration out of/theValley to 'the north constitutes a
,

fourth and extremely important pattern.

Finally, completing-the motility

patterns to be discussed is that of out-migration from the region with the
establishment of residence elsewhere in the staie or nation.

Migration and Urban -Gmwth in the Northern Tamaulipas Region!
The Mem an economy has undergone rapid industrial growth in the last
two decades.

Such expansion, neverthel6ss, has not kept pace in providing

sufficient ,employment opportunities either for those attempting to enter

the'labor market (at over 3% a year, Mexico has the-highest population
growth rate Jn the WesterN Hemrsphere) or

r those being displaced from

an agrariaassectoi in process of technical and organizational revolution.
To wit, the-criical factors behind widespread Mexican migration are under -'
employment and unemployment.

Between 1350-1369,.for example, the average

-b.

38number of days worked per year: among farm workers decreased from 194 to 100. 54

The Mexican population despite significant induitrial and urban growth re;

0

'mains AO a great extent rural., Migration within Mexico thuS has been pri-

marily to areas of real andkir perceiVed economic opportunity, namely Mexico
City and the northern frOntier.citiese
Recent 'growth in Maican bordertowns has been explosive; between 1950 -.

1970, population along the frontier indeeased by 158%.

While the Valley

population underwenta'slight increase (13%),during th t period, northern
Tamaulipas reflected expansive growth with a high rat

of in-migration from
fl-

the Mexican interior.

The municipios of-Matamoros.a d ReynOsa grew by

,and 117%, respective
of the Reynosa popUl

and by 1970,- 21%'ofthe Ma amoros pOpulation and 31%
on had originated' from a s

ate4her

than Tamaulipas

drowth was particularly extremermOreover, in thf c'kties -themselves (eepre.

sentrhg intra-municipio urbanization and naturl increase as will as in,

migration) as Matanibros increased from approx mately :46;000 to 139,060

(+200%), while Reynosa tripled, growing from 34;000-to 137,000.

Such trends.

)

remain unabated up to.the present as current population estimates signify
,

`'that:sinCe-1970 the two cities have increased by On (Matamoros, 30%;'

ReynOsa43%).'
Several evelits clearly stand out in re
graphic changes.

First, a series of We

(gation systems, highways, a nd other public wor

1940's brought in thousands of wOrker

to stimulating these demo1-.1mprovements (irri-

undertaken in the late

-, many. of whom riillained,after dom-

.

pletion of construction.
scale

cotton,

In turn, such imp,*ements gave4e.p.large-

-r,

production anal .the deyelOpmentof.support and piOCessjiig.indus.4

tries, thereby requiring larger libor inputs and teansforming'the regional.lecononily'from ranching and subtisterice farming into a Major export-base for
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,
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.

(

-

.

agricultural products.. Exploitation of energy resources hasialso been
important; the discovery and tapping of natural gas 'reserves in the Reynosa
district has by, itself created over 6,000 jobs with PEMEX in lhat city since
the 1950

Settlement in the region was further stimulated through the,

-Bracero Program; whereupon an undetermined but probably. significant amount

of braceros, chose 'to settle along the border at thetermination of the pro,

Indeed, justified by government and

grami in the mid71960's.

C-4;1111%rce as

a

response to high rates of unemployment (estimated at 40%). inthe,border
cities attributed td the relocation of braceros, industrial mandfacturing
the Border Industrialization Program (see

has evolved under the.auspices,o
pages. 412-17).

Placement of the highly labor intensive OperationS of these

U.S. multi-national corporations along the northern frontier, as already
noted merely represents the latest stage of exploiting the labor of an ever
1

0

,

-growing and mobile reservoir of people desperately in search of work.

Al-

-to"

though in no way resotving'the original bracero problem (80%.-90% of those
.- employed in these new industries are young females), the recent piolifera.

.

tion of maqUiladoras/Kahad of course great impact in creating jobs an
raising' wages.

At pfesent approximately one -half of manufacturing emplor

menC.in n9rthern Tamaulipas is.

with

maqui.ladoras at a wage rate.of.about.

More

however, it appears.that

.

one-third the U.$:" mimimum,

the expectations for employment generated by the location of-these plants
,;

has provoked even Mgher rates of migrationfrom"the interior during the
'1970's, and only a miniscule portion of these migrants are able to obtain,.
maquiladora employment.
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Migration to the Mexican border does carr /the "potential for improved

economic stat4.

Available data (unfortunately income figures beyond 1960

are not to be found) suggest that the bOrder region is relatively Well-off
-

4

4o

compared to the.rest of Mexico.

Per c pita Income9br the nation in 1960,

was $280, but for the border states well beyond twice that figure.

As a

rule, incomes tend to,rise with movement north Coward the border and are
.highese in thdse municipios directly on the border.
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However, incomes

decline along the border aone goes from west io east; average 1960 income
was $958 in Tijuana compared to $612 in Reynoh4and $401 in Matar9oros.
0

In addition td higher, ;incomes at the border, the general quality of life is

'presumably better here than that for the nation as a whole.

Studies purport

that housing is.less crowded and of higher quality, 59 health conditions are
more salubrious,
visions, etc.

60

A greater proportion of the publi.ctuns radios and tele- !

This does not imply by any means that most residents generall'i,

share in this relative affluence or that severe inequalities are not present
on the front /er.

By any standard of evaluation, poverty remains pervasive

and extreme vithin these cities.
.

Given, the general economic disparities between the border and certain

areas pf the Mexican interior, however, the border appears to be hpld in
N,,

>speciarregard among many of the interior Mexican poor.

The' northern

tier apparently is coming to be considered as an area possessing great opportunity wherein one can-find work and receive comparatively high wages.
many migrants, though, the'"promised land" does not materia ize;
too few in number and competition for them is vicious.

Muc

to the frontier zone (and also illegal migration to the U.S.)

For

jobs are

of the migration
is intended

to be of only temporary duration; whereupon after either obtaining employ-

ment and meting immediate economic goals

or

failing to find adequate work,

such migrants return to their homes in the interior.

On the other hand, it

also appears there are many who d6 not share the option of return-migration.
As Fernandei notes, ":..an increasing number,of peasants in the interior

\\\r
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are making the decision to sell their Hares, their cattle,. and whateVer
other belongings they may have; in order to migrate to the border area.
They go there expecting to find a wonderful job awaiting them.

But a very

large percentage are disappointed to,discover upon arrival the true state
of affairs.in border towns.

The female is fortunate who finds a job in a

factory; rarely does a male find one.
are thus stranded in the border towns.
do not.

Great numbers of unemployed peasants
Some return to the interior.

Most

They have nothirigtO return to.- all of their possessiOns'have been
-c

sold.',I62

In light of such conditions, seeking employment at any wage on the
w
.

northern side of the river usually constitutes the only available alternative,.

i
he highly problemRelocation on the border not o nly:reportedly carries t.
imporatical possibility for material advancement but also the prospect for

tant social psychological changes.

As various scholars have, pointed out,

Anglo
the U.S.-Mexico border area is neither distinctively Latin or

rather a syncretized form of the two, a "border" culture.

but

Yet while accul'

the economic
turative processes operate in both directions, it is clear that
structuring
force and draw of the northern colossus has greatest influence in

Monsivgis, foe example, bewails the "Americanization" of the

this hybrid.

along the
frontier: "If the influence of the United States is universal,

border it is overwhelming.

It takes the form of myth, of modern production

socialization of
/methods, of the social invisibility of poverty, of the
,
,

technology.'
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Martinez notes the strong tendencies along the northern

Ihe creation
border toward,"demexicanization" and agringamiento, and indeed,
superior to
of "Chicanos del otro lado" (whom he argues will be adaptively
this period of anticiother newcomers should they migrate to the U.S given
64

patory socialization).

Another observer,,Cardenas, purports that"...

higher standard of
location close to the United States brings exposure to a

A
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gives birth to4ting expectationt, motivates progressive enter' prises and suggests opportynities for pertonal improvement:- 45
.

Residente in Mexico -'Work in the Valley
Despite the tendency toward economic leveling at the border,,economic
disparities obviously remain great:

In 1969, per capita income in-the Valley'

was reported to be around $1,600, whereas in the two major cities of northern
Tamaulipas it was probably less than on/-third that figure although much
higher than for Mexico in general.. The relatively high Mexican border town
incomes (i.e., relative to Mexico in general) therefore may be more 4f.lective, of proximity to the U.S. with the concomitant participation of Mexican

residents in the U.S. labor force rather than involvement in
suits within the towns themselves.
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pur-

Graphic economic improvement is accord-

ingly a primary function of working on the U.S. side.

Of the total Mata-

moros labor force, one study conducted in the mid-1960's discerned that

7.5% commuted frequently to work in the Brownsville-Cameron County area.
However, this group earned four, times the wages expected on the basis of its

relative size; the commuters contributed 30% of Matamoros wage income.
Reynosa residents working in the Valley accounted for an estimated 22% of
that city's total

ncome.
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While the earnings of these workers would not

raise many of them above the poverty index if they were to be living several
miles to the north, these earnings by far. surpassed prevailing economic

standards for the majority of Mexican border town residents.

Such incomes

allowed the commuters to live a much more affluent style of life than their
non-commuting Mexican nieghbors.

Thus we note strong inducements to work in

the U.S. yet reside in Mexico.

In discyssing Mexican residents who work in the Valley, it is important
to distinguish between three general categories:

"green carders " U.S.

43'
/citizens, and illegal aliens.

Although technically required to reside in.

it

the U.S.

if employed there as they are "resident aliens," "green-carders"

are allowed

4

practic to internationally commute to work.

Within the

Valley according to the INS, approximately 3,400 "green-carder
commute on 'a regular basis.

currently

As shown in Table 8, these figures have -re-

mained relatively constant (turnover is unassessed by the 1NS) over the past
decade although-there has been a.marked reduction in numbers crossing at.

Hidalgo (Reynosa-McAllen), and the Brownsville station now accounts for over
35% of "green-card" crossings.

Almost half of these workers are employed,in

local industry; sates and service, construction; and agriculture account
in about equal proportions for the remainder., Possessing full legal status
within the U.S.;-these worker's, unlike illegal aliens,; do not labor under

specific wage and job condition disadvantages; i.e., disadvantages not

generally sharedby Valley laborers.
economy

Indeed, at least in one sector of the

retail trade establishments dqing a high volume of busines with

Mexican shoppers

it appears that "green-carders" are selectively hired
LI

over Mexican-American applicants due primarily to their-supposedly greater
command of "trade" Spanish.
Although..current data are not available, U.S., citiens who regularly
.,-

.

commute from northern Tamaulipaeto the Valley-for employment probably are
of significant number.

INS counts conducted during the 1960's, which then

enumerated-those of this category found the citizen
equivalent in size to that'of the "green-carders.".

ommuter force roughly
1f

this ratio has re-

mained constant, the legal commuting labor force ("green-carders" and U.S.
citizens)

in the Valley should thus approximate 7,000 workers.
..

i

\

No data base, of course, exists in regard to the number of Mexican resi,

dents employed in the region who either enter surreptiously,or are in
/-
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violation. of INS entry provisions.

While the probability of avoiding Border

Patrol detection and.apprehension is much greater north of the Valley due to
the concentration of policing efforts, in border regions, observation implies,

nonetheless, that illegal alien participation is common at least.injobs
,within the secondary habor market.

Their employment appears to be pronoUhced

in manual labor occupations and service-oriented b6sinesses such as restaurants and motels.

Also testifying to their probable ubiquity is the wide.

spread practice among households of even modest means of employing a maid
from "the other side."

In light of the fact that throughout the Valley the

INS enumerated a total of. 54 "green-carders" engaged in domestic work, it

appears likely that virtually this entire labor force commuting daily or,
in the case'of "live-ins," weekly from Mexico is illegally employed.

The

t\
direct impact on the local labor market is negligible given the marginality

and low remuneration ($20-$35 a week) of this work.

Howevec,the indirect

effects may be note as the employment of such workers enables many
,

families,

.

otherwise could not afford the cost of conventional child-Care

and homemaking services, to augment their incomes by allowing,wives to gain
outside jobs - thus rendering the local job market even, more competitive.
7

a

Illegal alitn participation in agriculture .is also .of apparent signifi-

cance.. A 1970 study of Valley farm labor market institutions discovered
that most employers preferred illegal aliens over both "green-carders".and.
U.S. citizens as the former accepted lower pay, harsher worling'conditions,
and were more amenable to strict management practices and control.
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A more

recent study limited to the citrus labor market estimated that during certain
periods fully one-half of that work force was composed of undocumented
workers.

Furthermore, packing shed personnel interviewed generally agreed

that the harvest'could not occur without the labor inputs of illegal aliens.

46
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Since 1974, however, with the passage of an amendment to the Farm Labor
Contractor Registration Act levying stiff flnes'against labor contractors
(not growers)- found to be employing illegal aliens, utilization of such
workers according to local Departilient of Labor'officials has diminished in

significant degree.

What is the impact of alien-labor force participation (legal and otherwise) on,the regional labor market?

More specifically, what impact does it

have on the' local-Mexican-American poo ?

Unfortunately, little research as

of yet has attempted to address either question (although studies 'are begin-.
ning to emerge in other communities)..

70

ASsessments instead generally tend

both to be polemical and to stand on the vested interests of thOse arguing.
Some, most usually Members.of the business community, purport that the impact
is minimal and favor present or less restrictive border policies.71

Aside

from justifications based on humanitarianism, they argue that the alien labor
supply is essential for regional economic viability because aliens hold jobs
not desired by. U.S. residents, spend most of their money in the. U.S., and

help to attract needed industries in the area.

Likewise, they assert that

extreme pressures would be placed on local housing, public services, and
schools ir
if H green-card' employment was contingent upon U.S. residency.

Con-

versely, others, favoring 'more restrictive policies and stricter enforcement,

argue that the widespread employment of commuters and undocumented workers
causes serious problems for many residents, particularly the MexicanAmerican poor.

Among the problems include:

depressed incomes, high rates

of unemployment, reduced chances for bstablishing labor unions, 'and worker

displacement necessitating migrancy.

72

The only existing quantitatively oriented study isiithat conducted
recently by Smith and Newman, whidrattempted to .infler the impact of alien
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labor particip

and Laredo with that from Corpu

Comparing general wage data from Brownsville
Christi and Houston

they found evidence of

..depressed labor markets in the border cities which is ascribed to the pro-

portionately greater labor force participation of aliens.

But they argue

that the magnitude of the differential is much less than conventionally
'believed.

Controlling for type of industry and occupation and other relevant

job-related variables, border city workers earned approximately 20% less than
their non-border counterpairts.

However, when differences in "cost of living"

were taken into accobnt, the former reportedly averaged only 8% less- income.
Alien part- icipation though is generely,confined to jobs within the secondary
labor market, and thus their impact should be greater,,in this sector.

This

notion is corroborated by the finding that among those employed ih typically
low-wage occupations, border residents earned 13.5% less than those working
in equivalent jobs to the north.

The researchers conclude by proposing that

these less than expected differences may be a consequence of aliens taking
jobs unwanted,by local residents and/or that "Anglo American and Mexican
American labor are highly mobile and thus large scale migration may prevent
large wage disparities." 7

4

Regarding border-crossers in general, it appears that fluidity across
the border is facilitated for many by family relationships spanning the
boundary.

For example, one study found that 64% of the,"green-Larders" and

56% of locally apprehended illegal aliens had relatives residing on the U.S.
side.
siti

75. ,In all likelihood then, temporary residence with such relatives for

purposes of work or schooling as welt as the obtainment of job information
and understandings of loC'al culture and society arlOtof critical -value for
border-crossers.

Attesting even moreto the permeability of the border is

the fact that most "green-carders" haye at one time or another lived in the

,

and about on-third s1till retain an American mailing.address.

U.
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Residential Relocation on the'U.S. Side

Although it is commonly believed that migration to the frontier is
largely motivated by the desire to enter the U.S. for purposes of permanent
work and settlement, a number-of researchers have pointed out that Mexicans
in the U.S. primarily represent "economic refugees,"' and for most; the stay
is,only meant to be of short duration.77

A study of recent in-migrants

within a JUarez barrio, for example, found that only a small minority (6%)
chose the U.S. as the most desirable place to live.

Most entered the U.S.

for econontic opportunities only; few people (1%) indicated coming to Juarez
because of its proximity to the U.S.

Thus, Ugalde concludes "...crossing

the border is something sporadically done,

in casel of dire necessity and
.1817

with the intention of returning to Mexico as soon as possible:

Nonetheless,.significant movement does transpire fpm Mexic000 the U.S.
.

.

leappears that

resultihg in either prolonged or permanent U.S. residence.

the established residence of family members already the U.S. which in
4

u.

eddition generally facilitates qualifying for

resident alien" status, coupled

with the'probability of obtaining employment are important determinants in'
c

this process.

Also, contemporary research has shown that among those recently
k

..,

,

gaining resident alien status, prior U.S. 'residence (i.e., illegal resi.

hence) serves, as a competitive advantage over attempting to enter and reside,

in the U.S. byfirst going through bureaucratic channe11:1-9

New resident

'aliens who had lived in the U.S. 4reviously were fOund to be of tower edu-

,cational and occupational status than others not reporting prior U.S. resi
dence.

-

Employer and-family aid in gaininglegal-status are suggested as

important advantages available to those in the former category.

'/'

Despite theiwelAnOwn limietions of the U.S. Census in ,regard to the

40
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enumeration of r sidents of Mexican origin (e.g., note the obvious difficulty
in counting those

either Illegal or questionable status), assessment of

Mexican,migration resulting in Valley residende perhaps is best approached
-through census records specifying the foreihn-born population (all, except
a very small proportion, are from Mexico).

We note (see Table 9) that

o

relative to the total population the ratio of regional foreign born has been
.

"high. although declininb,oVer time. 110.4 downward trend reflects, in great

_
.
part, the mortality of the large grOupthat migrated to the region
during
the second and third decades,of this century, the time in which the Valley:
experienced dramatic,,economic development. and population-growth.

In 1950.

over 60;000 or approximately 20% of Cameron and Hidalgo County residents were
Mexican born, whereas by 1960 roughly 15% of the pOpulaticlit were of such
origin.

'In .1970, the local foreign born population_ constituted about 12.5%

of the total (compared'with the state-wide figure of 2.8%).
c-

The two largest

N

cities, Brownsville arid McAllen, contained foreign born populations of 13.7%
and 14.5%, respectively.

Fufthermore, the "foreiga-s_tock" (foreign born,

and native born of foreign or mixed parentage) local population was excep)

,

tionally high; e.g.., over 30% of the Valley population and 46%of the 1970Brownsville residents fell into this category.

1.

Recent observations made in regard to Valley school systems show that

migration to the 'p

as significantly Fnc7aed in the past'serral years.

Throughout the Valley, approximately. l0% of the student population isnow
of resident alien status.

Over the past five years, Brownsville schools

have adde4 about 1,000 mew Mexican students per year whereas before that
time less than one-third of-such students annually entered the system.

we infer that the recent explosion in Valley populatir, to a great but
undetermined extent, reflects a stepped -'up rateig; Mexican in-migration.

Thus,

):
It wbuld appear that the foreign

rn are generally in the worst eco-

/'

nomic position, relative' to other local41esidents.

The foreign born seem to

be concentrated in the lowest occupational-categories; for instance, a 1970
survey of Hidalgo County farm worker households found that 43% of family
heads were Mexican born.

Bo

Residential location also appears to reflect

differences in national Origin.

An extensive 1977 household'survey cOnducte

in thedefined low-income barrios of BrownsVillediscerned that of those
husbands ariewives reporting plqce of birth, 45% had been born in Mexico.
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On the other hand, inspection of 1970 census tract data for Brownsville (with.

necognition of the possibilityof'commiting the ecological fallacy) does not,
clearly support the link between place of birth and economic position.

The

'poorest

sus tract does have,ttre highest ratio of foreign born, but for

the of

r nine tracts there ap;ear=s-to be little correlation between poverty
.

status

d national origin.

ti

A much stronger rank-order relation is exhibited

between doverty incidence and proportion of "foreign stock."
data, conversely, show the,foreigH b

State-wide

exicanzAmerican populition to be in

the lbwest income position, while first generation natives are of lTigher rank
'
rsi)

than subsequent generations

.8

2

Reactions to.p4veily,conditions may crucially.differ among those
recently immigrating-from Mexico to the Valley as compared to those who have
Y

resided here over a longer 'period of time.

Though the immigrant may be

\_.,,, wag,-'
earning exceptionally low
es - wages far below the poverty level, this is
_

not to say that he will

in fact necessarily feel subjectively deprived.

Perceptions about economic position may largely be conditioned by the socioN

cultia1 frame of reference employed for compariSon and Ihe'conditions to
which one has become accustomed.

V

in many cases, immigrants use the quality

of life standards prevailing in their Mexican communities of origin rather

50

than thoSe held ,by other Valley residents.

One researcher comParingloreign

born and.native bOrn Mexican Americans of low economic status found that the
former were significantly 11110Te positive about current living conditions "more

optimistic about the future, and less negative toward Anglos than were the_
la

er.
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Stoddard notes that:

"...Mexican immigrants who compare their

AmeriCan si cation with-fhtl recently left in-Mexico felt a/positive reaction
to slum tenemen

V

life wherein running water, flush toilets

and electricity

9

were available albeit substandard to other U.S. housing..
_generation of immigrants, America

,

For the initial

might be viewed as an opportunity to

pursue the "American Dream' of upward mobility and success.

As compared with

their immediate past, American poverty. becomes relative affluence."

84

This

is clearly not to say that such perceptions will be adopted by the children
.,..

of immigrants., or will eve'', be retained by such immigrants over time with

greater exposure'to and understanding of American society.

Indeed, exper-

ience has shown that frustration and alienation constitute 'important collec-

tive responseS to continued poverty status among subsbquent generations as
their evaluative frame of reference becomes adjusted.to definitions of wellr
being prevailing in U.S. socitty.

Valley Out-Migration:

8r5

A Comment on General Causes

Out-migration from the region, whether' it be seasonal as in the case o

most'avicultural workers or that type resulting in residential relocation
in places removed from the Valley, is generally a direct consequence of
In saying this, we are not dismissing non-

employment-related factors.
:7

economic reasons' ,(such as the desire for adveniure or the desire to escape
-

perceived negative social conditions) that may be of relevance in a few
.

,

cases.

Hogever; our basic, assumption is that characteristics of the regional

I

1

economy as influenced'by demographic pressures*play the fundamental role in
.

Mr).
z4.4-

stimulating population flows to the north.

Out-migration must be viewed as ajunctional responsetto a constellation
of economic limitations that includes:

(a) an insufficient number of jobs. in

general, (b) a'restricted number of higher'stAtus jobs that would provide fop
economic mobility, 4c) the seasonaL nature of many jobs in the agricultural.

.

sector,: and (d) an employment structure which reflects ComOaratively Oepres;ed
wage - scales.

Thes

limitations have been described in this paper, and thus

will not be discussed ",in further detail except in terms of their ;relation to'.
,out-migration specifics.

In combination with various generic problems'such as locational
vantages,9nd high transportation costs which historically have hindered Valley
industrial development and diversification., the structural problems alluded

to above are exacerbated by alarge surplus labor supply.
labor 'reserve emanat

This abundant

from two plie'n4mena - Mexican labor force participation,

as discussed,' and a high local fertility_Late.

1\-1

'lieu of firmer evidence,

the assessed impact of Mexican workers in the Valley

largely conjectural'

at this time.' "Green-card" workers occupy no more than 3,500 jobs icn the
region, and it is unknowil.to.what extent these jobs would go unfilled (or be
(/-

filled.a.t what wages) in the absence of.such workers. -A similar case might

be argued in regard'to the labor force PartiCipatiOn
of illegal aliens.

f the unknown numbers

Legally admitted immigrants constitute a third source

of pressure (ag,4 6 of unmeasured magnitude)'on the ToCal labor market:

Of clearer impact, howeyer, has been the historical presence of 4 large.
yoUt6 population.

This. population ise'primary conseqUerice of.a high local

rate, of natural increase (in 1970 the birtr rate .was over 30 per 1,000,
j

roughly -175% of the.natio

rate), and Secondarily a..con5equence of Mexican

family immigration., The perennia) impact on the labor market by this .
4
jf.

,.

popUlation cohstantly undergoing

eplenishmeht has been fecentely estimated

through a demographic analysis of age cohort'S. 86
4,'

Examining replacement

ratios for males of working age, Bradshaw found, that in-1960 there
were over

.250 NOung males potentiallyattempting.to enter Hidalgo and Cameron CoUnty
job markets for every 100 jobs that were being vacated due
to either retire;;
Ment or death (see Table 10).

#

By 1970, the outlook was even More.,bleak;
4.

although the rate in Cameron County remained constant, over 280 potential.
.

entrants'were
available\in Hidalgo County to fill 100 jobs:
f.

'The.seVerity of

this phenomenon is further underlined when we.recall ihat between 1960-1970t
there was an actual net decrease in the number of manufacturing jobs within the two counties! 'Thus, replacement,tatioS were in reality even- more
' extreme than those noted above.

Replacement ratios strikingly differed be-

itween Mexican Americans and.Anglo Americans, of course reflecting differen-

tial birth and in-migration rates.

For example, in $970 for every100 jobs

being vacated by Anglos,, Anglo males entering the labor market numbered 100

0
and 124 in Cameron and Hidalgo counties.

Conversely, about 360 young

Mexican-American males,potentially competed for every 100 positions previously held by older Mexican Americans!

These statistics ailme Clearly

suggest that perpetua l out=migration is a widespread and important filn tional.
7

necessity for many Valley residents in the face of such demographic7pre sures.

Seasonal Migration From the Valley
The fourth major movement consists of'those who seasqnally migrate
of the region.to work elsewhere, generally leaving the Valley,during the
.

spring to return in the fall.

-

The migrant populatlon'constitutes approxi-

mately one-fourth of the Valley totaf, i.e., somewhere between'10'0,000:to
120,000 worke'rs and family members (exact numbers vary according to the'

l ,.definition of Wgrant" employed and therlenty performing the enumeration)
X

,
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These figures,account for about one-thitd of all Texas migrants, and' about
one-tenth of the U:S. migrant ,farm population.
\\'

.\MIgranti generally farm a poverty,clast governed by a cruel, dilemma.

They may be Viewed as a group which is attempting to rea

compromise be-

4

.

tween harsh economic realities and highly meaningful sociocultural prefer)

ences.

87

During the summer,the local job supply decreases in size; this

is partiqwlarlytdramatic in agriculture as few Slimmer crops-are labor inten-

;,...
.

-

.

.

sive, nor is'there much activity in local fruit and vegetable processing
'Al
-:
plants. For, many residents there is simply no Work. available at thisotime.
.

,

In addition, the extent anti

amot

are very restrictive in compariso

of avaiJable wilfare,benefits in Texas

to national standards2-So this'iource of

support is not an attractive-option.
migration.

Subsistence thus requires notthern

F4rthermore, tliscussio

with migrants ilidicatelqat steady work
y

is frequently not found in the Val

.

'

uring winter months - therefore fur-

ther intensifying the need to migrate' come spring.

On the othet handt/cer-

4
4?

tain features of or
milita'iingtlagainst
;

ment prospects.

the-Valley provide strong incentives for many'.

nent out-migration to areas offering better employ-

A mild winter cliMate, a lower cost of-living, the local

predominance of the Spanish language,proximity to Mfixico,,and cultural and
I

family affiliations are some of tile more obvious and important-Impediments,
-sw,

to relocation.

Likewise, ,property ownership also appears ,to be significant

as 'about three-fourths of all migrants own their homes.

88
-

Migrancy is a,st ato generally.endemic to t he oCcupatIonItf4arm wo ker
in the region.

Recent surveys have found that over 80% of local agricultural

laborers are also 'involved in the migr,ant---stteam (an undetermined number of

emigrants In addition do not work in regional agriculte}.

89
While the 'well....

Achown effects of seasonal migration are often deleterious to educational
,

54

achievement, health, and family organization;. migrants tend to be economi-

1\cally better-of than non-migrating farm worker&,- Also, migrant household
heads generally tend to be better educated and much younger than their non,

migrating counterparts,
The inducements to migrate are clear.

entails a longer work period per year.

First, migration as noted

FarM workers 1K2general (migrants

and/./now'migrants) were employed a 1973 median of onl

half of these weeks were worked 4114t of the Valley.

90

24 weeks.. More than
Another study found,

"at over 70% of farm workers'performed most of their work away from the
Valley.2!

Secondly, migration affords the availability of farm work at a
Although 1973-average hourly farm wage rates were

higher rate of pay.

variable for states of high Mexican-American Mig4tant participation [e.g.
MiChigan, $1.80-$3.06;,,Calif5rnia, +$2.09,; Florida (citrus), $3.50L they

were far superior to the eStimaked Valley rate of $1.60 per hour.: ThuS,
mean earnings were much higher out of the region; whereas- Valley farm work
averaged $55 a.week per household head, non-Valley farm work averaged $134.

92

Finally, as peak migrant harvest requirements occur during the summer,
months when migrant students are not in school, migrancy allows. families to

.supplementtotal household income through t
their,youngsters.

work-force participation of

As yearq family subsistence often demands such economic
,

inputs (and as farm workers have not been covered by Social Securityproisions), this phenomenon,isin the 11.S. one rather uncommon example of.
fi

e econowic functionality of large families.
Paradoxically, mi-grancy - a direct consequence of the absence of
,

sufficient work within the region

has apparently rendered the remaining

Valleyiagri,cultural work as an increasingly unattractive, subsistence alter-

native for local farm workers.
.

,

.

Low pay, poor job conditions, and hl

ly-

55

Sporadic,employment, all historically pers.istent features of. Valley agri-

culture, seem even more unpalatable to those who have recently returned
from other states wherein farm work tends ,toward more enlightened management

anCprOvides better conditions and pay.

As one student of the local situa-

"As a direct result of many of these personnel policies,

tion has stated:

farmers experience a very low rate of prodactiVity from many of the workers
in the Valley.

The migrants compare how, they are treated out of the Valley

with Valley prattices...

Generally, the average worker believes he is being

exploited by Valley employers due to the low pay and poor working conditions."

93

That over 40% of'Hidalgo County farm-worket household heads are

of Mexican birth would imply somewhat of a generational turnover with offspring moving put of firm Work to other types of employment and/or moving to
other regions in the U.S.,

In addition, we suggest that due in part to this

expanded quality-of-life frame o

reference afforded by migrancy (in combina-

tion with the lack of higher paying and less demeaning jobs in the region),
former migrant agricultural laborers are increasingly participating in the
fifth and final major' stagipg area movement.

Oyt-Migrabon and Residential Relocation Out of The Valley
The extent of non-seasonal out-migration and its possible impact on the

local poverty situation'are rather difficult to infer by a simple perusal of
census data alone.
regional

Between 1960-1970, there was a slight decre s

:(3.8%)

population, and. in addition, an exceptionally high net migration

szleflcit of roughly 30% the population total.

While the Mexican-American

population as an aggregate grew by 9.n.,°the Anglo-American population

declined by,35%

Such data apparently would designate thf Valley as an
r

im ortant staging area for out-migratlon.

but one primarily for those of

.

non-poverty status

that is, Anglo Americans.

Though showing relative

in
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constancy« for the Mexican - American population, nonetheless, such figures do

not reveal compositional change's within this group-Fe:netting in-migration

(international and intranejoni) and out-migration dynamics.
Further referring to the work of Bradshaw, however, this problem tends,
toward empirical clarification. 94

lhdeed; among that portion of the Mexican

American population most vulnerable to labor force entry problems (young
,

adults), actual out-migration has been extreme.

Examining specified census

data on all regionar.males who had come of labor farce age (20-290etween
1).

1960 -1970 Bradshaw f

nil that this group experienced a net out=migration

rate of approximately 50% in Cameron County and 40% in Hidalgo County; i.e.,
of,all local males who came of labor force age during this decade, about 45%
were not residing in the two county area by 1970 (see Table 11),.

,y

Analyzed by

ethnicity, rates were high for Anglo 4ericansbut even higher among Mexican
'k

Americans.

This age cohort of Mexican-American men during"the decade under-

went an estimated net decline of 11,300 - approximately.52% and 45% rn Cameron
4

and Hidalgo counties, respectively.
v

These data take on added significanc

relative to the scale of Mexican-American out-migration when we note that
they, only represent net.migration.

in-Migration from Mexico and elsewhere

among this cohort is not currently amenable-to analysis, and thus, actual'
out migration was_ undoubtedly of,even greater magnitude!

Other research findings, in addition, suggest several, salient trends
regarding out-migeation patterns.

First,. despite, the surprfSing)y common

myth purporting that Mexican Americans will not settle out of the region,
Mexican-American youth are generally cdgnizant of the dismarlocal employment situation and view out migration as .a basic requisite for economic
mobility.

A regional survey, for example, found such youth not only positive

toward out-migration but indeed fu4ly one -half indicated that within five
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years they would be living outside of the Valley. 95
ment of long distance is pronounced.

Secondly, actual move-

The spread of former agricultural

ants over the cities of California and the Midwest-is well-known.

1

A

rm worker survey discovered that-over threerSourths of the respondents
[

had either siblings or children who had permanently migrated out of the
region - with most going out of the state.

Althbugh other areas ln Texas.,

ranked second inrfs'oiTency of destination,et 22%, California (27%) was the

most favored point of relocation - folloWed by Illinois (12%), Michigan (10%),
and Ohio (8%).

96

Discussions with many local. Mexican Americans also reveal

numerous close relatives, who althOugh .not agricultural -mfgrants, had moved

to other aties in the state; Houston seems to be a particularly-strong
magnet for many preVious Valley residents.

final1y, new destinations ha
,

e

d in recent yearsg.

The industrializing cities of.the Southeast appear

to be attracting growing numbers of Mexican Americans.

Perhaps-the most
.

noteworthy trend, however, is the movement generally concentrated toward
central Florida.

In 1969

Mexican Americans composed around 5% of the winter-

time Florida citrus labor force.

of'management procedure

Yet by 1974, due to a more rationalized set

and to increasing citrus industry wage differen-

'tials, Texas Mexican Athericans (most from the Valley) repOrtedly accounted
for about one-half of that labor force.
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Implications of Staging Area Dynamics for Regipnal Poverty
We maintain that if the question of local poverty and its potential for
amelioration is to be seriously addressed, the special conditions that prevail

in this U.S.-Mexico border region, which in effect define the region as

a staging area, must be recognized and further analyzed.

The outline devel,
,

oped in this section represents an initial attempt to specify some of the
parameters of locally-relevant mi ratory flows and the forces stimulating
le. 4

e.
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c

such movemejits.

,

.

If the general validity of, the staging area function

accepted, we must then ask whatolfirect ramifications this function has on
...

.

the quest.lon of objective or real poverty within the region.

The first implication is self-evident in light of our synthesis:

real

poverty, according to U.S. standards, will remain as a significant social
characteristic of the region into the forseeable future.

Valley poverty is

to some extent a consequence of conditions in Mexico which have stimulated
migratory flows to, the border region.

(Despite the recent dtscovery.of\epOr-

mous oil reserves in Mexico, it is quesponable that 1:)iasible developmental.
programs which might accrue from this would have great influence in diminish.'
ing these population, flows.) The permeability of the border relative to huMan
,

migration defines the special character of the-Valley whereby an economic

system could be constructed thatexploitS such flows.

The persiStence of an.

economy within the Valley structured on/MTnimum Wage employment, even at
, full-employment, will in no way provide for aggregate_Qbility out oOreal

poverty for the present-day poor.

The sheer volume of demographic pressure''

generated through,in-migration and high rates of natural increase, will
continually reinforce"job competition and depreSs wage rates.

Out-migration

will continueto4e#ve as'an-adaptive check, keeping the.extent of real
poverty far loWer'than,wOUld othetWise 6 the case,
Just as real povertyls-continually being generated in the negion
through demographic factors interacting with certain cgaracterlstics of the,"1°
local economy, so too may the region be exporting veal poverty to other areas
of the. U.S.

in VIOrms of out-migratlon flows.

of regional''s

attainmen

,

ool

Given the currently poor state'

systems, job training programs,, and level' of educational.

it ,is likely that many out-migrants lack the necessary educatiohal

credentials and job skills-essential for successful economic- integration into

Go
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new home communities.

6

An economically marginal life-style in Houston

Chicago, or Detrokt_produced by inadequate formal training may in,fact be
infinitely,;less tolerable than even a Valley poverty

istence - one softened

%

by close family ties and cultural roots.
4,'

On the other hand, migration' theory andkresearch relate that those

moving from one region to another generall-teAtl to occupy intermediate

Wm

nomi c and educational status betwe entheerallnratIonleft

heiind-ld
)

'those already at the new destination.

If this holds true

foN

r rify of those

permanently-relocating but-of the. Valley, and%we strongly suspect that it
does, the implication is clear.

The region may be undergoing the loss of

some of'its,most potentially capable people.

This population (better edu-'
.

cated and skilled, and possibly more motivated than the median) Would play a
key role in regional develgopment if only relevant opportunities were,avarl_able.

Not only potential 'talent is thus drained

so too are the local tax

dollars invested in their education and upkeep.
The staging area concept also helps to explain wink. there has been cela-

tvely little political or social action mobilization among the poor.

The

local poor form the largest class constituency in almost every city and,town
\in the region.

At a theoretical level at least, their interests could find a

degree of articulation With local political structures if coherently orga>,

nized and pressed.

In reality, despite numerous organizing ittemptS in the

recent past in a variety of areas including farm labor, colonia improvements,.

and health-care services, organizational efforts have been minimally supported and unmeasurable in terms of impact,.

Having no on-going linkages with

local middle and higher level interests (with the possible exception of the °
Catholic Diocese) poor- peoples' .organizations lack meaningful coalition's

necessary for issue success.

Although candidates for political office at

60

every level of government armed witOromises frequently make forays into
the low-income barrios during campaigns, much of the typically ipw turn-out

vote pt election'trme is governed through a multilevel patron system based

on personal ties, o

tions,.and deference rather than collective ideo-

logies.

In reaction to the above critical passage, the staging area coriCept,

hoWever, suggests that the Poor as a population tend to be compositiona
.

complex.

Under the generic label of "poveety population,!' we find a nurd er

of sub-groupings,each with different and possibly opposing real and per,

3

4

cei -ved categorical interests. .Substantive conCernsssues related to the
allocation sof public goods.and services) tend .to be cross-cut by'a rang of
q

..

.1-"quality of life" perspectiv s as previously noted.

f

vities'relative

olitical action and electoral; participation tend to be
,

-

;-'

conditidhed-b
,

Orientations end acts-

1

N

ghl status, nationality affiliation, as well as "quality of

life" perspectives.

Intra-group prejudices,.animosities, and rivalries

reflect differentiated claimsonallocalted resources (jobs, housing, dating
-

and marriage partners

prestige

etc.) being order

of / immigration, and such other meaningful dimensions.

regarding

legal status, reGency

Additionally, issues

distributive justice, which might serve as an organizational

catalyst in unifying la raza, tend to be deflected by the lack of focused

facial oppression represented in authoritative figures; i.e., Mexican American political officials, police officers, agency bureaucrats, etc., are
common throughout the region.

Then too, with reference to only migratory

dynamics, the develppment of cohesive groups and serious commi

nts,toward

social change within the region, is minimized by the often tempory or
seasonal nature of local residence.

Finally, recent experience impliestOpt economic,developmerit strategies'
9
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1
.

1

premised on-the relocation of light industries; may do little to alter the
-general contours o

real povertliewithin the region.

Although jobs are to

created, the minimum wage is the normal rate of return.
constitute an improved source of family income.

SOch wades may

However, if unless at least

more than ont family member is so employed, the minimum wage by itself will

not bring the family above the poverty threshold Newly'created jobs on -the
i\

\\American side have probably also reduced the rate of out-migratNon among
youth and families of real poverty status.

Additionally, as noted, plant

on the Mexican and-American sides. may exacerbate the magnitude

relocation
ls

of real poverty by stimfilatingeconOmiCally excessive population flows from
the Mexican interior-

Conclusions

(In summary, this analysis of poVerty in the Lower Rio Grande 4011ey of
TdAas is developed on the basis of a multidimensional approach, including
assessment of the.region and population in dynamic and longitudinal terms
rather than as static entities.

Poverty in the Valley we find to be most

obviously and definitely a significant real, phenomenon.
tion,

Poverty, In addi-

is disproportionately concentrated within one of the major regional

ethnic groups.

Historical documentation supports the argument that the high

ratio of poverty amom Mexican Americans tends to be in part a.consequence
of Anglo American economic and political domination.
l'ocal poverty is to-an extent a regulated phenomenon.

Thus we purport that
The region is finally

-viewed within the conteht'of a staging area for several major populations.
In light of the varying patterns of gbogr471pal movement, occupational entry

and economic attainment, and sociocultural identification, we'hypothesize
that local poverty should al.pp be approached as a.phenomenon amended for
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sci@e by a relative component.

Such an assessment does not dismiss the ex-

reme relevance of economic definitions of poverty, but we submit that
d scription on the basis of economic criteria alone oversimplifies the
complex forces influencing the experiences of many poor people.
Poverty measured in real terms means that the region ranks at the bottom
/

in regard to almost every indicator of socioeconomic well-being.
percapitaLlncomes 'are the lowest in the nation.

Family and

Furthermore, such incomes

signify that most residents will have access to few of the resources esfential
to enab% either themselves or their children to be economically, competitive.
Labor,force figures stress both the high unemployment/rate as well as the
Libstantial Ip ubem loyment rate.

Regional raborAloee6 have not kept pace

with population increases even though there has been significant industrial
diversification and growth in recen

ears.

Additionally, levels of edUca-

tional attainment for most appear to be insufficient, particularly jn our
credential-conscious economy, to gain entry into jobs providing tenure and
wages beyond poverty subsistence.

Many of these with higher levels of edu-

cation and training move from the area, leaving a sixeable minority who are
often unable to find employment.
tutes a critical regional problem.

Housing, particularly,in colonies, consth
Health status, .which -is a solid indi-

cator of quality of life, remains very poor as seen in the data presented.
Health services for the majority of poor people tend to be inadequate, and
..
.,

private physicians are usually only consulted during times of extreme. and

obOous crisis.
. \

-'

Historical antecedents of regional ethni c stratification demonstrate'

regulated poverty., An agriculturally based economy with a large source of
surplus labor has sti

t both limited Job mobility as well as low wages and

poor, working conditions.

Poor,upon migrating to the

and remaining

1.
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"relatively" poor in the Valley, Mexicans and Mexican Anericans have served
as the labor base for developing and working'the land.

,

Historidelly, few
A

ilmobility channels have been open to Mexican AmBricans in mos/ Valley-communi-

tie's; outright discrimination has been common in schools, jobs, and the
courts.

An open-border policy and later.a goNiernment aaministered work-

(force (braceros), in addition, have kept- Wages low and jobs+tenuous.

Although
6

a small Mexican-American middle class has emerged since- Worrd:War II, most
t

.

Mexican Americans fonma poverty stricken underclass.

Thus, a typical;

three-tiered class structure has failed to materialize within the local
Mexican-American community.
If the region is conceptualized as a staging area, Valley, 'society may

be envisioned as generating real poverty
other areas of the state and nation.

s;well as exporting poverty to

Recent industrial development provides

an expanding labor force with minimum wage employment below federal poverty
guidelines, and a correspond Fig Mexican labor force with subsistence level
incomes.

Simultaneously, thiis development has resulted in explosive popula-

tion growth.
c-- eventuated in

An inadequate demand for skilled and professional jobs has
drain of local talent to northern

higher wages, and better working conditions.

reas offering such jobs,

Compositionally complex, the

poverty,1:fopulation has.not formed organizations for the purpose of solving

problems related to real poverty, but continues to be manipulated throOW
A

patron structures.

Potential povertY.leaders have yet to find a forMula_

which,might serve to coalesce the diverse interests represented among the
poor.

In conClusion, the Lower Rio Grande Valley. of South.TeXas is ili*tlinT'-.
.

guished from other regions byits 'extreme poverty;

.

This paper represents.

attempt to bridge recent conceptuaf developmenf with existing rit'eratiirend-2
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data regardiilg local conditions.

The lack of basic descriptive data on the

poor as well as the,questionable quality and. relevance of some existing data

sTrelY'circumse.nibe the numbir and nature of problem-related generalize,

tions. ;Future ;research on ,the-

should flocus,2we 'believe, on a corr-

.!
.tinuihg effort` to collectqmpirical data within the 015-nceptual framework.
(

suggested.

e\phenomenological approach to the.study.of differing perceptions'

of quality of life among low-income Mexican Americans would. contribute much

to an understanding of Valley pOerty.

The Lnterdrpendehle of job mobility,

social mobility, and patterns. of migration in a poverty economy similarly

requires further research efforts

New ameliorative approaches to Valley

poverty must eventually_be formulat4d which take into account the special

'characteristics of the region and itsrople.

'Table

,1

Regional and Border City Population

Matiporo
Cameron,Colinty - Brownsville

Reynosa

.

Hidalgo Canty, 7.McAllen

Municipio

'Municipio.

(,.

1900

16,095'

1910

27,15a

10,517

13,728

.1920

,' :36,662

11 19.1

38,110

"

6,305'

,

6,837

0

77,p04.t,

22,p21

24,955

9,773

83,202

22;983

54,136

15,699

106,059

1,950

125,170 ,

36,066

128,347

451846'

160,446

1960

151,098

48,040

143;04'3

921 952,

180,904

1970

140,368

52,522

1,$616

1975

176,931

'77;540

1930

.5,331

9,074

12,346

4,840

'23,1,3/

9,412

20,067

69,428

3411'1)87

32328

4, 869

74,140

37,636'

150 786

,1,37,33

a

1940'

,

139,318

'181153510.

227,853

.71157

48,563

,

1977(est.)

SourcO:

82 000

285,000

Relevant U.S, and Mexican census, volumes.
quoted estimates.

265,000

52,000

195

Estimates for 1917, conservative' selections of often

o
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T.131e 2

Median Family Income,. 1960-1970,

1960
Median

1970

1

of. U.S. Median

Median

of,U.S. Median

United States

$5,660

-100.0

$9,590

100.0

Texas

$4,880

86.2

$8,490

'88.5

Cameron County

$3,216

56.8

$5,068

52.8

$2,780

149.1

$4,776

149.8

Hidalgo Cour

Source:

o

%

.

.

U.S. Census.

.

°

11"1e
3

Per Capita Incomes, 1959 - 1969 - 1976

e 1969

1959

United States

Income

of U.S. Average

$1,836

100,0.

lincome

0$3,139

Incomeo'

of U.S. Average

'`,,r;

100.0

,

1976

.

Texas

1,713

93,3

2,950

94.0

Cameron County

1,007

54.1

1,580

50.3.

t of U.S. Average

.4,824

100.0

3,825

56.6
4

cioAiy

Hidalgo,

48.3

867

48.5

1,5231

/

,
.
..

\

,

\
e:

48.9

3,338

,

1976 fgures repot.ted by U.S. Department of Commerce, 1978;

1959 an\ch96.9 figures U.S. Census

,

,,...

,

,

,,

,

,,..,,,,

c

,=.

0/

t.

tip

4

rl

Yr

6

T1
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Table 4

Selected Poverty Indicators for Persons an'd Families (14 years and over, 1910

f.

'Lower Rio Grande

'

'.

Valley

Cameron

Hidalgo

County

County

Willacy
County'

,

U.

Income Less Than Poverty Level

1
Total Persons
Percent of all Persons

162,812

,64,009

89,938

8,86

48.6

46.0

49.8

57,

29,237

1f,686

1,995

1;55

40.7

38.5

42.0

6,437

2,897

3,258

195,150

77,703

Dr"

Families
Percent of all Families

Families'With Female Head

46,1

28

Poverty and "Near. Nverty" Level'Incomes*

Total Persons ,..

58.1

Percent of all Persons

55.1-

.

107,461

,

9,98

',59.4

64.4

,

Families

Percent of all Families

,

Families With Female Head

*

36,284

14,515

19,921

1,848

50.5

47,9

52.3

54.8

'7,267

3,2;5

3,730

312

32,338 or 16.6% are "near poverty" level (definition:

Source:

incomes 25% above poverty level).

Lower Rio Grande Valley Ancillary Manpoer Planning Board:
(McAllen:

Comprehensive ManOwer Plan

Lower Rio Grande Valley Development Council, 1974).

N

Table 5

?"4

ppverty'Status of Families by Racial and Eihnic. Group /0970)

Lower Rib Grande

Cameron

Valley

County

.

Ri.dalgo

Willacy

County

County,

Total Families With Povertyle\;ei
Incomes

White

Pertent of all Poor Families
Peicent of White Families

Black

Percent of all Poor Families
Percent of Black. Families

I

%

11,686

15,995

1,556

2,807

1;321

1,423

63

9.6

11.3

A 9,

4'0

14,0

14.5

14.3

6,6

73

41

32

0.2

0,4

0.2

0,0

31.5

31.3

37.7

0.0

26,357

10,324

14,540

90.1

88.3

90,9

52.1

49.7

52.8

'

0

0

f
Mexican American

N

4,137

Percent of all Poor Families

1,493-

,

Percent of Mexican-American Families

Source:

Lower Rio Grande Valley Ancillary Manpower Planning Board:
(McAllen:

64'1

Comprehensive Manpower Plan

lower Rio Grande Valley Development Council, 1970'.

74'

'Table 6

Povert

County

Ratios' of MexicaniAmericans and Anglo Americans by County

Percent of- Fami 1 ies With Incomes Below Poverty

1960-1970)*

MeXican American/

evel

Anglo American
Mexican American
1960

1970

Cameron

66.7'"

49.7

Hidalgo

.72.0

52.8

Anglo American

L

,1960

1970

22.4

14.5

Poverty Ratio
1960

24.4_

1970

2:98,

3.41

2.96

3.69
40

Willacy.

71.1

64.1

24.7

6.6

2.88

9.41

ti

1960 figures and/ethnic poverty ratio measure abstracted Obm W. Kennedy lam and Dpvid E. Wright,

Poverty Amonl 4anish Americans in Texd$ (College Stationr Texas Agricultu al Experlment Station,
Departmental Information Report No. G6-2, 1966).

V

Table 7

,

2th)Ethra_._LEducationalAtfainmerlicitnCaweronandNida10

Counties, 1970 (among'those_25 ys and older)
(

:Anglo:
Total

No School

%

Spanishil'urname

%

Includes ,Blacks)

224

15.3

21',298.:,

21.6

27,028

18.7

25,209'

25;6.

1,819.

32,641

.22.5

:25,'645

26.0'

6,996

16,121

11.1

'8,489

8,6

24,306

'16.8

933',

,

i

ii'Years

,

5:8 Years

3.9

15.1

1
.Some High School

.

Nigh School Gradu'ate

,..

Some College

,

10,731.-

110.94

7,63

,16.5'

13,575

29.3

4

.1112(r

84

3,895

4.0

8,025'

17,3

104.641

7.3

3,321

3.4

7,320

15,8

98,588

i00.1

)460300

)9.9

College Oraduatjon
or More

,

TOTAL

.maroImir

MEMINMEMID

144,888

99.9

//'

A

e.

1,

ti

/

Table 8

Resident Al ieR Commuters ("Gr en-Carders') b

Occu ation Cate or

by

(N°vember, 1911

Previ6us

S Counts

e of Work

Crosin

Station

Total

Industr

Buil,din

Previous INS Counts

.,,,,

Sales, &

A riculturi

SerOce

191.
Houseilold

,

19 9

(Nov,lec.)

(Au ust)

1,9171

2,306

4
,

arowsville

2,772.

,II i da I go :(McAl len

'424

1,429-

50

542

74

260

.

/

.

493,

48'

,tu

,

136

158

'P'1,063

937

4

,

Progresso

155:

16;

26

..

107.

50

82.
4

r
I
o

Total in Valley

3,351

'1,495

50

642

.

Total

ii) U.S.

56,973

657

54

346

'1,762

2,904

3,451

;

15,364

5,y6

20,487

'11

i7,876

40,176 '
.

5

-

.

,

Namonamrammerwrwommrsammloom

Source:

U.S.' iMmigratior'and ,Natural ization SerVice:,'

f4,

.

Tabie 9

Foreign Sodparentage) b

n

camrai
ies

#.

1950

1960,

mo

1960

Total

1970

Total

Total

Tota1

Jota 1

f

Total

Foreign

Population

Total

.PopulatioA

Born,

. fore i gn

Foreign

Total

Born

*Stock

Population

,

Cameron County

12,170'

23,228

151,098

20,175

40,190

140,368

H,:rcialgo,. 'County

160,446

37,417

\

180,904

29,11

57;412

11,,535

60,645

332,002

/t9,291

98,202,

121,903

Foreign

Foreign

Born

Stock

1,8,410

42,251

5715117

s.

285,616

(21.2%)

'Source; ---

S. Census

4

1r

(14

,

40,751
(12:7%)

99,798

Table 10,

,

e lacement Ritio lot Males of Workin

A e (20-64) for

Levant

Me ican'Munic

os

70 and 1960*

Spanis
Total-

Place

1970

or Siffname

,

1966

Languagd

It''

,
'

.

Other White

' 190

1970

196'0'

375i

10b

19

..

-

MatamorOs:munici pio

337

ReynosaAnicipjo

.327

(

.

Cameron County
r4

Hidalgo,County

281
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*

.1211
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"The replacement ratio is the expettecl,number of entrants into the age group 20-64, years per 100
expected departures resulting. from death or from reaching retirements age,' on ,the assumption of

no- migration during the decade."

Source:

Benjamin

Btashaw, "Potehtial .1,:abor :Force Supply,

Replacement, and Migration of Mexican-American and'Other, Males in, the Texas-Mexico' Border' Region,

International Migration Review (Spring; 1976), p.,35.
44

,

#.

4,4

Table 11

t Migration of Spanish Surhame and Other White Males

Estimat
40

Becoming of Labor Force Age (20729sier 1970) for
1

Cameron and Hidalgo Counties

1960 to 197-0;k

.'

Net Migration
Spirish Surname
Number

County

Cameron

410

Rateb'

-5,300

-44.9

Hidalgo

Other 'Whi te
'

NuM

Rate

-1 8D0

-48.1

-1,400

737.3.

4.

a

Estimated using 1960 to.1970,U.S.'hational forward Census,surv.ival
rates. for native males bf. Mexican Parentage.
4rt

Per 100.expepted goles aged 20 to29.
Data abstracted from Benjamin S. Bradshaw, "Potentiah Laboe.Force
Supply, Replacemrt, and Kigration of Mexican-American and. Other,
Males, in the Texas-Mexico Border Region," internationarMigration
Review (Spring, 1976), p. 39.
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