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For the extended and expanding 

Campos and Delgado families of 
New Braunfels, Kyle, and Austin, Texas: 

they live the challenges and triumphs engaged here.  

And for all the teachers in my 

NEH Summer Seminars: 

they taught me that Mexican and US. history are one.
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Preface

This volume emerged from a long history linking the University of 

Texas at Austin (UT) and Georgetown University. Jose Lim6n and I were 
graduate students in Austin in the early 1970s. Jose created an innovative 
intellectual trajectory linking literature, folklore, and Mexican Ameri

can studies and was already recruited to a lead role building the Center 

for Mexican American Studies. I followed a traditional path to Mexican 

and Latin American history. We knew of each other just a bit, connected 

by his assistant and my comadre, Rosalinda Delgado. Our paths diverged 
for years while I slowly grasped the importance of integrating U.S. and 
Mexican history-and in the process discovered the salient importance of 

Jos6's work. Meanwhile, David Montejano, a sociologist, claimed leader

ship as the most innovative analyst of Mexicans in Texas history while 
teaching in the History Department in Austin.  

I left Texas for a nomadic career. At St. Olaf College I had the pleasure 

of overseeing Andrew Isenberg's honors thesis-on indigenous peoples 
in Guatemala; it was a greater pleasure to invite him to join this project 
in recognition of his work on native peoples and the environment in the 

U.S. West.  

As I settled at Georgetown in the early 199os, my work became more 
transnational, crossing scholarly borders to trek north from Mexico into 
the United States. The teachers who joined the six National Endowment 
for the Humanities (NEH) Summer Seminars I led between 1990 and 
2000 were a key stimulus to this project. They insisted that the histories 
of Mexico and the United States were inseparable -even as some NEH 
staffers resisted the notion.  

Then Jane McAuliffe became dean of Georgetown College. The 
Americas Initiative that sponsored this project was her idea, and she put
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funds where her idea led. The goal was to cross national, ethnic, and dis
ciplinary boundaries in innovative ways. She offered me the opportunity 
to lead the Initiative; I knew I was too busy as History Department chair, 
but the promise was too important to set aside. This volume emerged 
from the Initiative's first conference.  

Jane has moved on to lead Bryn Mawr College; her vision marks this 
volume and much more that lives at Georgetown. Dean Chet Gillis has 
kept the Initiative alive in the face of economic constraints, demonstrat
ing his commitment to the challenge of hemispheric understanding. The 
faculty community that continues to meet in monthly seminars to discuss 
texts in progress, crossing traditional borders and mixing disciplines, con
tributed to this volume in many ways. Our continuing Americas confer
ences keep us all creative.  

From the beginning, the goal was a gathering of scholars to generate 
a volume. I had to invite Jose Lim6n and David Montejano-and Drew 
Isenberg, too. Then I asked myself who else had shaped my understanding 
in transforming ways and approached Ram6n Gutierrez, Shelley Streeby, 
and Devra Weber. Working with colleagues to recruit Katie Benton
Cohen to the Georgetown History Department introduced me to her 
work before it was published; we invited her to the conference and the 
volume before she got to the department. We are all illuminated by her 
youthful innovation. If I had an early idea, it was transformed in conver
sations among the participants and in learning from their texts.  

Who should publish our volume? The obvious answer was the distin
guished History, Culture, and Society Series published by the University 
of Texas Press. I proposed, Jose Lim6n facilitated, and Theresa May and 
two anonymous readers welcomed us with energy. While our project de
veloped at the intersection of Georgetown and UT, many have moved on: 
David had already left for Berkeley when we began; Jos6 has just opened 
a new chapter at Notre Dame; Jane left for Bryn Mawr after the con
ference but before the book that presents the first published fruit of her 
vision. Katie and I remain at Georgetown; Theresa holds strong as a cre
ative force at UT Press. The Texas-Georgetown link that stimulated this 
volume seems diasporic-perhaps a fitting foundation for studies of the 
inseparable history of Mexico and the United States.  

Important assistance in making the Americas Initiative work has come 
from Kathleen Gallagher since the beginning. Stephen Levy produced 
the common bibliography and helped assemble the manuscript for publi
cation. Bill Nelson made maps with skill and good cheer.  

This edited volume really is a group project.
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INTRODUCTION

Mexico and Mexicans Making U.S. History 

JOHN TUTINO 

The lives and rights of Mexicans living and working in the United States 
have been topics of discussion and debate since the 1840s. Recently, 
North American integration within an accelerating globalization of pro
duction and trade, work and culture has fixed political debates on "illegal" 
immigration. People from almost everywhere break U. S. border rules in 
search of work and new chances - for a few months, a few years, or a life
time. Still, the largest numbers arrive from Mexico.  

Political contenders and mainstream media fixate on Mexican migra
tion "problems," Mexican labor "problems," even Mexican border secu
rity "problems." The fixation proved especially strong during the eco
nomic boom-or bubble-years of 2004-2008. For a time, the bubble 
burst, the boom gone, public talk about invasive Mexicans faded. Then, 
as the U. S. economy slowly revived, the 2010 election season saw the state 
of Arizona pass legislation that brought heated debates about Mexicans 
and migration back to the center of national attention. One searches in 
vain for parallel concern about the consequences for Mexican workers 
and families of the lack of work in the United States, the dearth of dollars 
in Mexican communities, and the impact of the U. S. crash on Mexicans' 
lives.  

Migration is not the only focus of those who malign Mexico and Mexi
cans in U.S. public and political culture. The United States sustains an 
enormous demand for marijuana, cocaine, and other stimulants it de
fines as illegal drugs. That demand creates a vast market, and illegality 
makes it a rich, risky, and too often deadly market. A constitutionally pro
tected market for guns in the United States supplies weapons that sustain 
both Mexican cartels and U. S. distributors in a transnational economy of
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deadly profitability. Still, U.S. culture proclaims and inflames a "Mexi
can" drug problem.  

The rush to blame Mexico and Mexicans is not limited to migrants 
hired by U.S. employers and drug cartels that supply U.S. markets. The 
spring of 2009 brought another wave of worry about Mexican invasion 

the HINT swine flu. Fortunately, the influenza proved more debilitating 
than deadly. Mexicans in Mexico suffered most-in disease, death, and 
daily restrictions. Still, U.S. media regaled a fearful public with visions of 
a deadly "Mexican" invader poised to kill susceptible "Americans" until it 
became likely that the virus had jumped from hogs to humans in a Mexi
can community where a U. S.-owned industrial slaughterhouse operated 
with few environmental and health safeguards. Then focus on the virus 
as another Mexican invader faded, giving way to a more constructive em
phasis on global health in a globalizing world.  

The flu became another episode of U.S. political and public culture 
constructing Mexico and Mexicans as others, as antagonists, as invaders 
or worse. When scholars analyze the historical roles of Mexico and Mexi
cans in the United States, we too emphasize invasions and problematic 
migrations: the U. S. invasion of Mexico in the 1840s to claim vast terri
tories, followed by rising waves of Mexican migration into regions of the 
United States that were once Mexican (and far beyond). Others empha
size exclusions: the denial of rights of property and citizenship to Mexi
cans in territories taken by the United States, despite the promises of the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo; later Mexican migrants' exclusion from 
prosperity and political participation. There can be no doubt that inva
sions, migrations, and exclusions, historical and contemporary, matter to 
the linked histories of Mexico and the United States, and to Mexicans in 
the United States.  

But they are not the whole of these histories. This volume aims to 
depart from established emphases and offer new perspectives on the 
historical and continuing roles of Mexico and Mexicans in making the 
United States. We seek to move beyond prevalent perceptions and de
bates, public and scholarly, grounded in an enduring but limited under
standing of history. Most scholars presume that the nineteenth-century 

U.S. invasion that turned the Mexican North into the U.S. West led to a 
pervasive Anglo-American political, economic, and cultural dominance 
that left peoples of Hispanic ancestry a subordinated and often excluded 
underclass. Later migrations reinforced that subordination, leaving Anglo 
ways to persist and predominate. In that context, scholarship about Mexi-
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cans in the United States focuses on political exclusions, economic exploi

tations, ethnic differences, and assertions of rights.  
There are essential and enduring truths in these understandings. The 

West was taken in a questionable war of conquest. Mexicans who suddenly 
became U. S. citizens were denied rights and pressed toward marginal eco
nomic roles. Through the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, 
migration from Mexico has remained essential to the settlement and de
velopment of the United States-West and East, rural and urban. And 
upon arrival, most migrants have faced relegation to a culturally alien
ated underclass. In that context, a struggle for rights has been inevitable 
and essential. It remains an essential focus of scholarly analysis. 1 How 
and why Mexican migrants - so desired by so many U. S. employers, from 
great corporations to families seeking maids and lawn workers -- are con
structed as alien invaders deserves equally careful study.  

To promote a rethinking of current challenges, the chapters here aim 
to refocus historical understanding to emphasize the participation of 
Mexico and Mexicans in the foundation and development of the United 
States. We build upon studies of conquest-incorporation, migration
intrusion, and labor-exclusion (where many of our authors have made key 
contributions) to ask how early Hispanic foundations, decades of Mexi
can sovereignty, and their legacies in economic, political, and cultural 
interactions across sometimes shifting and always permeable borders led 
to ways arguably "Mexican" becoming incorporated into production and 
work, life and understanding in the United States. In our view, Mexico is 
not ultimately "other" to the United States; Mexicans are not "invaders" 
of the United States. Rather, Mexico and Mexicans have been and remain 
key participants (among many and diverse peoples) in the construction of 
the United States -our prosperity, our power in the world, our promise 
of inclusion, even our ways of segmentation and exclusion. Mexico and 
Mexicans are essential parts of "us," not an alien "them," despite the per
sistent insistence of so many of us in imagining an alien and invasive other.  

U.S. history is opening to new perspectives. In The Story of Ameri

can Freedom, Eric Foner brings the participations of women and African 
Americans and their struggles for equal inclusions to the center of the 
national narrative. Thomas Bender, in A Nation among Nations, sets the 
history of the United States in global context; he recognizes the impor
tance of the 1840s war with Mexico in setting the vast boundaries and 
claiming the unparalleled resources that constituted a continental na
tion and set it on course to civil war before it could rise to global power.
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Neither emphasizes the importance of Mexican foundations and Mexican 
American participation in making the United States. That is the goal of 
this volume.  

We offer chapters that range from colonial times through the twenti
eth century and call for new appreciation of the constructive participa
tions of Mexicans in shaping the United States. We offer differing em
phases and interpretations, some converging, some raising new debates.  
We have discussed our common vision and our debates; here we share 
those conversations, hoping that wider discussions will lead to more in
clusive understandings of Mexico and Mexicans in the historical forma
tion and contemporary life of the United States.  

The rest of the Introduction sketches the vision of Mexican founda
tions and participations in U.S. history that emerged from our studies. It 
proceeds by outlining our chapters, linking their themes, and adding dis
cussions that aim to integrate the larger understanding we are approach
ing: a look at the U. S.-Mexican War of 1846-1848; a long section on mi
gration and labor; a consideration of changing gender relations in the late 
twentieth century.  

Hispanic Foundations and Indigenous Adaptations 

Ways of life forged under Spanish rule set legacies that have endured, 
adapted, and expanded to shape the United States in important ways. We 
often forget that from the Carolinas to Florida and along the Gulf Coast, 
from New Orleans up the Mississippi to Saint Louis, and from Texas 
through New Mexico to California, most early and enduring contacts 
between Europeans and native peoples occurred under Spanish sover
eignty. In 1776, the Spanish Empire ruled more of the current territory 
of the United States than did the British colonies that proclaimed them
selves United States.2 U. S. history recognizes the expansions that came 
with the acquisition of Florida from Spain, the purchase from France of 
vast Louisiana territories long ruled by Spain, and the taking of Texas, 
New Mexico, California, and more by war in the 1840s. Yet we presume 
that those acquisitions brought land and few people, opportunities but 
not legacies that endured.  

My chapter, "Capitalist Foundations," explores how the dynamic com
mercial and expansive ways of Spanish North America shaped the Mexi
can North and the U.S. West. A colonial society grounded in mining,
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irrigated cultivation, and commercial grazing; forged by European, Afri
can, and Native American immigrants; and marked by ethnic amalgam
ations began in the sixteenth century around Quer6taro and Zacatecas, 
now in north-central Mexico. By the early 18oos, it had driven north to 
encompass key regions of Texas, New Mexico, and California. I outline 
the creation of that colonial society, its pivotal role in early capitalism, its 
northward expansion, its incorporation into the United States, and how 
its legacies continue to shape regions once under Spanish and Mexican 
rule, and others far beyond.3 

Silver was the most important commodity (and money) in the world in 
the eighteenth century and New Spain was the world's leading silver pro
ducer. From 1700 to 1780, output there increased four times over-and 
held at historical peak levels to 18io. A century of silver-driven dynamism 
sent commercial settlement deep into Texas, brought new economic ac

tivity into long-settled regions of New Mexico, and drove development 

up the California coast to San Francisco. Commercial ways and social re
lations shaped the Spanish Empire; they were especially dynamic as Span

ish North America thrust northward in the eighteenth century.  

The differences between Spanish and British foundations in North 
America emerged less from distinct European traditions than from Span
ish priority in engaging the most densely settled and state-organized 
Amerindian societies and building an unprecedented silver economy. It 
was Spanish Americans who first encountered the state-based societies 
of Mesoamerica and the Andes, found mountains of silver at Potosi and 
Zacatecas, and connected American silver to Asian markets, in the pro
cess stimulating global trade and Spanish imperial power.  

British colonists came later, confined to regions of independent and 
often resistant native peoples, never to find rich lodes of bullion. In New 

England they found religious and economic independence-and little 
profit. From the Chesapeake, across the Carolinas, and on Caribbean 
islands, slave plantations offered profits, always second to those of the sil
ver economy. Priority, economic opportunity, and differing indigenous 

societies shaped differences between Spanish and British America more 
than did Catholicism, Puritanism, or other cultural differences. 4 

Spanish North America developed as a region of commercial and in

creasingly capitalist expansion that shaped the histories of both Mexico 

and the United States. The discovery of silver at Zacatecas, Guanajuato, 
and elsewhere north of the states and communities of Mesoamerica accel
erated settlement and development from the 1550s. Chapter i explores the 

commercial dynamics, patriarchal hierarchies, and ethnic amalgamations
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at the center of that development as it drove north in the eighteenth cen
tury and after. It details how revolutionary conflicts within Mexico's war 

for independence, both beginning in 18io, undermined capitalist dyna
mism and northward expansion just as the nation began. And it outlines 
how the U. S.-Mexican War of the 184os turned Mexico's North into the 
U.S. West, leading to an incorporation of Hispanic capitalism, beginning 
contests between contending ways of patriarchy and enduring encoun

ters between Mexican ethnic amalgamations and U. S. racial polarities 
all shaping the rise of the United States to continental hegemony.  

The expansion of commercial ways and capitalist developments across 
North America, whether by Spanish mining and grazing driving north
ward or by Anglo-American prospectors and settlers trekking westward, 
were always shaped by encounters with Amerindians long on the land.  
Mythic visions emphasize Spanish incorporations of natives in missions 
and Anglo-American exclusions of Indians, often in wars of extermina
tion. Missions and wars were common enough on frontiers where profit
seeking Europeans met natives struggling to adapt and survive in the face 
of grasping newcomers and deadly diseases. But mission subordination 
was but a part of Spanish relations with North American natives, and wars 
of exclusion ruled Anglo-Indian relations mostly toward the end of a long 
era of more complex interactions.  

In "Between Mexico and the United States," Andrew Isenberg explores 
the challenges faced by the native peoples who first engaged the north
ward expansion of Spanish North America and then the westward thrust 
of the United States. He focuses on the active roles taken by natives dur
ing long periods that began when they first encountered Spanish North 
America in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and continued as 
they faced the full force of Anglo-American expansion in the last third 
of the nineteenth century. He emphasizes the transforming importance 
of independent peoples' adaptations of European livestock and technolo
gies - and the later emergence of environmental challenges that under
mined indigenous independence.' 

Isenberg details how Navajos dealt with Spanish New Mexico to gain 
growing herds of sheep, become a pastoral society, and in time find fame 
as weavers. In the eighteenth century they profited from selling sheep, 
wool, and cloth south to mining communities in Chihuahua and beyond.  
He also shows how diverse peoples across the Great Plains between the 
Rockies and the Mississippi traded and raided to gain horses from New 
Mexico, becoming more skilled warriors and bison hunters in a Native 
American world that ruled the middle of the continent through the eigh-
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teenth century and into the nineteenth. Among independent indigenous 
peoples, contacts with Spanish North America allowed adaptations as 
pastoralists who found new strengths and stratifications that lasted more 
than a century. Adoption of European livestock and weapons brought 
better sustenance, new independence, and unprecedented political
military power.  

Those adaptations enabled Comanches and other pastoral peoples to 
assert rising power when Mexican independence and the Bajio revolution 

undermined the economic dynamism of the silver economy and halted the 
historical expansion of Spanish North America. This was not unprece
dented. In the 168os, an alliance of Pueblos and pastoralists had ousted 
the Spanish from New Mexico at a time of decline in the silver economy.  
When the silver economy waned briefly around 1750, Apaches and others 
became more assertive. And after 18io, as Pekka Hamalainen and Brian 
DeLay detail, the first beneficiary of the demise of New Spain's power 
from Arizona through Texas was a newly expansive Comanche Empire.  
Its warriors raided deep into northern Mexico in the 183os and 184os. 6 

This time, however, the collapse of silver capitalism as Mexico became 
a nation and the sharp assertion of indigenous power gave way to U. S.  
hegemony in a process marked by war against Mexico in the 1840s, a gold 
boom in California beginning in 1849, and a powerful development of 
mining, cultivation, and grazing in Colorado from the 186os.  

Isenberg emphasizes that the triumph of the United States was not 
the result of military power alone. The middle decades of the nineteenth 
century saw explosive grazing and bison hunting beyond the capacity of 
herd reproduction in fragile environments, undermining pastoral adapta

tions just as U. S. expansion energized. Ecological collapse pressed long
independent peoples to new adaptations, culminating not in exclusion but 
dependence. That transition, too, built on Spanish North American pre
cedents. It began in California, where natives became pastoralists as mis
sion residents while inland people took livestock to sustain independent 
ways. When Mexican liberals secularized the missions in the 1830s, most 
land went to commercial rancheros, leaving native neophytes to become 
dependent vaqueros - cowboys. Later, when gold boomed as the United 
States took power, ranchers employed native vaqueros to build a grazing 

economy to supply the mines, sustaining the "westward" expansion that 
replicated Spanish North America under U.S. rule.  

In ways different in particulars but parallel in trajectory, Navajos, 

Comanches, and other peoples of the Plains saw pastoral adaptations col
lapse just as they faced a dynamically capitalist and militarized U.S. expan-
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sion after the Civil War. They, too, Isenberg emphasizes, were not simply 

exterminated or excluded. Many died from disease, others in war. But sur

vivors remained and often faced life on reservations-Anglo-American 

versions of missions -where agents and preachers pressed natives to settle 
and lead Christian lives as dependent cultivators and workers. On the 

reservations and off, many found roles as cowboys and shepherds, persist
ing in pastoral ways, now laboring as dependents in a commercial econ

omy, continuing a long sequence begun in Spanish North America and 
played out across the U.S. West.  

War, Culture, and Commerce 

In the 182os, Mexico emerged from divisive wars for independence and 

began to face decades of political and social conflict as it struggled to be

come a nation. In the same years, the United States came out of the era 

of conflictive nation-making that began in 1776, saw political divisions 

and local rebellions in the 178os and 179os, almost brought dissolution in 
18oo, fought a war with Britain in 1812, and found resolution in the Mis
souri Compromise of 1820. The years from the 182os through the 1840s 
seem times of trial for Mexico and of triumph for the United States
culminating in the war that transferred vast territories from the former 

to the latter.  

Yet after that decisive contest for continental control, both nations 
faced deepening divisions that led to simultaneous civil wars in the 186os.  
When we recognize the role of the war of the 1840s in making the United 
States a continental nation and limiting Mexico's potential expansion, 
and its importance in setting off deep and deadly conflicts in both nations 
in the 186os, we begin to see that these were not separate histories of 
nation-making.7 In important ways, the United States and Mexico became 
nations together from the 182os through the 186os.  

To most U.S. scholars and citizens, the Civil War is the defining con
flict of nineteenth-century U.S. history. The great war of North against 
South, of commercial-industrial prospects against slave traditions, ended 
slavery and gained national unity. It was a war fought mostly by people 
of European origins to determine the future of slaves of African ancestry 
and of relations between people color-coded as "races," black and white.  
What did Mexico and Mexicans have to do with the Civil War? Much 
more than is often recognized. Anglo-Americans settled Mexican Texas 
in the 182os to gain the coastal plain for cotton and slavery. The bond-
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age that defined the U.S. South had declined to insignificance by 18oo in 
New Spain, making abolition easy for Mexican nation-makers in 1829.  
Mexico's 1824 Constitution had emphasized state's rights, allowing Tex
ans to ignore abolition for a time, but in the 1830s, Mexican leaders in
creasingly pressed Texans to respect national policy. Texans rebelled, 
claiming political independence to preserve slavery and expand the cot
ton economy.8 

Mexico lacked the military power to prevent Texas' secession but 
would not recognize Texas independence. Struggling to prosper between 
a nation that would not let it leave and another not ready to defend it, 
in 1845, Texas sought entry into the United States. It would become a 
slave state bolstering the southern bloc. The southern border of Texas had 
always been the Nueces River, emptying into Corpus Christi Bay. But the 
Texans and their U.S. backers claimed the north bank of the Rio Grande.  
When Mexican troops crossed the Rio Grande to fortify its border at the 
Nueces, U. S. authorities proclaimed their territory invaded and began a 
war to confirm the annexation of Texas and take all the land through New 
Mexico to California.  

Beginning in 1846, the U.S. military invaded Mexico by land and sea, 
taking Mexico City in September of 1847. The 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, forced on an occupied nation, made the northern half of Mexico 
the western third of the United States. Before the battles began, Texas be
came a slave state, rich in cotton.9 Californians found gold late in 1848 
completing the trajectory of Spanish North American development in 
which mining drove the economy, irrigated agriculture supplied grains 
and other crops, and commercial grazing provided nearly everything else.  
California became a free state in 185o. The rest of the lands taken from 
Mexico reopened questions of the expansion of slavery and the national 
power of slaveholders. What once seemed settled in the Missouri Com
promise of 1820 became unsettled, contentious, and ever more divisive, 
leading to the Civil War. The settlement of Mexican Texas as an extension 
of a southern U. S. economy built on cotton and slavery, the independence 
of Texas, the war with Mexico, and the taking of vast Mexican territories 
had everything to do with the coming of the U.S. Civil War, the most 
deadly and destructive conflict in the nineteenth-century Americas.' 0 

Decades of conflict linking Mexico and the United States thus shaped 

literally-the boundaries, politics, and economic prospects of both na
tions. During the same era, visions of Mexico, often debated yet always 
in play, became central to shaping U.S. political and popular cultures.  
In "Imagining Mexico in War and Romance," Shelley Streeby explores
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changing portrayals of Mexico and Mexicans in U. S. literary and visual 

cultures in this formative era." She emphasizes three stages. The first 

began in the 1820s, when Pres. James Monroe's Doctrine proclaimed the 

emerging Mexican nation a sister republic, yet a republic that might re

quire U.S. assistance and protection. The literature of the day, still mostly 

aimed at a literary few, echoed that view-with an emphasis on the impor

tance of manly U.S. tutelage.  

In the second stage, the 183os and 1840s linked the two nations in esca

lating conflicts as Texas sought independence and then incorporation into 

the United States, leading to war from 1846 to 1848. Those in the United 

States opposed to the extension of slavery and territorial expansion, often 

northerners, pressed visions of Mexico as a sister republic even as they 

worried about its racially mixed peoples. Those who favored Texas inde

pendence and the 1840s war for territorial expansion, often southerners, 

increasingly saw Mexico as a failed republic, broken by racially mixed citi

zens and desperate for U. S. instruction - to be offered by manly Anglo 

men who would marry elite white Mexican women. As Streeby empha

sizes, the 1840s saw the print revolution bring an explosion of popular lit

erature just as attention focused on war with Mexico. Tales of battle and 

romance constructed U. S. superiority and Mexican failure, Yankee man

hood and Mexican womanly dependence, Anglo-Saxon racial superiority 

and a Mexican inferiority rooted in an indigenous majority and excessive 

"racial" mixing.  

Yet just over a decade after war appeared to decisively establish U. S.  

power and Mexican incapacity, the 186os brought a third stage as both 

nations faced deadly civil war. Again, visions of Mexico were key parts of 

how USAmericans (as Streeby names them) understood themselves, their 

nation, and their conflicts. Again, portrayals were divided: southerners 

saw promise in Mexican conservatives and the brief empire of Maximilian 

of Hapsburg; northerners preferred the liberal Mexican republic led by 

Benito Juirez, yet they worried that as a Zapotec, he was too Indian to 
lead a modern nation. Once the North triumphed in the United States 

and Juirez and the liberals restored republican rule in Mexico, U. S. popu
lar culture, now both literary and visual, increasingly focused on the bru

tality of the regime led by the "Indian" Juirez, its killing of Maximilian, 

thus its uncertain fitness to become a true American republic.  
Romances continued to regale popular audiences with Mexico's 

womanly need for manly U. S. leadership. Such assertions of patriarchal 

superiority were more than metaphorical claims. The capitalist dynamism 

of Spanish North America had long been organized by patriarchy: power-
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ful men ruled subordinate men, and men at every level ruled women 
inevitably and rightfully. The expansive United States was no less patri
archal. To claim superiority over Mexico and Mexicans, U. S. Americans 
had to assert superior patriarchy. In the United States, that exalted Anglo 
patriarchy justified Anglo men's political and entrepreneurial power in 
newly incorporated territories. It also helped prepare the way- at least in 
Yankee minds - for an era in which U. S. tutelage came to Mexico mostly 
as capital investment that aimed to take profit while turning Mexican 

production to serve markets in the United States. The construction of a 
national culture, political and popular, focused on asserting U. S. manly 
superiority and the need of others, constructed as women and/or racial 
inferiors, to gain from U. S. instruction (and capital) - came during a half 
century of founding interaction with Mexico. The persistence of visions 
of Anglo manhood and Mexican womanly dependence is documented in 
Jos6 Lim6n's analysis in American Encounters, which explores literary and 
cinematic portrayals of Mexico and Mexicans in twentieth-century U. S.  
culture.  

As Streeby emphasizes, the U.S. Civil War was pivotal to U.S. history, 

U.S. relations with Mexico, and the formation of a U.S. culture shaped in 
key ways by visions of Mexico and Mexicans. In "Mexican Merchants and 
Teamsters on the Texas Cotton Road," David Montejano reminds us that 
Mexicans participated in that conflict in ways beyond serving as imagined 
others in U. S. popular culture. Mexicans in Texas, the Rio Grande Valley, 
and the city of Monterrey became key actors in the Civil War, enabling 

the persistence of the cotton economy essential to Confederate indepen
dence. There is no hint that Mexican merchants and teamsters sympa
thized with plantation slavery. They, like many Anglo-Americans who 
went to once-Mexican lands in the 1850s, saw opportunities for profit and 
took them.  

The war began in 1861, when Lincoln's government refused to accept 
southern secession (as Mexico had refused to recognize Texas' secession 
in 1836). To sustain its war for independence and slavery, the Confederacy 

needed cotton production and exports. But the Union blockaded southern 

ports, making exports difficult and uncertain. Into the breach stepped the 
merchants of Monterrey, Mexico. They built a profitable business buying 

cotton from Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas-or "Mexicanizing" it for 
commission fees-shipping it by Mexican teamsters and carters across 
Texas and the Rio Grande, and exporting it at Matamoros or Bagdad on 

the Mexican side. Slave-made cotton reached markets, the Confederacy 

kept its key economic sector alive, and the fight for independence and
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slavery continued longer than it would have if the Union blockade had 

been more successful. (In addition, profits accumulated in Monterrey set 
that city on course to become the commercial and industrial capital of 

northern Mexico in the late nineteenth century.) If the Civil War was the 
quintessential U. S. conflict of the nineteenth century, Mexico and Mexi

cans were pivotal to its origins and to sustaining the Confederacy (not 
from idealism, but from purely capitalist goals) in a long fight finally lost.  

The war that claimed vast lands from Mexico, the resulting west
ward expansion into territories first shaped by Spanish North American 

peoples and traditions, and then the war that ended slavery and set a re

unified United States on course to capitalist industrialization combined 

to shape North American history in the nineteenth century, and beyond.  

Streeby and Montejano show that Mexico and Mexicans were key partici

pants in the political, cultural, and economic conflicts and constructions 

that generated U. S. continental power. On a larger level, they show two 
deeply capitalist and patriarchal societies contesting continental rule 
with Anglo-American patriarchs taking ever more power within North 
American capitalism on both sides of the border.  

Labor and Liberation, Nation and Exclusion 

The coming of U.S. sovereignty and political institutions along with 

growing numbers of "Anglo" merchants and settlers to lands once Mexi

can inevitably set off times of change. Too often we presume that rapid 
"Americanization" shaped the borderlands, drowning Mexican ways and 

peoples. Yet every careful analysis shows a more complex, interactive, 
adaptive history from Texas to California.12 U.S. political institutions 
ruled, as did-in time-U.S. racial exclusions. But political leaders and 
their entrepreneurial allies repeatedly adopted Hispanic North Ameri
can ways of mining, cultivation, and grazing, often taking over estab
lished enterprises by marrying Mexican heiresses, just as U. S. romance 
novels advised. Anglo-American entrepreneurs often continued profit
able Hispanic ways of labor relations: advance payments still drew per
manent workers; seasonal hands came from cultivating (and, later, urban) 
communities. Ethnic mixing persisted, newly challenged by U.S. ways of 
exclusion. In important ways, the borderlands remained Mexican even as 
they became important parts of the United States.' 3 

Southern Arizona illustrates that process. It remained part of the Mexi
can state of Sonora after the U. S.-Mexican War, until Mexican financial
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straits (left by the war) and the U.S. desire for irrigable land and a rail 
route west led to the 1853 Gadsden Purchase. Katherine Benton-Cohen 
has detailed a century of history in Cochise County, from the 184os, when 
the region mixed Mexican cultivators of mixed ancestry with independent 
natives, Apaches and others, through the railroad development and min
ing boom that made Tombstone famous in the 188os and the labor conflict 
that put Bisbee at the center of U.S. national attention in 1917, leading to 
the region's emergence as a land divided between "Americans" and "Mexi

cans" in the 193os.14 

In "Making Mexicans and Americans in the Arizona Borderlands," 
Benton-Cohen explores three key moments in that history. In the early 
i88os, agricultural settlements mixed diverse Mexicans with newcomers 
from the U.S. East and Europe. Together they built and maintained irri
gation systems along rivers. Land, not ancestry or race, set primary social 
distinctions in early U. S. Arizona: Mexican men and women owned land, 
married each other and newcomers, and played leading roles in local af
fairs. Meanwhile, silver boomed at Tombstone, setting in motion violent 
conflicts over rule, profit, and labor-conflicts in which Mexican men 
were often desired workers and English-speaking cowboys a source of 
problematic violence for the mining industry. In all that, southern Ari
zona in the i88os continued Spanish North American ways: the economy 
mixed mining, irrigated cultivation, and commercial grazing; society re
mained open to ethnic mixing; politics rewarded land and wealth-and 
patriarchy shaped everything.  

Yet in the same decade, important changes were under way. Bisbee 
began as a copper town; its developers proclaimed it an "American camp," 
excluding the Chinese and limiting Mexicans to marginal work. U.S.  
racial exclusions challenged Hispanic amalgamations just as U. S. institu
tions of political participation might have offered real gains to Mexicans 
(who under the treaties that made Arizona part of the United States were 
"white" and citizens-if adult and male). Bisbee flourished economically, 
becoming a key copper mining center as the United States entered World 
War I in 1917. Employers there, mostly corporations based in the East, 
relegated Mexicans (and Italians and Serbs) to secondary labor and struc
tural poverty. When they struck together, demanding equal work and pay 
as the nation mobilized for war, they faced the military, defeat, and de
portation. The repression of that conflict consolidated the copper boom
town as a place for white Americans (managers and their charity-working 
wives, workers and their patriarchal families). In the early twentieth cen
tury, while Jim Crow hardened black-white racial lines in the South and
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war fueled xenophobic nationalism everywhere, "Mexican" and "Ameri

can" (presumed to mean white and European) became divisive racial cate

gories in Bisbee and across the Southwest.  

In an epilogue, Benton-Cohen shows how New Deal programs con

solidated new racial divisions during the depression of the 193os. Relief 

programs confirmed the power of corporate mining; while white man

agers ruled the mines, their white wives ruled relief, entrenching patri

archal presumptions and racial claims that confirmed American rights and 

Mexican exclusions. In an economic structure in the tradition of Spanish 

North America, still patriarchal but ruled by U.S. corporations, Anglo

American racial exclusions prejudiced Mexicans' lives. Still, Benton

Cohen reminds us that away from the mines and the corporate power 

committed to racial division, some Arizonans kept traditions of ethnic 

fluidity alive.  
Benton-Cohen's exploration of one important place, Cochise County, 

during the century after its incorporation into the United States empha

sizes how the rise of U. S. corporate mining and a pivotal 1917 labor con

flict led to a powerful racial binary dividing Mexicans from Americans. In 

"Keeping Community, Challenging Boundaries," Devra Weber explores 

the decades from 1900 to 1920 across a wider west, focusing on Mexi

can migrants and their roles in labor organizing." The years around 1900 
brought rapid development to the lands that remained the Mexican North 

and those that had become the U.S. West. Integrated by railroads and 

booming transnational markets, the borderlands drew migrants north to 

lay rails, to build cities, and to labor in mines, fields, and workshops-in 

both nations. Then the decade from 1910 to 1920 saw unprecedented con

flicts on both sides of the border: revolution in Mexico; labor conflicts 

and mobilization for World War I in the United States.  

Weber shows that migrants from Mexico were pivotal to building the 

western United States -and to organizing workers there. While corpo

rate power drew Anglo-Americans and many European immigrants into 

a polar divide marking Mexicans as a racial other, people pressed to be

come Mexicans kept diverse identities. Many migrants from Mexico were 

indigenous-Mayos, Yaquis, and Opatas from as near as Sonora, Purepe

chas (Tarascans) from as far south as Michoacan. Many spoke native lan

guages, knew Spanish, and learned English. Identities stayed grounded in 

ancestral communities as men worked in industrial mines; they joined and 

often led transnational and multicultural political and labor movements.  

Their lives reveal that diverse Mexicans contributed to building the U.S.  

West and to demanding fair remuneration and political participation for
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those who built it, refusing to become the singular other that corporate 
powers wanted and an emerging U. S. "national" culture asserted.  

The ethnic mixing and adaptive identities long characteristic of His
panic North America helped migrants from Mexico found, lead, and 
join the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, or Wobblies). In cities 
and mining camps, along rail lines, and in commercial fields, diverse mi
grants from Mexico joined equally diverse workers from the U. S. East and 
Europe to demand fair treatment and better wages. They pressed for the 
rights of all workers - all men. They built new communities, made local 
gains, and forged traditions of struggle even while facing difficult, some
times devastating, defeats, as at Bisbee in 1917. Perhaps reasserting the 
patriarchal traditions of Hispanic North America, they insisted that all 
workers were equally men.  

Benton- Cohen and Weber focus on key years. As the twentieth century 
began, the economic ways of Hispanic North America endured across the 
Mexican North and the U.S. West, mixing mining, irrigated agriculture, 
and commercial grazing in a dynamic transnational capitalism. By 1900, 
people of Mexican ancestry were all but excluded from political power 
and mining entrepreneurship in the regions incorporated into the United 
States; a few prospered in agriculture and grazing. In that context, U.S.  
corporate power pressed alliances with Anglo-American and European 
workers to forge an American-Mexican split to bolster corporate rule, 
divide workers, and cut costs by paying Mexicans less. Mexicans were pro
nounced lesser men.  

Meanwhile, workers of Mexican ancestry stayed open to ethnic inter
action and joined communities of workers - all asserting rights as men.  
Their vision offered a road to ethnic openness, a road opened by diverse 
working men and blocked by powerful Anglo men and the women they 
empowered. After 1917, U. S. war-induced nationalism matched Mexican 
postrevolutionary nationalism to strengthen Mexican and American iden
tities on both sides of the border. U.S.-style racial polarity appeared to 
trump Hispanic amalgamations in the 1920s, the depression of the 1930s, 
and into the wartime era of the 1940s and the Cold War that followed.  

Continental Capitalism and Mexican Migration 

Throughout the twentieth century, except during the depression of the 

1930s, Mexicans came to the United States in rising waves, most to labor, 
many eventually to live. If from 1847 to 1900 Mexico and Mexicans shaped
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the United States primarily through enduring legacies of capitalist min
ing, commercial grazing, irrigated cultivation, and ethnic amalgamation, 
in the twentieth century those legacies were reinforced and sustained by 
the thousands, eventually millions, of Mexicans who came to work and live 
in lands once Mexican and far beyond. Mexican migration and Mexican 

laborers became pivotal to the North American experience after 1900. For 

good reasons, their coming has fixed the attention of scholars; for debat

able reasons, their presence has elicited cultural controversy and political 

ire. Our studies suggest that migration and labor should be understood in 
the context of a North American capitalism increasingly integrated since 
the 186os, changing debates about patriarchy, and enduring contests over 

ethnic amalgamations and racial polarities.  
Migration remains the most intensely studied, discussed, and debated 

aspect of the relationship between Mexico and the United States. During 

the first half of the twentieth century, two landmark works shaped early 

conversations. In 1930, as depression hit, Mexican anthropologist Manuel 

Gamio published The Life Story of the Mexican Immigrant. He asked why 

so many had come to the United States during and after a Mexican revo
lution that mobilized nationalist rhetoric to promise social justice and 
popular welfare. 16 In 1949, U.S journalist and political activist Carey 
McWilliams offered North from Mexico, exploring the origins and impor

tance of the bracero program negotiated by the U. S. and Mexican gov

ernments to bring Mexicans to work in the United States during World 
War II.  

Subsequent scholars brought new complexities to understanding why 
so many Mexicans came to build and sustain the U. S. economy as it rose 
to global eminence. In By the Sweat of Their Brow, Mark Reisler details how 
Mexican migrants built railroads, mined silver and copper, and harvested 
crops across once-Mexican territories of the Southwest from 1900 to 
1940-and how they moved beyond to sustain sugar beet farming and re
fining on plains from eastern Colorado to the Red River Valley of Minne
sota and the Dakotas and settled city enclaves in Chicago and Saint Paul.  
In Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, David Montejano details 
how Mexican legacies and Mexican migrants were essential to building the 
Texas so prominent in the economy and politics of the twentieth-century 
United States. In Dark Sweat, White Gold, Devra Weber documents how 
the Mexican residents and migrants essential to California agribusiness 
struggled for work and rights during the depression. And Francisco Bal
derrama and Raymond Rodriguez detail the darker side of Mexicans' ex
perience of the U.S. depression in Decade of Betrayal. While those who



18 John Tutino

could struggled for rights and work, the majority faced welfare systems 
that made a ticket to the border the only relief available to Mexicans, in
cluding many children born U. S. citizens. The expulsions set up a legacy 
of resentment, leaving the United States little choice but to negotiate the 
bracero program, offering transport north, set pay, and basic rights to 
draw reluctant Mexicans north to labor in U. S. fields and factories during 
World War II.  

Much of that migration has been explained by the changing particu
lars of Mexican history: an economic boom that concentrated land and 
minimized pay during the decades before 191o; the disruptive revolution 
of 1910-1920; the limits of reforms during the 1920s; the violence of the 
Cristero revolt in western Mexico after 1926. Even the repatriations of 
the depression years, pressed by local officials across the United States, 
are linked to the reforms of Mexican president Lizaro Cirdenas in the 

1930s. His distribution of land to rural villagers and his protection of 
labor rights in emerging industries helped accommodate repatriated mi
grants. Was his expropriation of U. S. oil companies in 1938 in some small 
part a statement that if Mexicans could be pushed home, the Mexican 
nation could still assert its rights in Mexico?17 

In that context, the apparently sudden shift from nationalizing oil in 
1938 to mobilizing Mexican production and Mexican workers to sustain 
the United States in World War II seems diagnostic of the postrevolu
tionary regime's turn to the right in 1940. Yet when we recognize that the 
"radical" Cirdenas, who distributed land, favored labor, and nationalized 
oil, chose his "rightist" successor as president and remained in the cabinet 
as the minister of defense who coordinated support for the United States 
during the war, we begin to see that underlying continuities in Mexi
can politics, policies, and economic trajectories helped send Mexican mi
grants to the United States through the twentieth century. We should not 
be surprised, then, that the bracero program continued to deliver Mexi
cans to U.S. employers into the 196os, and that when U.S. labor-rights 
advocates led a drive to end the program (insisting, rightly, that it ex
ploited Mexicans and depressed U. S. wages), Mexicans kept coming.18 

And they have kept coming, now to every region of the United States, 
to every aspect of our economy, through every era of politics in the 
United States and Mexico -in accelerating waves in times of boom, in 
lesser flows in years of decline. Much of this is detailed and analyzed in Re
turn to Aztldn, the landmark study of Mexican migrants and migration in 

the later twentieth century by Douglas Massey and his binational team. 19 

Cycles of politics and production, war and rebellion on both sides of the
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border helped time labor migration; they do not explain the underlying, 

enduring relationship that shaped life and migration in both nations from 

the 186os.  

Three intersecting and reinforcing historical processes ground the en

during role of Mexican migration in sustaining the United States and its 

economy. First, since the sixteenth century, European, Mesoamerican, 

and African migrants have moved north from regions around Mexico 
City and the Bajio seeking profit and work in an economy driven by sil

ver and sustained by irrigated farming and commercial grazing. When 

the border moved south in 1848 (with a minor adjustment, also south, 
in 1853), neither the northward drive of Hispanic capitalism nor the mi
gration of Mexicans stopped. The search for mines, grazing lands, and 
irrigable fields continued, as did the movement of peoples from regions 
of greater density (and limited resources) in central Mexico to zones of 
lesser density and vast resources (now in the United States). People mov
ing north became immigrants by crossing a relocated border into a re
cently expanded United States.  

In a second linked process, beginning in the late 186os, that founda

tional northward expansion was reshaped by an accelerating integration 
of the U. S. and Mexican economies under the sway of U. S. capital. As the 
North won the Civil War and turned to westward expansion to build a na
tional economy, Mexican liberals led by Benito Juirez emerged from wars 
against conservative foes, French occupation, and Maximilian's imagined 

empire to face debt, economic crisis, and limited territory for expansion.  
The great mining strikes of the nineteenth century that fueled and funded 
so much of the U. S. drive to the West were in California, Colorado, Ari
zona, and other lands taken from Mexico. Capital and economic stimulus 
concentrated in the United States; U.S. capitalists looked to "aid" Mexico 
by investing there. What else could a manly Yankee do? 

To consolidate a national liberal regime, Juarez, his allies, and succes
sors welcomed U. S. financiers to build railroads, revive mines, and stimu
late trade, reenergizing Mexican economic growth and northward expan
sion. Profit concentrated among U. S. investors and allied Mexican elites; 
Mexico was drawn into a model of development that stimulated capital
ist concentrations by emphasizing labor-saving technology. Such tech
nology promoted profit and broadly (if imperfectly) shared welfare in 
a United States with ample resources (many taken from Mexico) and a 
limited population. In a Mexico left with unhealthful tropical lowlands, 
dense settlements, and limited resources in a rugged mountainous cen
ter, and a dry north constrained after 1848 by U. S. expansion, the same
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labor-saving ways promoted economic growth and capitalist concentra
tion while they constrained opportunities for a struggling majority.  

The nineteenth-century origins of the integration of the Mexican and 
U. S. economies under U. S. capital were documented long ago by David 
Pletcher in Rails, Mines, and Progress. John Hart details that integration's 
persistence and expansion in Empire and Revolution. Those who might let 
nationalist rhetoric convince them that the Revolution of 1910 derailed 
U. S. economic power in Mexico need only read the analysis of the Mexi

can economy from 1870 to 1929 by Stephen Haber and his colleagues. 20 

They demonstrate that the economic trajectory of Mexico toward a capi
talism shaped by U.S. investment and U.S. markets held strong from the 
188os to the crash of 1929. And what the depression slowed for a de
cade, World War II reaccelerated. From the 1940s to the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in the 199os, U.S. capital, markets, and 
labor-saving technologies have ruled an ever more integrated economy 
linking the United States and Mexico.  

In the third key process, the integrated North American economy 
entered a new phase after World War II. Mexicans began to face explosive 
population growth, rapid urbanization, and a turn to industrial "green 
revolution" agriculture. None of those transformations were simply 
Mexican; all emerged from deepening North American integrations. Of 
course, the Mexican population explosion was essentially a Mexican pro
cess. Or was it? Growth began to accelerate in the 1930s and 1940s, when 
land and labor reforms gave rural and urban Mexicans incentives to have 
more children and better ways to feed them. But the explosive growth that 
fueled uncontained urbanization came as the U. S. pharmaceutical indus

try delivered to Mexicans in the 1950s the penicillin and other antibiotics 
invented in World War II. For more than a generation, Mexicans had 
more children and more children lived, an unquestioned good in families 

that brought unprecedented social challenges to the nation. Meanwhile, 
in a little-recognized pharmaceutical exchange, the same industry devel
oped in Mexico - from Mexican folk remedies based on roots and herbs 

the birth control pills that enabled more comfortable U.S. middle-class 
families to control reproduction. The Mexican population soared while 
U.S. growth slowed.21 

Meanwhile, international capital kept increasing its role in Mexico; 
both national and international firms knew that labor-saving technolo

gies were the only way to compete and profit. During decades of national 

industrial development from the 1940s to the 196os, the Mexican state 
promoted and Mexican entrepreneurs adopted labor-saving techniques;
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they celebrated times of "miracle" growth in production - and repeatedly 

lamented that growth failed to generate employment sufficient to sustain 

a rapidly growing population. In agriculture, rural communities that in 

the 1930s and 1940s gained just enough land for sustenance, in the 1950s 
saw population growth drive intense cropping that led to soil exhaustion 

and erosion. Mexico's revolutionary agrarian reform could not feed bur

geoning cities.  

In response, the green revolution promoted in Mexico by the U. S. gov

ernment and the Rockefeller Foundation enabled commercial growers 

to expand production of wheat and vegetables using tractors and hybrid 

seeds, chemical fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides-saving labor while 

feeding prosperous urban consumers. Early on, the new agriculture paid 

little heed to the majority of maize farmers and consumers, who con

tinued to struggle while growing numbers migrated to Mexican cities and 

U.S. fields and factories. 22 

The scientific revolution in Mexican agriculture increased produc

tion of crops that fed urban Mexicans, especially the growing middle 

class. But it, too, was labor saving. As a result, both in the decades of the 

"Mexican Miracle," when economic growth was fabled, and after 1970, 
when crises mounted, Mexicans' participation in the integrated North 

American economy generated population growth (finally slowing in the 

1990s) and mass poverty marked by unemployment, informality, mar

ginal lives - and continuing migration to the United States. Then in the 

1990s, NAFTA opened Mexico to maize and wheat raised by subsidized 

farmers in the United States, shifting cultivation on Mexico's green revo

lution fields (with irrigation and industrial inputs) to tomatoes, straw

berries, and other vegetables and fruits for comfortable U. S. consumers.  

As the twenty-first century began, rural Mexico ceased to produce suste

nance or labor for Mexicans. It became instead a domain of migrant labor 

recruitment for transnational agribusiness.23 

While Mexico adopted the capital-intensive, labor-saving ways pro
moted by the prophets of development, Mexicans faced population ex

plosion, proliferating unemployment, marginal lives, and incentives to 

migrate to the United States, from which most advice and capital came 

to Mexico, to which so much profit, produce, and labor made in Mexico 

went. During the first half of the twentieth century most migrants came 

from Guanajuato, Michoacin, Jalisco, and regions north, continuing 

flows that have marked Hispanic North America for centuries. With the 

collapse of community agriculture in the Mesoamerican heartland from 

Mexico City southward beginning in the 1970s, migration began to ac-
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celerate from indigenous communities there. In the United States, this 
seemed a new development. The numbers of indigenous migrants did 
grow, and indigenous identities held strong in U.S. cities from Los Ange
les to New York.24 Still, as Devra Weber shows, there were always indige
nous people among migrants.  

When population growth and land erosion undermined village culti
vation across central and southern Mexico after 1970, men turned to mi
grant labor, often in Mexico City, increasingly in fields across northwest 
Mexico and in the United States. They sought cash earnings to supple
ment or replace cultivation, to sustain family and community life. Mixing 
cultivation and day labor was an old response to land shortages and fall
ing yields in Mexico. But, historically, men labored seasonally at nearby 
commercial estates, holding their roles - patriarchal roles - in family and 
community life. In the second half of the twentieth century, access to sea
sonal labor and cash required long treks north; the search for earnings to 
sustain patriarchy, family, and community took men out of families and 
communities for months, often years. Families and communities might 
be sustained, but patriarchal ways faced new strains. Mesoamerican vil
lages became places of women and children for most of every year, then 
home to assertive men in annual visits during winter holidays. Family and 
community sustenance became transnational; patriarchy became trans
national, in difficult, dependent, and insecure ways.  

While villagers struggled to adapt, North American agribusiness and 
other sectors gained minimally paid, insecure, and temporary workers 
easily hired and easily fired. Over the course of the twentieth century, 
Mexico generated a growing population, provided for its upbringing and 
education (within its limited means), and sent waves of desperate hands 
to labor for low wages in fields and factories, public works and private 
enterprise, family homes and neighborhood restaurants across the United 
States. Then, when age inhibited labor or a downturn cut employment, 
many Mexicans (who often have paid into U.S. Social Security, but who, 
as "illegals," cannot collect it) returned home to families and communi
ties that struggled to sustain them. Businesses in the United States gain 
low-cost workers available to labor when necessary, providing a "flexible" 
work force that helps drive all incomes "racing to the bottom." Mexican 
communities struggle to survive - and to negotiate new ways of commu
nity, family, and patriarchy.  

Over decades (and despite downturns) the U. S. economy has pros
pered and profited, the U.S. majority has struggled to hang on to middle
class ways, a favored minority of Mexicans in Mexico has also prospered, a
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larger minority there has struggled to claim and hold middle-class lives

and the Mexican majority has grappled with widening insecurity and 

deepening poverty on both sides of the border. In a self-reinforcing rela

tionship, North American businesses continue to find advantage in hiring 

desperate Mexicans, and Mexicans continue to see migration as one of the 

few opportunities open to them in lives shaped by declining opportunities 

and desperate insecurity. The result is transnational symbiotic exploita

tion. The U. S. economy is dependent on Mexican workers to maximize 

profit in a globalizing world; Mexicans live dependent on minimally paid 

and structurally insecure labor that sustains the U. S. economy, and sub

sidizes the prosperity of its beneficiaries. That mutual dependence has 

become a symbiosis; the deep inequality between those who prosper and 

those who struggle to sustain families and communities makes that sym

biosis exploitative. It has set in as an enduring relationship of structural 

inequity. In that, too, Mexicans have made - and continue to make - the 

United States and North America.  

While migrant flows and symbiotic exploitations expanded through 

the late twentieth century and into the twenty-first, debates about Mexi

can migration and labor in the United States persist and periodically esca
late. Defenders of U.S. labor fought to end the bracero program in 1964, 

yet migrants kept coming. Cesar Chavez led a fight for decent wages and 
lives for California farmworkers, mostly Mexican Americans - and mi

grants kept coming.25 After much debate, the late 198os brought open

ings to citizenship for migrants already in the United States and aimed to 

limit new arrivals-and migrants kept coming. NAFTA promised devel

opment in Mexico that would hold Mexicans at home, but industry went 

to China-and Mexicans kept coming north. After 2000, migrants still 

welcomed by U. S. employers were denounced as illegal aliens; they were 
harassed and maligned in every way - and they have kept coming.  

A pattern emerges: U. S employers, large and small, seek Mexican mi

grants for work that is seasonal or insecure, poorly paid, and without 

benefits. U. S. political culture, left and right, constructs the same mi

grants as a problem: exploited workers in the 196os, illegal invaders after 
2000. The mix is close to perfect for U. S. employers. They gain essential 

workers for little cost, workers always constrained, often threatened, and 
normally unable to press for rights or fair pay. It is a relationship we de
bate and lament, for some because it exploits Mexicans, for others because 
it threatens Americans. Yet it is a relationship that remains fundamental 

to the profitable prosperity of the U.S. economy and to the survival, how

ever marginal, of growing numbers of Mexicans. It is a relationship that
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will continue, drawing Mexican migrants to harvest crops, build cities and 
suburbs, making and remaking the United States.  

Can their work become less exploitative? Might a guest worker pro
gram bring labor to U.S. employers and limit exploitation of Mexicans? 
Or would it just solidify an underclass of Mexicans, essential to the United 
States, but denied any opening to the promise of American life? In the 
face of continuing challenges, many Mexicans drawn north to work have 
stayed; many of their children have built middle-class lives. Despite ob
stacles, they contribute to U.S. politics and to the American promise of 
inclusion.  

Middle-Class Integrations, Ethnic Amalgamations 

While Mexican migration continues to sustain U. S. production, profits, 
and middle-class lives, Mexican migrants and their Mexican American 
descendants contribute more than labor. Jos6 Lim6n's chapter, "Transna
tional Triangulation," reminds us that while scholarly studies and political 
debates about Mexicans in the United States have focused on migration 
and labor -most scholars in analytical celebration, many political voices 
in adamant condemnation-Mexican Americans have been joining the 
U.S. middle class. Given problems of definition and counting, certainty 
is impossible, but Lim6n argues plausibly that a majority of U. S.-born 
Mexican Americans claimed such roles and identities by the 1990s. And 
the rise of the Mexican American middle class, like the reacceleration of 
migration to labor, began during World War II.  

Hundreds of thousands of Mexicans and Mexican Americans fought 
in the U.S. military, facing combat and dying in record numbers. Lim6n 
adds that important numbers who did not (or could not) enlist worked 
at the military bases that proliferated along the border. For those who 
joined, fought, and lived, their service sustained expectations of equal 
citizenship; the GI Bill promised postwar opportunities. For many who 
worked at the bases, the Cold War offered jobs that opened middle-class 
horizons. Meanwhile, Hector Garcia, a Mexican American veteran and 
physician from Corpus Christi, Texas, took the lead in demanding rights 
(starting with a soldier's burial), founding the American GI Forum, an 
organization that built on wartime roles and mobilized middle-class 
leadership to promote Mexican American political rights and economic 
opportunities, facilitating the ascent to middle-class lives. 26 

As Lim6n details, by the late twentieth century, while so many Anglos
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worried about Mexican immigrant invasions, growing numbers of U. S.  

citizens of Mexican ancestry joined the U.S. middle class. They found 

roles in the military and as base workers, as teachers, lawyers, and medi

cal providers, as professionals in national, state, and local governments, 

as middle managers and skilled workers in diverse businesses, and as 

middling merchants and insurance agents. In all that, the long history of 

Mexican migration led to a classically celebrated outcome: ascent into a 

middle class claimed as the essence of "America." In that, too, Mexicans 

made the United States.  

Lim6n also probes relations between migrants who still come in large 

numbers (and seem threatening to so many) and the children and grand

children of their predecessors now settled in a middle-class life. For other 

immigrant groups, notably, the also-Catholic Irish, Italians, and Quebe

cois, the rise to middle-class life came mostly after the end of strong mi

gration flows (due to restrictions set in 1924). Mexicans have sustained the 
longest and strongest migration to the United States during the twentieth 

century, thanks to exemption from the 1924 restrictions and continuing 

strong demand for their labor. Only in the case of Mexicans and Mexi

can Americans has the rise of a middle class come while migration held 

strong- and faced escalating debates.  

Some analysts have worried that Mexican American rights organiza
tions have been too middle class, as Lim6n notes. After a time of radi

calism in the 196os, they have not been as strident as some critics had 

hoped.27 Lim6n concludes that the Mexican American middle class has 
not only attended to its own interests in diverse political ways, but has 

worked, and will continue to work, against the attacks on immigrants that 
have too often come as blunt assaults on Mexican origins, culture, and 
character. He argues that a growing Mexican American middle class will 
remain a progressive force, defending immigrants (if not every opening to 
immigration), keeping Mexicans and Mexican Americans linked as con

structive participants in North American society as they become the core 
of the Hispanic majority within an emerging "minority-majority."28 

While Lim6n focuses here on the rise of the Mexican American middle 
class, his earlier exploration in American Encounters emphasized that patri

archal gender relations were key to the understandings and misunder

standings that linked Mexicans and Anglo-Americans throughout the 
twentieth century. In recent decades, while Mexican Americans have 
claimed middle-class lives, they have also lived debates about patriarchal 
privileges and women's rights. Our historical studies show both Mexican 

and Anglo-American ways as deeply patriarchal. In nineteenth-century
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cultural debates, U. S. writers and readers asserted a superior Yankee patri
archy to justify war in the 1840s, postwar rule in newly acquired lands, and 
investment in Mexico after 1867. In early-twentieth-century labor con
flicts managers imagined and aimed to implement a superior white patri
archy. Through the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, Mexican 
and U. S. social relations and cultural constructions shared presumptions 
of patriarchy, contesting power by debating patriarchal superiority.  

After World War II, patriarchy faced challenges. In the United States 
and Mexico, women found openings in education and opportunities to 
take on middle-class professions and other employment. Yet patriarchy 
has been slow to recede at the heights of corporate and government power 
while many powerful, middling, working, and marginalized men have re
sented and resisted erosions of patriarchal prerogatives and presumptions.  
Simultaneously, U. S. public culture has imagined Mexican and Mexican 
American ways as uniquely patriarchal, marked by a deep and destructive 
machismo. It has proven an easy cultural slide from portraying Mexi
can men on both sides of the border as failed patriarchs to reimagining 
them as exceptionally, often violently, patriarchal. Studies that challenge 
such portrayals, such as Matthew Gutmann's The Meanings of Macho and 
Robert Smith's Mexican New York, do not shake public constructions.  

As its long-pivotal role in orchestrating capitalist social relations 
faces new challenges, patriarchy remains at the center of transnational 
cultural constructions and debates. In American Encounters, Lim6n saw 
a new openness to Mexico and Mexicans in the 1950s-within unchal
lenged patriarchal visions. He showed how influential Mexican analysts 
sustained a view of Mexican men as dangerously patriarchal into the 
1960s. In a work written in the 1930s but available in English only in the 
1960s, Samuel Ramos portrayed Mexicans as living by a culture of inferi
ority that generated explosive violence.29 Ramos surely meant and U. S.  
readers easily read that Mexican men were too often violent. Octavio Paz, 
in his classic The Labyrinth of Solitude, also published in English in the 
1960s, transposed the portrayal of the threateningly violent Mexican male 
across the border into the United States in his much-debated and often
lamented vision of the pachuco.  

Such offerings from Mexican intellectuals eased U. S. adoption of a view 
of Mexican and Mexican American men as destructively macho. Lim6n 
saw that African American men also faced construction in white America 
as threateningly patriarchal. A preliminary conclusion suggests that as 
women challenged patriarchy by demanding equal rights and opportuni
ties, and as globalizing capitalism welcomed women to labor, middle man-
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agement, and diverse professions, public portrayals of patriarchy found 

negative hues and shifted to malign racially or ethnically "other" men 

locked near the bottom of the social scale.  

The cultural reconstruction of patriarchy reflected and reinforced so

cial changes linked to the accelerating integration of the North American 

economy in a globalizing world. For decades, young Mexican men mi

grated to labor in the United States, seasonally, temporarily, or perma

nently, in large part because they lacked economic opportunities in home 

communities. Neither cultivation nor available employment allowed 

growing numbers in Mexican villages and urban barrios to claim tradi

tional roles as patriarchal providers. Often, men took on migrant labor 

in attempts to reclaim the patriarchy undermined at home. Yet migration 

took them far from family and community, opening new roles for women 

and limiting patriarchy-unless and until the young man came home with 

the dollars to buy a truck or a taxi, set up a store, gain a piece of land, and 

reclaim patriarchal ways. Mexican communities lived cycles of departure 

and return - departure stimulated by economic challenges to patriarchy; 

absence creating new spaces for women; return bringing reassertions of 

patriarchy and uncertain negotiations.30 
Parallel challenges emerged among many who migrated, stayed in the 

United States, formed Mexican American families, and joined the middle 

class. In El dilema del retorno (The uncertainty of going home), Victor 

Espinosa details the history of a family that migrated from a town in Gua

najuato to Los Angeles, California. The father led the way, becoming a 

skilled craftsman in a furniture factory, always aiming to hold the role of 

patriarchal provider. He dreamed of returning to Guanajuato, building a 

house on the plaza, and becoming a leader of civic, religious, and family 

life. His wife, from the same community, took advantage of openings al

lowed women in late-twentieth-century Los Angeles to start a taqueria; 

their son joined the business, and they developed a small chain of restau

rants. A daughter found success in school and in ice skating competitions, 

even competing in Europe. Was this the Mexican American middle-class 

dream? In many ways, yes, yet the father longed to live out his last years 

as a patriarch in Mexico. For him, that would define and demonstrate suc

cess as a migrant-as a Mexican man. Mother and daughter resisted; they 

aimed to retain the openings allowed by U.S. middle-class ways. The son 

was torn. In the end, the father built his house on the plaza and claimed 

local office; most of the family spent most of every year in Los Angeles, 

allowing the aging patriarch to imagine himself patriarch while the family 

lived middle class in California.
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Have some Mexican and Mexican American men facing poverty, inse
curity at work, and challenges to patriarchy at home and in the larger soci
eties of North America become assertively, sometimes violently, patri
archal? Yes. So have others facing such displacement. Among working 
men, fated to labor in subordination, their only compensation low wages 
and presumptions of patriarchy, threats to patriarchy have led to violent 
assertions. Parallel challenges to patriarchy led to rising violence within 
families and communities around 1900, and then turned outward in revo
lutionary assertions, driving Mexico's social conflagrations of 1910.31 

The key point is that violence in defense of patriarchy is not Mexi
can; it is a socially structured and culturally constructed response of men, 
Mexican and others, to threats to ways of life long laborious, increasingly 
insecure, and newly threatening to patriarchal prerogatives - the only ad
vantage in lives of laboring subordination. We need to see diverse men's 
reassertions of patriarchy in the context of the rapidly changing world 
of globalizing North American capitalism. We need to explore Anglo
American constructions of Mexican patriarchy, of machismo, in the same 
context.  

North American women, including Mexicans and Mexican Ameri
cans, increasingly seek middle-class lives and the openings of education, 
profession, and political participation they enable; Mexican and Mexican 
American men seek similar lives and openings and often cling to patri
archal presumptions. Their resistance is too often "explained" by a ma
chismo rooted in Mexico. Yet resistance to the limits of patriarchy inher
ent in openings to middle-class and working women can be found across a 
broader "Anglo-American" society that is creating new opportunities for 
women in times of shrinking opportunities for all. Lim6n's emphasis on 
the rise of the Mexican American middle class, in the context of his earlier 
exploration of changing gender constructions, points to a need to explore 
debates about patriarchy among transnational and multicultural middle 
(and other) classes on both sides of the border. If patriarchy was pivotal 
to organizing the capitalist ways of Hispanic North America and to the 
cultural visions that justified its incorporation into an integrated North 
America under Anglo-American hegemony, we must analyze carefully the 
challenges to patriarchy now debated in families and communities across 
neighboring nations as they fuse in a globalizing world.32 

In our concluding chapter, Ram6n Gutierrez explores an important as
pect of that fusion: the historical Mexican and Mexican American open
ness to ethnic amalgamation, to mestizaje. Ethnic mixing was a key and 
enduring characteristic of Spanish and Mexican North America. Shelley
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Streeby reveals early Anglo-American literary condemnation of such 

amalgamations. Katherine Benton-Cohen and Devra Weber show how 

ethnic/racial integrations were both challenged and reshaped by escalat

ing racial polarizations in the early twentieth century and found ways 

to endure in families and communities (if unrecognized by mainstream 

Anglo-American culture). Were Mexican American mobilizations during 

World War II facilitated by that openness? Did the readiness to mix help 

the emergence of the Mexican American middle class and promote the 

search for rights to join the U. S. "mainstream" after the war? 

Gutierrez argues in Chapter 8 that an enduring Mexican American 

openness to amalgamations, rooted in New Mexico and other border

lands regions, remains an important and viable alternative to powerful 

Anglo-American traditions of racially constructed polarities. He identi

fies and characterizes three "transnations" with distinct social and racial 

tendencies that define a North America no longer contained by national 

boundaries. An Atlantic- Caribbean transnation was shaped historically 

within the United States by a sharp black-white divide; it has been chal

lenged by the inclusion of Caribbean peoples accustomed to more graded 

characterizations, but polarities hold strong. In contrast, a MexAmeri

can transnation developed deep and enduring traditions of amalgama

tion, of mestizaje, even as it faced pressures toward polarizing dualities 

that made Mexican a racial other within the United States. A third trans

nation, a northwestern Ecotopia, extending into Canada with links to 

Asia, grapples with polarities of white and black coming from the Atlan

tic Seaboard as they meet the diverse racial-ethnic practices of Asian 

immigrants.  

Integrating historical, anthropological, and survey information, 

Gutierrez explores the deep roots and enduring persistence of racial 

dualities along the Atlantic-Caribbean Seaboard. He focuses in depth on 

MexAmerica, documenting the tradition of mestizaje and the recent im

position of polarizing visions that aims to make Mexican not white and 

akin to black, a racial other shaped by racial mixing. And he emphasizes 

the need for comparative study of how the coming of Asians with dis

tinct ways of national-ethnic-racial definition may reinforce or alter the 

powerful polarities that shape life across the United States.  

Gutierrez documents the enduring openness to amalgamations among 

Hispanic peoples in New Mexico and elsewhere. He wonders if their 

practices and perceptions will ground a mode of resistant adaptation to 

dominant polarities - or perhaps reshape North America as it globalizes, 

incorporates diverse new immigrants, and sees Mexicans and other His-
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panic peoples move from the old Southwest and urban enclaves elsewhere 
to populate ever more of the continent. Could mestizaje, broadly defined, 
be America's future? A good historian, Gutierrez asks the question - and 
leaves us to ponder the answer.33 

Our chapters suggest that the option of Anglo-Mexican mestizaje 
has always been open. After all, from the formative decades of the nine
teenth century, U. S. literary and popular culture imagined manly Yankees 
marrying Mexican women - unions promoted as a way to liberate Mexico 
and Mexicans. When in the twentieth century, Anglo-Americans pressed 
Mexicans to live as a racial other, Jos6 Lim6n shows that visions of manly 
Anglos in sexual relations with Mexican women held strong. He empha
sizes that in cinematic portrayals of Texas, ranging from Giant in the 

1950s to Lone Star in the 199os, openings to mixing persisted.34 Notably, 
the racial othering of Mexicans came simultaneously with the deepening 
of Jim Crow impositions on African Americans in the early twentieth 
century. The new opening to ethnic mixing (within an enduring patri
archy) evidenced by Giant, came with the rise of the African American 
civil rights movement. And the construction of visions of assaultive patri
archy to characterize both Mexican American and African American men 
in the 196os and after came as both communities pressed economic and 
civil rights - and as the movement for women's rights challenged patri
archy. Reflecting on that history, it is worth asking why mainstream U.S.  
culture so long constructed sexual relations between blacks and whites as 
taboo, while sex between Anglo men and Mexican women was seen as in
evitable, a sign of Anglo superiority.  

It is essential to emphasize that mestizaje has rarely challenged struc
tural inequalities. It has worked historically to integrate enduring differ
ences, opening power to people of diverse origins, constructing the less 
favored as equally mixed. In contrast, U. S. polarities sharpen divisions 
structured in power, illuminating inequities, sometimes facilitating chal
lenges." An inclusive Mexican tradition of "ethnic" mestizaje thus con
tests a divisive U. S. commitment to racial polarities as ways to organize 
inequalities and political participations in an ever more diverse U. S. so
ciety facing rapid incorporation into a globalizing world. Can mestizaje 
migrate from being a core part of Mexican society and a debated aspect 
of Anglo-Mexican relations to shaping a more inclusive, less polarizing 
North America? The proliferation of marriages and other relationships 
crossing black/white boundaries and their rising social and cultural ac
ceptance suggest that a historically "Mexican" opening to mestizaje in
creasingly characterizes U. S. ways.
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We need only look at the White House to see the potential. A sec

ond thought reminds us that mestizaje will be contested. To a scholar of 

Mexico based in Washington, D. C., yet with long experience in Mexico 

and Texas (and Massachusetts and Minnesota), it was easy for me to con

clude that Barack Obama ran for president as an American mestizo - son 

of a Kenyan father and a white midwestern mother, raised by white mid
western grandparents, educated in Indonesia and Hawaii and at Harvard.  

His marriage to an African American woman added to the mix. He cam

paigned as a mestizo, emphasizing white and African ancestries, aiming 

to broaden his appeal to whites and blacks - and perhaps to Mexicans for 

whom mixing has been a norm. Is Barack Obama the first mestizo presi

dent of the United States? 

Perhaps, but on inauguration day, the media, many African Ameri

cans, and many others exploded in celebration of the first black presi

dent of the United States. He has quipped that "I was black before I was 

elected president." He announced that he checked off African American, 

and only African American, on the 2010 census form. Is he being drawn 

into eastern Atlantic polarities and away from his mestizo roots? Loud 

and sometimes angry voices contest Obama's presidency, even his right 
to be president. Some perceive that resistance as inflamed by opposition 

to a black serving as president. Could it equally reflect discomfort with 

the mestizaje that shaped his life? For the moment, the Obama presidency 

and the resistance to it confirm that the tension between amalgamation 

and polarity holds strong.  

Mexicans continue to come and mix; blacks and whites and Asians 

and others also mix. The future of North American ethnic-racial-national 

identities and relations remains open and uncertain. Culminating in 

Gutidrrez' chapter, our studies suggest that the Mexican North American 

tradition of amalgamation, of mestizaje, holds strong. It remains a con

tender, an alternative to racial polarities, ready to help shape the future of 
North America.  

Inseparable Histories 

This volume offers chapters by scholars with diverse visions to empha

size that New Spain, Mexico, and Mexicans have been involved in every 
aspect of making the United States: capitalist foundations, Indian rela
tions, literary and cultural traditions, the Civil War, southwestern settle
ments, migration and labor, the rise of the middle class, and the endur-
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ing challenge of "race" relations. Three themes dominate. The first is 
that the early commercial ways of Spanish and Mexican North America 
set foundations in mining, irrigated agriculture, and commercial grazing 
that were fundamentally capitalist before they were incorporated into the 
United States - and they were incorporated into the United States, shap
ing not only regions once Mexican but lands far beyond. Hispanic capi
talism is the great unrecognized Mexican legacy shaping U.S. history. It 
remains unrecognized because Hispanic ways of mining, irrigated farm
ing, and commercial grazing, and the labor relations embedded in them, 
were taken over by "Anglo-Americans"-by marriage, by purchase, by 
legislation, by theft-who were committed to their own superiority and 
loathe to recognize the deeply Mexican ways that sustained their power.  

The second legacy, equally rooted in the ways of Spanish and Mexican 
North America, also compatible with prevailing Anglo-American ways, is 
patriarchy. Hispanic North American capitalism was structured and inte
grated by patriarchy. So were southern U. S. plantation ways and the com
mercial society of the U.S. North. When they met to dispute continen
tal power in the nineteenth century, Anglo-Americans eagerly adopted 
Hispanic capitalism and justified it by proclaiming a superior Yankee 
patriarchy, a patriarchy mobilized to marginalize Mexicans in an econ
omy they labored to sustain. Then after World War II Anglo-Americans 
reimagined patriarchy as a negative characteristic of Mexicans, as ma
chismo-after Mexicans fought in World War II, demanded civil rights, 
and joined the U.S. middle class. Throughout, patriarchy remains a piv
otal, debated, and changing aspect of Mexicans' participations in making 
the United States.  

The third legacy of Hispanic North America developed within the his
tory shaped by capitalism and patriarchy: ethnic amalgamation, mestizaje, 
forged diverse identities that changed over generations, reflected wealth 
and power more than ancestry, and shaped the commercial-patriarchal 
ways of Spanish and Mexican North America from the sixteenth through 
the nineteenth centuries. Yet while Anglo-Americans were quick to adopt 
Hispanic capitalism and to engage patriarchy by arguing they were better 
and stronger patriarchs, they resisted and often denigrated Mexicans' so
cial amalgamation. When lands once Mexican were taken into the United 
States, their Hispanic Mexican and indigenous residents faced the polar
izing assertions of powerful Anglo-Americans who imagined themselves 
white and privileged whiteness. In an enduring contradiction, Anglo
Americans worked to adopt the economic ways of Hispanic capitalism,
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to assert themselves as more patriarchal than Mexican patriarchs, while 

resisting the amalgamations that defined Hispanic ways.  

Through the first half of the twentieth century, Anglo corporate and 

political power ruled the economy of the Southwest and built a polar cul

ture in which white Americans ruled and constructed Mexicans as a racial 

other. Yet among Mexicans, diversities and amalgamations continued - if 

rarely recognized outside their families and communities. As Mexicans 

have continued to come to labor and to live in larger numbers, to settle 

across regions never under Mexican rule, and to become by far the largest 

part of the largest "minority" in the United States, their children have be

come middle class. They seek to prosper in a capitalist world, they join 

in continuing debates about old patriarchal ways and emerging women's 

rights and opportunities-and they remain open to amalgamations. By 

their lives and in their politics, Mexican Americans offer an example in 

contrast to the racializing polarities that have long challenged the Ameri

can dream.  

The North American capitalism rooted in important part in Hispanic 

traditions holds entrenched in a trajectory of globalization that will surely 

endure -and inevitably change. The challenge of constructing a postpa

triarchal society persists. And the Mexican alternative of ethnic amalga

mation remains a potentially liberating alternative to the polarizing ways 

of Anglo-American racial dualities. That people who brought the United 

States key ways to capitalist power, who continue to come to labor within 

that capitalist economy, who work to forge families and communities on 

routes toward middle-class lives, who join in the challenges of addressing 

patriarchal inequities, and who offer a liberating option of ethnic mix

ing-that such Mexican peoples are marked and maligned as alien others 

in a society they built and continue to build would be mystifying if it were 

not so divisive, debilitating, and destructive.  

Notes 

i. The classic analysis from this perspective is Rodolfo Acuna's OccupiedAmerica 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2010).  

2. David Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven: Yale Uni
versity Press, 1992), offers a comprehensive analysis of the early Spanish presence.  

3. The chapter builds upon my book Making a New World (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 2011), focusing on implications for U.S. history.  

4. Building upon Making a New World, this vision contrasts with the emphasis



34 John Tutino

on distinct Spanish and British religious and political cultures emphasized in J. H.  
Elliott's Atlantic Empires (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006). It easily co
incides with the perspectives in Jorge Cafizares-Esguerra's Puritan Conquistadores 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006), which emphasizes shared Spanish 
and British visions of native Americans.  

5. Isenberg builds on his own fundamental studies in The Destruction of the Bison 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2001) and Mining California (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 2006).  

6. Pekka Hamslainen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2009); Brian DeLay, The War of a Thousand Deserts (New Haven: Yale Uni
versity Press, 2009).  

7. On the former Mexican territories and the origins of the Civil War, see John 
Ashworth, Slavery, Capitalism, and Politics in the Antebellum Republic (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995)

8. On slavery and Texas independence, see Randolph Campbell, An Empire 
for Slavery (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989); Paul Lack, 
The Texas Revolutionary Experience (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 

1992). For an important study of early Texas, see Radl Ramos, Beyond the Alamo 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008).  

9. See Andres Resendez, Changing National Identities at the Frontier (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Richard Griswald del Castillo, The 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992).  

10. Michael Morrison, Slavery and the American West (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1999); Michael Holt, The Fate of Their Country (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 2005).  

11. Streeby extends the analysis offered in American Sensations (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 2002).  

12. See Leonard Pitt's Decline of the Californios (Berkeley: University of Cali
fornia Press, 1999); Albert Camarillo's Chicanos in a Changing Society (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1996); David Montejano's Anglos and Mexicans in the 
Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986); Katherine 
Benton-Cohen's Borderline Americans (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2009).  

13. See Howard Lamar, The Far Southwest, 1846-1912 (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 2000); Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans.  

14. See Borderline Americans and its intersections with different yet reinforc
ing transnational perspectives in Samuel Truett, Fugitive Landscapes (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2006).  

15. Weber turns, thus, to the decades before the California labor conflicts she 
explores in Dark Sweat, White Gold (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994).  16. Manuel Gamio, The Life Story of the Mexican Immigrant (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1972).  

17. The best analysis of Cardenismo, especially in its relations with the United 
States, is Adolfo Gilly, El Cardenismo (Mexico City: Cal y Arena, 1993)18. While we await an in-depth analysis of the bracero program, perhaps the 
best introduction and overview is the compilation assembled in Jorge Durand, ed., 
Braceros (Mexico City: Miguel Angel Porrna, 2007).



Introduction 35

19. For follow-up, see Massey et al., Beyond Smoke and Mirrors (Albany, N.Y.: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2003).  

20. Stephen Haber, Armando Razo, and Noel Maurer, The Politics of Property 
Rights (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).  

21. See Gary Gereffi, The Mexican Pharmaceutical Industry (Durham, N.C.: 
Duke University Press, 1983); Gabriela Soto Laveaga, jungle Laboratories (Dur
ham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2009).  

22. Cynthia Hewitt de Alcantara, Modernizing Mexican Agriculture (Geneva: 
United Nations, 1976).  

23. See Angus Wright, The Death of Ram6n Gonzdlez (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1990); Michael Kearney, Reconceptualizing the Peasantry (Boulder, 
Colo.: Westview Press, 1996.  

24. See, for example, Robert Smith, Mexican New York (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005)

25. On Chavez and the farmworkers, see Miriam Pawel, The Union of Their 
Dreams (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2009).  

26. See Patrick Carroll, Felix Longoria's Wake (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2003).  

27. For a study of early radicalism leading to middle-class participation, see 
David Montejano, Quixote's Soldiers (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2010).  

28. On relations between Mexican Americans and Mexican migration, the clas
sic study is David Gutierrez, Walls and Mirrors (Berkeley: University of Califor
nia Press, 1995). For a new analysis that largely supports Lim6n's view, see Tomas 
Jimenez, Replenished Ethnicity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010).  

29. Samuel Ramos, Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1962).  

30. For case studies, see Luis Gonzilez y Gonzilez, San Jose de Gracia (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1982); Wright, The Death of Ramon Gonzalez.  

31. John Tutino, "The Revolution in Mexican Independence," Hispanic Ameri
can Historical Review 78, no. 3 (1998): 367-418; and idem, "From Involution to 
Revolution in Mexico," History Compass 6, no. 3 (May 2008): 796-842.  

32. The basis for such analysis is emerging in a proliferation of studies of 
women in migration and Mexican American families and communities. See, for 
example, Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo, Gendered Transitions (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1994); idem, ed., Genderand US. Immigration (Berkeley: Uni
versity of California Press, 2003); and Vicki Ruiz, Out of the Shadows (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1998).  

33. Gutierrez, who sets gender at the center of North American history in 
When Jesus Came the Corn Mothers Went Away (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1991), knows such analyses will focus on changing gender relations.  

34. All this is explored in Lim6n, American Encounters.  

35. That sharp delineations facilitate oppositions was made clear long ago in 
Carl Degler's classic analysis of slavery and race in Brazil and the United States, 
Neither Black nor White (New York: MacMillan, 1971).



CHAPTER 1

Capitalist Foundations: Spanish North 
America, Mexico, and the United States 

JOHN TUTINO 

Capitalist globalization began in the sixteenth century when Chinese de
mand for silver stimulated silver production in recently conquered Span
ish America. That pivotal link generated trades that spanned the globe 
and energized production in Europe, the Americas, and Asia. New Spain, 
the colonial predecessor of Mexico and of regions extending into the U. S.  
Southwest, played a pivotal role in those founding developments. Its silver 
economy stimulated global trade and drove commercial settlement north, 
reaching New Mexico before the British began to settle North America 
after 16oo. From the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, vast regions 
now in the United States forged colonial foundations in a Spanish Empire 
that promoted mining, commercial ways, and global trades.  

Thus began a drive toward capitalism that began in New Spain and 
later flourished in the United States. The history of North America can
not be understood without recognizing the roots of capitalism in New 
Spain and their enduring legacies across the continent.  

When the coastal colonies of British North America declared them
selves united states in 1776, the Gulf Coast and everything west of the 
Mississippi remained under Spanish rule or home to independent natives.  
Between the constitution that founded the nation in 1787 and the Civil 
War that ended slavery and set national unity in 1865, key episodes of na
tion making brought lands and people under Spanish sovereignty into an 
expansive United States: Louisiana and its hinterland by purchase in 1803; 

Texas, New Mexico, and California by war in 1846-1848. In the process, 
the Anglo-American nation incorporated much of the capitalism and cul
ture of Spanish North America.  

Too often, histories focus on triumphant "American" expansionism, or 
on Anglo domination and Hispanic and indigenous victimization. Those
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contrasting views share the presumption that the legacies of Spanish colo

nial foundations were few and soon faded within the United States. A 

quaint language of cowboy life (vaqueros, lassos, rodeos) and exotic mis

sion ruins (do we all long for San Juan Capistrano?) might remain, but 

the United States was and is something different: dynamic, commercial, 

and expansive. As a result-rightly in the view of some; wrongly insist 

others-Mexicans became subordinates in once-native lands. When other 

Mexicans came in waves of migration after 1900, they were greeted as 

outsiders in a nation that would not recognize a long history of shared 

foundations.  

There is historical reality in visions of expansion, Anglo rule, Hispanic 

subordination, and Mexican migrants arriving to live as alien others.  

Still, across regions originally forged within Spanish and then Mexican 

(together, Hispanic) North America, colonial foundations under Spanish 

sovereignty left legacies that shaped - and continue to shape - the United 

States. Most notably, a powerful variant of capitalism began in northern 

New Spain, to later mark much of the West in the United States. It began 

in the sixteenth century when the silver mines of Guanajuato and Zacate

cas and the trading, cultivating, and grazing region around Queretaro and 

Celaya (the Bajio) combined to stimulate global trade and drive commer

cial settlement northward. In the late eighteenth century, regions from 

San Antonio through Santa Fe to San Francisco were tied into a colonial 

order generating mining wealth while sustained by irrigated cultivation 

and commercial grazing. Later Anglo expansionists eagerly adopted all 

that-by invasion, by coercion, and often by marrying the daughters of 

Hispanic entrepreneurs.  

Spanish North America also left a legacy of cultural amalgamation.  

Diverse migrants from Europe, Mesoamerica, and Africa mixed to forge 

new Hispanic amalgams. A few became rich from mining and trade; more 

claimed lands to develop commercial estates; most labored in mines or 

fields or herded cattle and sheep across open plateaus. Along frontiers 

driving northward, missions aimed to make independent natives into 

Christian subordinates, available to labor in the commercial economy.  

In long historical processes, identities changed. By the late eighteenth 

century, people of entrepreneurial success and political importance were 

nearly always Spanish-whatever their ancestry. Many mine workers and 

cowboys were proudly mulatto. Cultivators in estate communities and at 

missions were indios in the eyes of landlords and clergy; many remained 

Otomi, Tarahumara, Tepehuan, or Yaqui in home communities. Indepen

dent natives built identities as Apaches or Comanches, while "bdrbaros"
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in the eyes of Spanish officials and entrepreneurs. Ancestry was complex 
and hard to trace.  

A first reflection might suggest that the expansive United States adopted 
the commercial ways of Spanish North America but rejected its cultural 
amalgamations. A second thought leads us to consider how the incorpo
ration of Spanish North America accelerated the commercial dynamism 
of the United States - and left an example of ethnic flexibility as an alter
native to prevailing ways of separation and exclusion.  

The vision proposed here builds on the understanding offered in David 
Weber's classic studies of the U. S. Southwest under Spanish and Mexican 
rule. He details emerging societies based on grazing and mission commu
nities, building irrigation where possible, caught up in trade and conflict 
with independent native peoples. He emphasizes, however, Spanish and 
Mexican policy initiatives that aimed to shape distant frontiers, and re
peatedly failed.  

My analysis frames New Spain's northern frontiers as extensions of the 
commercial societies that developed over centuries from Quer6taro and 
Guanajuato to Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi, on to Parral, Sonora, and 
Chihuahua-and beyond. There, Spanish North America was founded 
and shaped by silver and the commercial ways it fueled; regime plans and 
mission goals always adapted more than they ruled. The dynamic com
mercial society forged there drove north to set foundations of entrepre
neurial production and amalgamating ethnic relations in frontier regions 
that later became U. S. borderlands. As Howard Lamar details in his classic 
study of politics in the territories taken into the Anglo-American nation 
in 1848, new rulers and forward-looking investors repeatedly worked to 
maintain the mining and property codes of Spanish and Mexican North 
America. My analysis sets Weber's frontiers in the context of the long 
history of Spanish North America, builds on Lamar's understanding that 
Anglo-American entrepreneurs saw opportunity in Hispanic commercial 
ways, and extends David Montejano's emphasis that Anglos and Mexicans 
joined in conflict and confluence to make Texas - and the United States.1 

The first section emphasizes that New World capitalism began in New 
Spain; it outlines North American colonial foundations by emphasizing 
four primary variants: Spanish Mesoamerica, where Spaniards ruled en
during Mesoamerican communities; Spanish North America, where com
mercial dynamism and cultural amalgamation drove northward; planta
tion North America, where export crops raised by African slaves shaped 
racially polarized societies; and European North America, where English, 
French, and other settlers cut timber, tilled the soil, fished, and traded-
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excluding native peoples while trading with them. The rest of the study 

sketches a history of New Spain focused on Spanish North America, trac

ing its economic dynamism and northward expansion, then exploring the 

crisis that came with Mexico's wars for independence beginning in 18io. It 

concludes by emphasizing how the United States-Mexico war of the 1840s 

incorporated vast lands and key legacies of Hispanic North America into 

the United States, accelerating the Anglo-American nation's drive to con

tinental and global hegemony. An epilogue sketches the enduring legacies 

of Hispanic capitalism in twentieth-century North America.  

Capitalism and Colonial Formations 

When the Genoese mariner Christopher Columbus, sailing under Castil

ian sovereignty, hit upon the outer islands of the Caribbean in 1492, the 

American continent blocked a voyage aimed to accelerate European trade 

with Asia. For half a century, Castilians and others focused on exploring 

lands they did not know, conquering states that ruled densely settled re

gions in Mesoamerica and the Andes, always searching for ways to pay 

for the enterprise and generate profits. Their conquests were enabled by 

the delivery of smallpox and other diseases that devastated New World 

populations and debilitated their states and economies. Around 1550, the 

conquest was consolidating and a Spanish regime forming-while accel

erating depopulation left ever fewer people to produce, labor, pay trib

utes, and become Christian. The prospects of Europeans' first American 

colonies were uncertain.  

Yet in a few fateful years, the American enterprise revived. In the 

1540s, colonials found mountains of silver at Potosi in the Andes and 

Zacatecas in northern New Spain. In the 155os, soaring Chinese demand 

created premium prices for the metal now decreed the only money and 

medium to pay taxes in the world's largest economy.2 Spain's Americas 

then the only Americas outside the coastal settlements of Portuguese Bra

zil-turned to the construction (better, the reconstruction) of colonial 

societies aiming to maximize silver production.  

That meant engaging diverse indigenous societies in distinct geo

graphic environments and reorienting them to the extent possible into 

foundations for silver mining, commercial enterprises, and enduring 

colonial societies, societies that would benefit European regimes, entre

preneurs, and settlers by accelerating global trade. Because indigenous 

societies differed, American geographies varied, and Europeans came at
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different times, the economic potential and social organizations of New 
World colonies differed in important ways.  

North America emerged from histories grounded in indigenous prece
dents and reshaped by colonial encounters that brought Europeans and 
Africans to the Americas to participate (in unequal ways) in accelerat
ing global trade. The key to an integrated history of North America is 
to take indigenous precedents seriously, to examine economic prospects 
and colonial societies and cultures carefully, and to understand modern 
nations as emerging from all that in complex ways.  

New Spain came first. It began with the conquest of the Mexica (Aztec) 
regime in the 1520s and the subsequent subordination of the other states 
of Mesoamerica. Early on, Spaniards adapted to, built upon, and trans
formed Mesoamerican institutions. Encorniendas granted European con
querors rights to collect tribute goods and use seasonal labor services 
from the people of Mesoamerican altepetl (city states). They allowed 
Spaniards to benefit from indigenous ways of production and rule. Yet 
from the start, smallpox and other Old World diseases drove down native 
populations, shrinking the tribute goods and labor available to newcomers 
struggling to rule a world new to them. After 1540, with population plum
meting and economic prospects uncertain, the Spanish future in North 
America was tenuous.  

Then, in 1546, Spaniards guided by native allies found mountains of 
silver at Zacatecas, far north of Mexico City. As Chinese demand soared, 
Spanish America built an economy focused on silver. By 16oo, about two
thirds of the precious metal passed east to Europe, where it stimulated 
production and trade that extended through the Islamic world of the 
Middle East and South Asia, eventually reaching China to be exchanged 
for silks, spices, and other goods. The other third sailed west from Aca
pulco to Manila, where Chinese merchants gathered to trade spices, silks, 
and other things precious for silver. The result was an early commercial 
capitalism in which silver mined in Spain's Americas drove growing trades 
linking Europe and China. Globalization was under way by 16oo, with 
Spanish America a pivotal participant.  

Silver revived economic prospects in New Spain while smallpox 
continued to devastate native populations. Rich deposits at Taxco and 
Pachuca, near Mexico City in the heartland of Mesoamerica, and others 
located to the north at Zacatecas and Guanajuato spurred local devel
opment and global commerce. Colonial elites gained unprecedented 
riches, and the imperial treasury took soaring revenues as mining stimu
lated commercial cultivation and textile production focused on growing
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Spanish cities and towns. Still, colonial development took different paths 

in Mesoamerica, where indigenous state traditions and cultivating com

munities shaped colonial ways, and in the North-where sparse peoples 

without states gave way (not without resistance) to new commercial ways.  

Around Mexico City and across regions south and east, where indige

nous states had ruled cultivating communities for centuries before Euro

peans arrived, the regime congregated and reconstituted surviving com

munities as republican de indios (indigenous republics), giving Spanish legal 

form to Mesoamerican rights and landed domains. Meanwhile, disease 

and depopulation forced change while Christian proselytization pressed 

cultural adaptations. Still, Mesoamerican legacies held strong in regions 

historically shaped by Mesoamerican states, institutions, and cultures. To 

the end of the colonial era, centuries of engagement with a European 

regime, Christian beliefs, and global trades built upon Mesoamerican 

communities and traditions, shaping a society best described as Spanish 

Mesoamerica.  

Where the silver economy flourished near enduring Mesoameri

can communities, cities like Mexico City, Puebla, and Valladolid (now 

Morelia) became pivots of a commercial complex of mines, estates, and 
industries sustained by the production and labor of communities orga

nized as indigenous republics. Between 1570 and 1630, as population hit 

its nadir, surviving native cultivators were congregated in communities 

granted lands to ensure their sustenance; as the silver economy boomed 

and labor demands soared, villagers were pressed to wage work by a 
regime-sanctioned labor draft, the repartirniento. Men in native commu

nities labored in nearby commercial fields, urban construction, and other 

projects. Most went twice a year for a week; the rest of the time they 
worked family lands and pursued crafts in their communities, sustaining 

themselves and selling in local markets. As population stabilized around 

1630, the draft ended in the face of local recalcitrance - but the labor link 
tying landed villagers to the commercial economy was set, a characteristic 

of Spanish Mesoamerica that endured for centuries.  

Farther south, silver mines proved scarce, mining's commercial stimu
lus weak. Commercial life was limited to cochineal, an indigenous dye 
made by Mixtec families in Oaxaca, plus the provision of foodstuffs and 

cloth to small Spanish towns. Among Oaxaca's Zapotecs and the Mayas of 

Yucatin, Chiapas, and Guatemala, native notables ruled relatively autono

mous indigenous republics that retained lands that sustained most families 

through the colonial centuries. In the more commercial regions around 
Mexico City and across less dynamic zones to the south, communities
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grounded in the Mesoamerican past remained the foundation of colo
nial life for centuries. Landlords and merchants profited as they could, 
more near Mexico City, less to the south. Their entrepreneurial goals and 
profits were limited by the rights and lands granted native republics. The 
regime maintained stability by focusing on judicial mediation of disputes 
between colonials and communities, and between communities. Spanish 
Mesoamerica developed by grafting commercial capitalism onto an en
during base of Mesoamerican communities. 3 

North of Mesoamerica, the stimulus of silver proved stronger - and in
digenous ways were different. The colonial society that developed there 
after 1550 was thoroughly commercial. Around 1500, the basin now called 
the Bajio, stretching west from Queretaro toward Guadalajara, was a 
contested frontier. The Mexicas and a competing Tarascan state pressed 
north but faced the adamant resistance of the state-free hunters, gather
ers, and cultivators the Mexicas maligned as Chichimecas - sons of dogs.  
After Spaniards conquered the Mesoamerican states and found silver to 
the north at Zacatecas (and then in the Bajfo at Guanajuato), Chichi
mecas equally fought Spanish colonization. The stimulus of silver mixed 
with Chichimeca resistance to make Spanish North America a place of 
persistent conflicts and frontier wars, contests mediated by missions and 
repeatedly ended by smallpox's devastation of native peoples. Amid con
flicts that began in the Bajio after 155o and continued far to the north 
after 1750, Spanish North America developed as a commercially expan
sive society that produced most of the silver that shaped New Spain and 
its global trade.  

Lacking Mesoamerican traditions, except as brought north by mi
grants, indigenous republics were scarce in the North. The dynamism of 
silver and the weakness of community legacies made New Spain's North 
the most commercial region of the Americas from the sixteenth century 
on. Mesoamericans, Europeans, and Africans came, faced resistant Chi
chimecas and others, all meeting and mixing in a society that during three 
centuries expanded to shape broad regions including New Mexico, Texas, 
and California. Colonial life focused on mining, irrigated cultivation, and 
commercial grazing. A search for profit orchestrated commercial social 
relations. As Chichimecas and independent peoples to the north died, fled 
to the margins, or passed through missions to find lives of laboring sub
ordination, almost everything in Spanish North America was new.  

New Spain thus generated two distinct social formations: Spanish 
Mesoamerica remained grounded in enduring indigenous communities 
reconstituted as indigenous republics, producing silver for global trade by
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mobilizing the work and produce of indigenous peoples first focused on 

their own sustenance; Spanish North America developed as a fully com

mercial, ethnically amalgamating, geographically expansive society mix

ing people from across the Atlantic world, producing even more silver for 

global trade as it drove north into the continent. Together they formed 

New Spain-economically dynamic, ethnically complex, and remarkably 

stable to the end of the eighteenth century. Mexico began in 1821 as an at

tempt to fuse the contrasting societies of New Spain into one nation, just 

as the stimulus of silver collapsed. 4 

The global importance of New Spain and the Spanish Andes, their 

stimulus of soaring trades, and their continuing delivery of unprece

dented revenues to the Spanish monarchy were set by i6oo. The sixteenth

century enterprises that forged a global Hapsburg Empire of sovereignty, 

production, and trade (including Portugal and its domains in Brazil, 

Africa, and Asia from 1580 to 1640) radically altered global dynamics. If 

other Europeans were to compete for power and the wealth of trade, they 

had to join the rush to expansion. The Dutch, forged in revolt against 

Hapsburg rule, took the lead by assaulting Portuguese possessions in 

Asia and later in Brazil. The British (and soon the French) turned to the 

Americas. It is important to recognize that they came late. The Spanish 

had set the model, generating silver and trade by mobilizing the peoples 

of Andean and Mesoamerican states facing depopulation and disorga

nization. The British, relegated to regions Spaniards had explored and 

left aside, found no silver and people deeply resistant to mobilization for 

newcomers' profit. The result, after a century of experiment, was a British 

North America fundamentally different from New Spain, yet also divided 

into distinct southern and northern societies.  

To understand the development of mainland British America, it is 

essential to recognize the stimulus of global trade as demonstrated by the 

precedents set in Spanish America. It is equally essential to recognize that 

the Anglo-American colonization driven by those precedents was shaped 

on the ground in North America by encounters with indigenous peoples 

fundamentally different from those with state traditions early incorpo

rated in the Spanish project.5 

In the sixteenth century, North American native peoples lived in di

verse societies shaped in part by historical interactions with Mesoameri

can states and peoples. At Cahokia and across the Mississippi basin, 

Mesoamerican influences marked city-states built around temple plat

forms and sustained by cultivating villagers. Mesoamerican maize was the 

dominant staple across eastern woodlands as far north as Massachusetts.
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Still, when Europeans first crossed the lands north of Mesoamerica in 
the sixteenth century, states were few and in decline -a trajectory accel
erated by smallpox and other new diseases. As the seventeenth century 
began, most peoples north of Mesoamerica lived free of states and other 
structures of concentrated power and enduring inequity. They mixed cul
tivation with hunting, fishing, and gathering in societies of local inde
pendence and relative equality, especially when compared with the state 
powers and hierarchical ways of Mesoamericans and Europeans.  

Spaniards surveyed North America during the sixteenth century. They 
established early missions in the Southeast, calling natives to lives of 
Christian dependence. Some came and stayed; many visited, tried Euro
pean tools and beliefs, adapted what they found useful, and returned to 
home villages. Others resisted. In the process, smallpox spread and made 
clear the liabilities of life among Europeans. Without mines to stimulate 
commercial settlement, the decline of native populations set the demise 
of Spain's southeastern missions. Native survivors were left with immu
nities and lessons that led many to resist when other Europeans came 
later. Farther north, coastal North America saw only the visits of British, 
French, and other fishermen -again bringing contacts, lessons, and dis
eases-until settlement began after 16oo.  

With Spain entrenched in the Andes, Mesoamerica, and mining re
gions stretching north, European latecomers were left to focus on the 
Caribbean and Atlantic shores. Early encounters with Spaniards and the 
diseases they brought had all but emptied the islands of native peoples.  
There, first in Barbados, later in Jamaica, Saint Domingue, and elsewhere, 

the British and French built sugar and slave plantation colonies modeled 

on the success of Portuguese Brazil. Sugar and slavery proved second 

only to silver as ways to colonial wealth and stimuli to commodity and 
(in)human trades. They shaped Brazil and the Caribbean for centuries. 6 

When Britons engaged the coastal peoples of North America, they 
found communities mixing cultivation, fishing, and hunting without tra
ditions of life under state rule. John Smith and others searched for gold 
and silver but found no rich mines along the Atlantic Seaboard. Nor did 
sugar flourish on the mainland, leaving exports to secondary crops like 
tobacco, rice, and indigo on southern coasts, fish, furs, timber, and grain 

in the North.  

Near the sea and inland, indigenous people resisted incorporation as 
dependent producers. From the start, natives and Europeans viewed each 

other as "others." Early on they traded furs and native captives for Euro
pean tools and weapons. Later, British settlers shifted to focus on culti-
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vation for sustenance and export. Again, contact brought diseases that 

devastated native populations. Most Britons saw indigenous survivors as 

obstacles to personal prospects and colonial development. Natives were 

pressed inland, often eliminated when they resisted. Indigenous prece

dents and European responses shaped British America even as natives 

faced exclusion from colonial life. 7 

Native legacies of independence and resistance were broadly parallel 

along the northern and southern coasts of North America. It was differing 

potentials for export production on lands cleared of natives that shaped 

distinct southern and northern ways under British rule. From Brazil 

through the Caribbean and up the coast to the Chesapeake, the growth of 

export plantations in the eighteenth century consolidated colonies (under 

diverse European sovereignty) grounded in African slavery. To the north 

(extending into French Canada), plantation crops did not flourish, slavery 

was limited, and production for sustenance and export depended on fami

lies and small enterprises. In southern British America slavery shaped 

production, social relations, racial visions, and cultural adaptations; to 

the north, the limited role of plantations and slavery led to more homo

geneous colonial societies, more integrated internally by market dynam

ics. There, social relations and cultural conversations developed primarily 

among immigrant Europeans.  

The contrasting colonial ways of Spanish Mesoamerica and North 

America shaped New Spain and left fundamental challenges to making 

Mexico a nation-helping make the era from 18ro to 1930 a time of endur

ing political and social conflict. The contrasting trajectories of southern 

and northern British America, with their inevitable variants and inter

penetrations, mark the history of the United States, culminating in a 

devastating Civil War and leaving enduring legacies of racial polariza

tion.8 This chapter recognizes all that-and argues that Hispanic North 

America set a third colonial foundation equally essential to understanding 

the United States.  

This vision of four primary colonial social formations shaping North 

America emphasizes the fundamental importance of social relations of 
production. So does the history of Hispanic North America that follows.  
The ways people work to engage the environment, to produce the neces

sities of life, and to generate the wealth that sustains those who profit 
and rule combine to structure societies for the majority of their inhabi

tants. The ways people understand and debate the legitimacy of the re
lationships and inequities grounded in production shape the cultures of 

most peoples and communities in powerful ways. In any society, prevail-



46 John Tutino

ing ways of production link everyday issues of work, family, and belief to 
larger structures of environment, population, production, regime, and 
ideology. In the colonial Americas, social relations of production devel
oped at the intersection of local traditions, Atlantic empires, and global 
trade.9 

Founding Capitalism in the Americas: 
Spanish North America, 1550-1700 

When Europeans arrived in the Americas, the great river they would 
name for Santiago marked a frontier between Mesoamerica, with its cul
tivating communities and contending states, and the dispersed, state-free 
peoples who inhabited the fertile basin lands of the Bajio and the dry pla
teau country reaching north. Earlier, Mesoamerican states had reached to 
Zacatecas and beyond; its cities had traded with peoples in the Upper Rio 
Grande Valley and the Mississippi Basin. But the domain of states receded 
south during the centuries before 1500, leaving the Bajfo and the arid 
lands to the north without states, inhabited by mobile hunters and gather
ers, others who mixed hunting, gathering, and shifting cultivation, and 
scattered communities of cultivators where the environment allowed.10 

In the aftermath of the Spanish conquest of Tenochtitlan, the Mexica 
capital, Otomi peoples long subject to Mexica power drove north into the 
Bajio. Led by Otomi lords and accompanied by a few Franciscans, they 
founded Queretaro in the 1530s and settled the rich lands east and west 
along the Lerma River." When expeditions farther north found silver at 
Zacatecas in the 1540s, the agricultural zone built by the Otomies around 
Queretaro was set to sustain mining and grazing enterprises farther north.  
Silver connected Zacatecas and Queretaro to expanding European and 
world trade. It drew a rush of settlement after 1550: Europeans, African 
slaves, diverse Mesoamericans, and their mixed offspring came in search 
of riches for a few, opportunities for the many, and work for the bound.  
From the beginning, Spanish North America was globally linked, com
mercially defined, and settled by migrants from across the Atlantic world.  
It was a colonial order thrusting northward in constant engagement and 
often in conflict with stateless native peoples.  

As Chinese demand and Zacatecan mines kept the stimulus of silver 
strong, after 1550, the regime sanctioned a line of settlements between 
the Otomi foundations around Queretaro and the northern mining cen
ter. San Miguel el Grande, San Felipe, Le6n, and Aguascalientes asserted
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European dominion on the road to Zacatecas. New towns promoted cul

tivation where irrigation allowed; grazing estates spread across the coun

try. Chichimecas saw their lands invaded by entrepreneurial and labor

ing migrants; livestock trampled resources essential to native survival.  

In response, Chichimecas began to hunt European livestock and gather 

crops, tools, and textiles. Atlantic invasion brought threat and opportu

nity: if cattle and sheep invaded Chichimeca lands, Chichimecas would 

hunt cattle and sheep; if crops took over rich bottomlands, they would 

gather crops; if horses, metal tools, and weapons gave Europeans mobility 

and power, Chichimecas would gather horses, tools, and weapons.' 

Europeans and Mesoamericans saw such gathering, adaptation, and ex

perimentation as assault and theft. They answered with war. From the
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1550s to the 1590s, Chichimeca wars made Spanish North America a place 
of endemic violence. Spaniards and Otomies based at Queretaro fought 
together to stop, or at least to contain, the attacks of Chichimecas fight
ing to survive amid the new ways of Spanish North America. Military vic
tory proved elusive, but smallpox and other imported diseases pummeled 
native peoples, Otomi and Chichimeca alike.  

Viceroy Luis de Velasco II sanctioned a negotiated peace in the 1590s.  

Surviving Chichimecas were settled in villages; allocated lands, tools, and 
livestock; and taught by friars to live as Christian cultivators. Such mis
sions became and long remained key institutions seeking to subordinate 
stateless peoples within Spanish North America. 3 

After 16oo, the foundations of Spanish North America consolidated 
from Quer6taro to Zacatecas. Mining boomed with new discoveries at 
San Luis Potosi. Otomi Queretaro flourished as a center of Spanish trade 
and textile production surrounded by irrigated fields. Celaya, San Miguel, 
Le6n, and other towns grew as smaller Spanish replicas of Queretaro.  
The result was a complex regional economy: silver generated dreams 
and profits and fueled global trade; commercial cultivators and grazers 
claimed lesser but steadier profits by supplying mining centers and urban 
markets; merchants in Mexico City, Queretaro, and Zacatecas profited 
by integrating the entire system-financing mines to accumulate capital, 
investing in commercial estates to secure their wealth. Regime officials 
were most interested in revenues and peace. They concentrated in cities 
and towns, as did most clergy, except the few assigned to mission commu
nities, often on the fringes of the region. 4 

Communities were everywhere in Spanish North America: mining 
communities, urban communities, estate communities, and, on the fron
tiers, mission communities. But outside of major cities and towns orga
nized by Spanish councils (and Queretaro, the leading city of the Bajio, 
which remained a native republic ruled by an Otomi council deep into 
the seventeenth century), in Spanish North America most settlements 
lacked the community lands and republican councils that grounded the 
autonomies of Mesoamerican villages to the south. Missions were de
signed to be temporary, ruled by clergy while native neophytes learned 
Christian deference and laboring dependence. Native residents had no 
claim to the land, no right to self-rule. A few Tlaxcalan and other trans
planted Mesoamerican communities did gain lands and local rule, as did 
the early Otomi settlements along the southern margins of the Bajio; they 
held rights and landed autonomy denied to most across Spanish North 
America.
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The mining camps and estate communities where most northerners 

lived and worked beginning in the late sixteenth century had no rights 

to lands and no self-rule; few had resident clergy. They were company 

towns ruled by the enterprises that employed their residents. Managers 

reporting to mine operators or landed entrepreneurs were key intermedi

aries. Commercial goals orchestrated everything from work to family life; 

hierarchies of patriarchal dependence extended from the powerful to the 

working poor.15 Rich and powerful entrepreneurs, often close to regime 

officials, ruled mining, trade, and estates. They employed managers, always 

men, who engaged many more men as mine workers, herders, and cultiva

tors - some as salaried employees (often obligated workers receiving ad

vance salaries and food rations in exchange for promises to labor), others 

as tenants.  

Along hierarchies of patriarchal inequality, powerful men gave depen

dent men opportunities to serve and work, sometimes to prosper, usually 

to survive. Dependent men gained the means to assert patriarchal rights 

in subordinate families-to claim that they sustained wives and children 

(who always worked in the households men presumed to rule). Dependent 

men acquiesced in labor service, gaining access to land and salaries, re

inforcing household rule while negotiating with wives and neighbors over 

how well they "provided." Enterprises reinforced household patriarchy 

to gain workers for an expanding commercial economy. Shared commit

ments to patriarchy stabilized unequal, often exploitative, relations link

ing entrepreneurs and workers, blunting the potential for conflict be

tween the few who ruled and took profit and the many men who worked 

to sustain families they expected to rule.16 

During founding decades and long after, the relations of patriarchal 

dependence that organized northern communities allowed most men and 

families enough sustenance and security to attract migrants from Spanish 

Mesoamerica to the south. Northern mines and estates developed amid 

historically sparse populations, conditions that endured in the face of the 

resistance of native inhabitants. Mines had to offer high wages and often 

ore shares to entice men to take the deadly risks of labor underground.'7 

Estates had to offer security and sustenance to gain and hold families of 

tenants, cultivators, and stock herders.  

Northern entrepreneurs also brought African slaves to labor in mining 

camps, on grazing estates, and as household servants, especially before 
1650. But in the commercially dynamic and ethnically complex society 

of the Bajio, slaves repeatedly found ways to freedom: by flight; by slave 
men producing free children with indigenous women; by slave mothers
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giving babies to free families to raise as their own. In the long run, slavery 
proved more a means of forced migration than forced labor in the Bajio 
and Spanish North America. Slaves' offspring mixed into a larger, ethni
cally amalgamating population. A few became landholders; many more 
lived as mine workers and herdsmen, tenant farmers and rural laborers. In 
time, a prosperous minority claimed Spanish status. Mine workers often 
asserted mulatto identities. At rural estates others of African ancestry 
merged with immigrant Mesoamericans in communities of indios (a cate
gory of colonial subordination only slowly becoming an ethnic identity) 
in the late seventeenth century. The vaquero (buckaroo, cowboy) of Span
ish North America was almost always a mulatto, a Spanish speaker mix
ing African and indigenous ancestry.18 Across northern New Spain, so
cial relations were driven by commercial goals, shaped by labor scarcities, 
and orchestrated by patriarchal hierarchies reaching from the pinnacle of 
power to the producing poor. Ethnic relations and identities proved fluid 
and changing.  

As the foundations of Spanish North America consolidated from the 
Bajio to Zacatecas, its commercial ways drove northward. Early advances 
led to uncertain outposts, extending as far as New Mexico, where the 
upper Rio Grande met the Rockies. In the 163os, rich silver strikes set 
Parral (now in southern Chihuahua) as the northern anchor of mining and 
trade. Commercial estates spread across the countryside there, building 
irrigation for cultivation along streams, setting livestock to graze every
where. Independent natives again faced hard choices: resist, retreat, or 
try life in missions that offered Christianity, laboring dependence, and 
unprecedented contagion.1 9 In fits and starts, the search for silver always 
leading, with commercial development quick to follow and missions ready 
to force and accommodate indigenous adjustments, the northward thrust 
of Spanish America continued through the seventeenth century and 
into the eighteenth, focused on upland plateaus from the Bajio to New 
Mexico.20 

During the early 16oos, Hapsburg rulers based at Madrid integrated 
vast domains across Europe, the Americas, Africa, and Asia to forge the 
first globalization.2 1 New Spain was a key participant, generating silver 
and wealth in two different colonial societies. In Spanish Mesoamerica, 
Europeans seeking silver, profit, and power encountered powerful 
states, conquered them, and built a colonial society grounded in endur
ing landed communities. After 1550, the intersection of silver discover
ies and disease-driven depopulation there led to a commercial economy 
grafted upon self-governing landed indigenous republics; social relations
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revolved around mediations between Spanish power and native commu

nities. The majority retained indigenous languages and ethnic identities 

in times of depopulation and long after. During three centuries, Span

ish Mesoamerica divided sharply between Spaniards and ethnically di

verse indigenous peoples. Hispanic life was commercial, focused on 

profiting from mining and the commercial estates that sustained mines 

and cities-all linked to a global economy. Indigenous villagers retained 

landed autonomy, produced first for family sustenance and local mar

kets, and forged native Christian cultures focused on community inte

gration. Patriarchy ruled there, too, organizing life among Spanish elites 

and within native families and communities, but it divided into separate 

hierarchies, one organizing Spanish cities, the other integrating native 

communities. In the economically dynamic basins near Mexico City, the 

two sectors of Spanish Mesoamerica were linked by villagers' provision of 

foodstuffs to city markets and seasonal labor at commercial estates, and 

by judicial mediations-forging an enduring stability after 1600.22 

In Spanish North America, Europeans seeking silver, profit, and power 

encountered natives without states, mostly sparse and mobile peoples 

hunting, gathering, and cultivating across arid plateau country stretching 

far to the north. There Europeans did not conquer, they colonized. They 

built a new society settled by peoples from across the Atlantic world, a so

ciety defined by commercial goals, organized in communities denied au

tonomy, orchestrated by patriarchy, and defined by dependence. Peoples 

of diverse origins met and mixed in commercial communities; slaves of 

African ancestry found routes to freedom (yet rarely escaped laboring 

dependence); ethnic boundaries proved porous; identities were fluid and 

subject to change. By the late seventeenth century, nearly everyone spoke 

Spanish. Hierarchies of patriarchy reached from powerful elites to work

ing families. All the while, Spanish North America drove north in con

stant conflict with independent peoples.23 

Those contrasting colonial orders combined to form the Viceroyalty 

of New Spain. They shared a political capital in Mexico City, an institu

tional church closely linked to the regime, and an overarching system of 

finance and trade ruled by the merchant-financiers of Mexico City, who 

funded mines and invested in lands both near the capital and across the 

North.  

Still, Spanish Mesoamerica and Spanish North America differed in 

fundamental ways. The North was a more ethnically mixed, linguisti

cally Spanish, fully commercial society- and more expansive than Span

ish Mesoamerica. Patriarchy integrated everything.24 The regime pursued
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revenues by promoting silver production and related commercial enter
prises. Missions aimed to pacify Chichimecas, Tarahumaras, Yaquis, 
and others, pressing them to become dependent producers in commer
cial enterprises. Courts and clergy were sparse on the ground across the 
North. Life there revolved around promoting, profiting from, and, for 
the majority, laboring in an expanding commercial society that fueled 
global trade, filled regime coffers -and consolidated patriarchy.  

Silver Booms and Northward Accelerations: 
Spanish North America in the Eighteenth Century 

The eighteenth century brought a new wave of silver bonanzas and north
ward expansion to Spanish North America. After a lull that began in the 
1640s and deepened in the 168os, from 1700, Chinese demand for sil
ver soared again, driving up prices and production.25 Meanwhile, the 
eighteenth century saw population in Europe and the Americas, linked 
commercially for two centuries, grow simultaneously for the first time, 
tripling or more in many regions. Together they stimulated a new trans
atlantic combination of commercial dynamism and population pressure, 
stimulating economic expansion, escalating conflicts, and social polar
ization. 2 6 As Euro-Atlantic production and trade grew, demand for silver 
expanded -drawing more of the commodity that was money, thus poten
tially capital, from China to Europe. When the price of silver fell around 
1750 in Asia, Europeans accelerated their competition for New Spain's 
output. Thus began a shift from the multicentered dynamism of early 
capitalism toward a European dominance marked by British ascendance.  
New Spain's silver remained pivotal to the global economy through de
cades of transition. Production concentrated in Zacatecas, Guanajuato, 
and regions north, doubling from 1700 to 1750, and again from 1760 to 
1780, to hold near peak levels past 18oo. Throughout, New Spain's mines 
stimulated European war, trade, and industry.  

In Europe, silver flowed toward France and England, strengthening 
production, trade, and regime revenues in the powers locked in compe
tition for European and Atlantic dominance. Spain struggled to stay a 
contender as trades and revenues grounded in its colonies passed through 
to fortify its neighbors. Precisely because its empire generated pivotal 
wealth, Spain remained a participant in Atlantic wars. Regions around 
Barcelona lived an early industrial transformation after 1770. Still, the 
eighteenth-century boom in New Spain mostly fortified power and in-
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dustry in France and Britain. The European prosperity driven by silver 
and Atlantic trade was the context of the rationalizing assertions of En

lightenment thinkers. Striving to control home production and global 

trades, Europeans forged beliefs that posited reason as the base of their 

"rightful" drives toward power and profitable production-and explained 

the "inferiority" of those they aimed to rule in the Americas, Asia, and 

beyond.27 

The same boom drove continuing economic dynamism and northward 

expansion in New Spain. Mining, profits, and regime revenues soared 

at Guanajuato, Zacatecas, and elsewhere; farther north, settlement con

solidated at San Antonio in Texas, intensified around Santa Fe in New 

Mexico, and drove up the coast of California to San Francisco. With 

boom came challenges. Communities in Spanish Mesoamerica faced new 

pressures on lands and local rule. Producing families in Spanish North 

America, especially in the Bajio, faced declining earnings, rising rents, 

and threats to patriarchy. Social tensions deepened; cultural conflicts 

escalated. Yet economic expansion and social stability held, interrupted 

only by sporadic conflicts and a wave of uprisings quickly contained in 

the 176os-followed by new decades of economic boom and northward 
expansion that lasted past 18oo.  

New Spain remained pivotal to global production and trade through 
a century of transforming change. Its population tripled from about two 
million to nearly six million; most still lived in the Mesoamerican com

munities of the Center and South; growth was more rapid in the North.  

Silver production rose from five million pesos annually around 1700 to ten 
million pesos at mid-century, to average over twenty million pesos yearly 

from 1775 to 18oo, fueling colonial production, northward settlement, and 
Atlantic and global trade.28 Across New Spain, wealth concentrated while 
communities faced population pressures. Still, Mesoamerican and North 

American communities faced economic boom and new exploitations in 
contrasting ways.  

In Spanish Mesoamerica, mining boomed before 1750 at Taxco, later at 
Real del Monte near Pachuca. In Spanish North America, silver revived 
first at Zacatecas and in far Chihuahua, then at Guanajuato and across San 
Luis Potosi.  

Mine workers did not fare so well. Taxco and Real del Monte tried to 
reenergize Mesoamerican traditions of drafting workers from nearby vil
lages; few came and disputes proliferated. Across New Spain and espe
cially in the North, most eighteenth-century mine workers were mestizos 
and mulattoes, men of mixed origins paid high wages, food rations, and
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ore shares for doing dangerous work that drove the world economy. Mine 
operators faced rising costs and growing populations; keen to profit, they 
tried to cut wages and rations and eliminate ore shares. They set off con
flicts that peaked in 1766 and 1767, focused on work grievances at Real del 
Monte and on regime demands and new taxes at Guanajuato and San Luis 
Potosi. Committed first to the revenues mining generated, authorities me
diated a resolution at Real del Monte and repressed riotous workers at 
Guanajuato and San Luis Potosi.29 Then Bourbon reformers made con
cessions to entrepreneurs and mediated labor relations just enough to 
sustain production, profits, and regime revenues. The effort succeeded; 
New Spain's mines yielded silver near historical peaks into the nineteenth 
century.  

In Mesoamerican regions around Mexico City, the silver boom fueled 
urban expansion and commercial development; combined with popula
tion growth, they drove rising demand for food, cloth, and other goods.  
Still, near the capital the persistence of native republics and the continu
ing mediation of courts and clergy limited and contained conflicts. As 
rising populations struggled to live on limited lands in native republics, 
commercial estates expanded production and recruited growing numbers 
of seasonal hands among men and boys in nearby communities. Growers 
profited and villagers gained earnings to supplement limited cultivation, 
sustaining families, communities, and men's patriarchal claims.  

Historical ties linking landed villages and commercial growers in the 
core of Spanish Mesoamerica became symbiotic exploitations. Estates 
and communities were bound together in ways that were simultaneously 
symbiotic and exploitative: villagers' labor became essential to landlords' 
profits and to the survival of families and communities facing growing 
populations with limited land. And symbiotic exploitation, backed by 
judicial mediation when conflicts arose, stabilized social inequities around 
Mexico City: village men "needed" the work that exploited them if they 
were to lead families struggling to survive. Commercial estates profited, 
communities endured, and patriarchy held in the Mesoamerican core.  
The economy grew, villagers lived deepening exploitations, and stability 
held to 18oo and after.30 

Eighteenth-century commercial dynamism and social pressures struck 
the communities of Spanish North America in different ways. In the Bajio, 
mining boomed at Guanajuato, driving a strong regional economy. Across 
surrounding basins, estates expanded irrigation to raise wheat, fruits, and 
vegetables for prosperous cities and towns. They shifted maize to mar
ginal uplands, where poor tenants planted former pastures and faced de-
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declining yields. Families long drawnto estates by chances to rent land, gain 

secure employment, and claim food rations faced escalating pressures.  

Wages held steady at best while prices rose and rations declined; rents in

creased, and those who could not pay faced eviction. Some took on new 

rentals in marginal uplands, clearing fields only to face collapsing yields.  

Families in estate communities, long dependent, faced new insecurities.  

In a commercial society integrated by hierarchies of patriarchy, laboring 

men struggled to provide for families - the social cement and cultural 

legitimation of their patriarchal claims. With poverty deepening, security 

vanishing, and patriarchy threatened, grievances escalated. Still, stability 

held as long as the economy grew and the regime ruled." 

North of the Bajio, in contrast, eighteenth-century silver expansion 

and population growth reconsolidated family security and patriarchy, re

inforcing the colonial order. Mining centers in Zacatecas and San Luis 

Potosi lived times of boom and bust-but silver always boomed some

where. Administrative and commercial cities grew; fertile enclaves at 

Aguascalientes and Rio Verde developed irrigated estates with grow

ing resident communities. Migration accelerated, but north of the Bajio 

it rarely kept pace with a growing demand for working families. Mine 

workers still gained ample pay and ore shares. Estates still provided wages, 

credit, rations, and tenancies to draw settlers. Beyond the Bajfo, northern 

estates offered lives of dependent security orchestrated by patriarchy into 

the nineteenth century.32 

Beyond Zacatecas and San Luis Potosi, Spanish North America drove 

north. Drawn by mining strikes in Chihuahua and the foothills of Sonora 

(and every strike stoked dreams of the next find farther on), by opportuni

ties to develop estates to supply new mines, by hopes for land independent 

of estate monopolies, and by quests for Spanish status among people of 

mixed ancestry, entrepreneurs seeking mines or lands, men and families 

seeking work or a plot to plant, and many others trekked north. As always, 

expansion was limited by natives who preferred autonomy while engaging 

commercial ways: they hunted and gathered livestock and produce; they 

took or traded for horses and guns; they sought alliances against indige
nous enemies; they tried mission life to sample Christianity and cultiva

tion at the cost of dependence and disease - and they periodically turned 

to violence when they saw advantage or nothing went their way.  

Despite that continuing resistance, the eighteenth century brought 

Spanish North America and its commercial, ethnically fluid, and deeply 

patriarchal ways to broad areas later taken into the United States. Early 

in the century, the establishment of French New Orleans drew Spanish
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settlement to San Antonio, with mission extensions reaching northeast 
to Nacogdoches. With the transfer of Louisiana to Spain in 1765, the 
east Texas frontier was less contested. Tejas in the east, Comanches to 
the west, and other natives took advantage of trade rivalries to solidify 
independence. San Antonio set the northeastern extension of Spanish 
North America; it was a place of trade, crafts, and irrigated cultivation 
surrounded by ranchos grazing cattle across vast spaces and by indepen
dent Amerindians.  

As always, native peoples found threat and opportunity, experimented 
with mission life while hunting Spanish livestock, mixing conflict and 
adaptation while their numbers plummeted. As the eighteenth century 
ended, San Antonio centered a grazing economy that extended from 
the Rio Grande to Corpus Christi Bay; coastal Karankawas tried mis
sion ways at least seasonally; Comanches negotiated and Apaches fought 
to remain independent in the interior; Tejas and others near Louisiana 
planted, traded, and did diplomacy with real strength.  

Meanwhile, the economy of Spanish North America reached north 
to incorporate New Mexico. There Spaniards had long struggled to 
rule Pueblo communities in a replica of Spanish Mesoamerica; simulta
neously, Spaniards and Pueblos traded and fought with nomadic Apaches, 
independent Navajos, and others on a frontier of conflictive contacts.  
When eighteenth-century silver production stimulated settlement and 
development in Chihuahua just south, livestock and textiles from New 
Mexico found markets there, accelerating commercial life among His
panic settlers, Pueblo communities, and sheep-grazing, cloth-making 
Navajos - tying all to Spanish North America. The decline of mining at 
Chihuahua around 1750 curtailed that trade and set Apaches, Comanches, 
and others to seek gains in a new time of warfare. After 1770, new com
mercial dynamism stimulated an alliance with Comanches and escalated 
conflicts with Apaches. At the oldest of frontier outposts, commercial 
expansion stimulated production and trade-and changing alliances and 
conflicts with independent peoples.  

Spanish North America pressed its last northward thrust along the 
California coast, beginning at San Diego in 1769 and reaching San Fran
cisco in 1776. By 18oo, there were towns and presidios at San Diego, Los 
Angeles, Santa Barbara, San Jose, San Francisco-and a capital at Monte
rey. The men who founded the Spanish council at Los Angeles were entre
preneurial migrants who left mulatto status and ancestors behind. Mis
sions again aimed to settle and Christianize native peoples while ranchos 
expanded grazing all around. Both used indigenous labor to raise crops
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and livestock for towns and presidios and to supply ships opening new 

Asia trade. British vessels stopped regularly in the 1790s; ships from the 

young United States came after 18oo. The last frontier of Spanish North 

America found an opening to the Pacific, while settlers searched for mines 

(that proved scarce in coastal ranges). Town dwellers opened irrigated 

fields; ranchos expanded grazing farther out; missions drew natives to 

commercial lives, pressed Christianity, and consoled in the face of death 

caused by disease. By 18oo, native Californians were vanishing, replaced 

by the commercial ways, diverse people, and proliferating livestock of 

Spanish North America.33 

In the Bajio, where Spanish North America began, the eighteenth

century boom stimulated profits and revenues and provoked deep social 

dislocations that challenged patriarchy. In the mining and grazing zones 

just north, the same era generated commercial opportunities along with 

social security that reinforced patriarchy.  

Meanwhile, commercial expansion drove far into the continent. As 

documented by alcabala sales tax revenues, commercial production grew 

apace with population in the Bajio, more rapidly around Zacatecas, San 

Luis Potosi, Durango, and Chihuahua, and surged explosively in newly 

incorporated regions along the coasts and in the far north.34 

While silver and commercial development drove northward, Bourbon 

reformers aimed to increase regime power and revenues, stimulating spo

radic social conflicts and deepening cultural polarization. Officials, aim

ing to sustain Spanish power against a rising British challenge, promoted 

mining and trade. They pressed administrative powers and tax collections 

and limited the roles and riches of the church. In the 175os, reformers 

began to remove Franciscans from rural parishes, replacing them with 

diocesan priests subject to regime oversight. In the 176os, officials built 

monopolies to take new revenue from tobacco and playing cards, popular 

"necessities" in sometimes rich and always raucous mining towns. At the 

same time, officials pressed workers into militias, building resentments 

when deployments in deadly lowlands looked imminent. In 1766 and 1767, 
resistance exploded among mine workers at Real del Monte, Guanajuato, 

and San Luis Potosi. Rioters resisted taxes, monopolies, and militia ser

vice; they defended the Jesuits when a royal order of expulsion came amid 

escalating conflicts.  

Insubordination in the heartland of the silver economy faced'swift re

pression. Then officials negotiated. They could not strengthen Spanish 

power by destabilizing New Spain, the chief support of that power.35 

The popular resistance that challenged regime power and colo-
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nial entrepreneurs in key regions of New Spain began at the same time 
as the movement to resist British rule in coastal North America. The 
causes were parallel, the consequences, contrasting. The Seven Years' 
War of 1756 to 1763 saw Britain gain French Canada and threaten Span
ish Havana; in 1765, France ceded Louisiana and the western Mississippi 
basin to Spain. After the war, all the Atlantic powers faced debts from 
conflicts that brought Britain small gains and left Spain in control of New 
Spain's silver- and vast new lands.  

Both empires pressed colonials for new revenues to pay the cost of war, 
the cost of keeping them colonial. People in coastal British America and in 
the Bajio and nearby New Spain rose in resistance. But in British America, 
resistance persisted for more than a decade; merchant and planter elites 
joined with discontented artisans and farmers in conflicts that led to an 
unprecedented independence proclaimed in 1776 and gained in 1783.  

In New Spain, resistance came mostly from mine workers, urban arti
sans, and a few rural communities. Rebellious crowds were neither led nor 
backed by leading entrepreneurs, who joined regime officials to crush the 
risings and sustain the profits and revenues of the silver economy. The key 
difference: the coastal colonies of British North America were marginally 
profitable to colonial elites and costly to British rulers; neither saw gain 
in paying the costs of colonial rule; Spanish North America remained 
hugely profitable to colonial entrepreneurs and generated revenues essen
tial to the Spanish regime - keeping both committed to colonial rule.36 

After crushing the risings of 1767, reformers demanded less and nego
tiated more in the silver economy. They shifted reform demands to reli
gious culture, promoting enlightenment and the diffusion of Spanish 
among indigenous peoples. Clerics saw popular festivals as "primitive"; 
they labeled community rituals calling for help from the Virgin "super
stitious." The regime and its clergy railed against cultural autonomies 
just as social dislocations proliferated in the Bajio, the heart of the silver 
economy. From the 1770s on, commercial boom mixed with population 
growth to generate social polarization there while cultural tensions esca
lated. Social pressures deepened, but while economic dynamism held, so 
did social stability.37 

The silver economy carried on, sustaining New Spain and driving 
Atlantic wars and trade into the nineteenth century. Spanish Mesoamerica 
and North America remained distinct colonial societies integrated by 
the power of Mexico City-the political capital and commercial pivot 
of both. Everywhere, diverse peoples faced, negotiated, and adapted to 
the silver boom, commercial expansion, Bourbon reforms, and pressures
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toward enlightened religion. Amid opportunities for the entrepreneurial 

few and deepening pressures on working majorities, both of New Spain's 

colonial orders held. The commercial ways of Spanish North America 

drove deep into the continent, drawing migrants northward and pressing 

uncertain natives into mission encounters.  

Bajio Insurgency, Mexican Independence, and the 
Transformation of North America, l8oo-1845 

War engulfed the Atlantic world beginning in the 179os. For a quarter cen

tury, industrializing Britain fought revolutionary and Napoleonic France 

for European and Atlantic dominance. Spain's transatlantic domains were 

drawn into those wars for many reasons - including the importance of 

New Spain's silver to wartime treasuries and the global economy. The 

people of New Spain, already negotiating social pressures heightened 

by population growth, faced new demands and escalating uncertainties.  

Blockades alternated with years of open trade. Imposed autarky, when 

silver could not leave but cloth makers enjoyed local monopolies, gave 

way to open markets, when silver flowed to Europe and industrial tex

tiles flooded Mexico. The Bourbons demanded rising exactions from 

rich entrepreneurs. Tax collectors pressed hard on natives and mulattoes.  

People across New Spain paid for wars that brought only disruptions.  

Still, elites remained wealthy, Mesoamerican communities negotiated to 

hold autonomy, and northern workers and tenants struggled to sustain 

dependent families. The regime mediated, negotiated - and the colonial 

order held into the nineteenth century.38 

It broke in 18o8, when Napoleon invaded Spain, captured the monar

chy, and imposed his brother as Jos6 I. It was a great gamble, in part set 

off by the urge to claim control of Spain's colonial trade and revenues 

in the aftermath of the French loss of the wealth of Saint Domingue in 

the Haitian revolution. The gamble did not pay off. Across Spain, people 

responded with popular insurgencies called guerrillas (little wars), then 

by juntas asserting popular sovereignty, leading to a Cortes (Parliament) 

that wrote a liberal constitution at Cadiz in 1812, a charter that aimed to 

contest French rule and hold the empire together. Napoleon broke cen

turies of legitimate monarchical rule, provoking unprecedented crisis and 

creativity across Spain and New Spain.39 

In the richest of colonies, political jockeying began in Mexico City 

in 18o8 and continued into 18io, when provincial men in the Bajio, frus-
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trated in efforts to join in the reconstitution of imperial sovereignty, set 
off a mass insurgency led by Father Miguel Hidalgo. Debates about sover
eignty led to a popular rising that challenged everything in a decapitated 
empire. Hidalgo mobilized men from Bajio estates, Guanajuato mines, 
and native villages in nearby Michoacin and around Guadalajara. Insur
gency began where Mesoamerica met the Bajio, the foundation of Span
ish North America, the heart of the silver economy. During four explo
sive months, the rising drew up to eighty thousand rebels. But it was little 
planned, often divided, and poorly armed. Colonial elites again dropped 
political spats to oppose a threat from below. Troops backed by militias 
from San Luis Potosi crushed Hidalgo's insurgency early in 1811.40 

What followed set a new course for North America in the context of a 
changing world. Hidalgo and key allies were captured and executed, but 
Ignacio L6pez Ray6n, Jose Maria Morelos, and others retreated to iso
lated strongholds and pressed political movements backed by guerrilla 
armies demanding American sovereignty. Meanwhile, men from rural 
communities who had risen with Hidalgo went home to drive regional 
insurgencies from the Bajio to Guadalajara. They denied regime power 
and estate property for years. The silver mines at Guanajuato, the en
gines of eighteenth-century boom, struggled to operate with guerrillas all 
around. Other risings followed, notably just northeast of the capital in the 
dry zone of Otomi communities and pulque estates from the Mezquital 
through Apan. Most resisted regime power into 1815; Bajio insurgents 
held out until 1820.41 

Popular insurgencies amid political conflicts made war for indepen
dence a revolutionary confrontation. Sovereignty, social relations, pro
duction, and cultural constructions were all in play. Revolutionary out
comes followed. While rebel leaders and ideologues fought toward 
political independence, insurgent communities demanded autonomy in 
family production and local culture. In the Bajfo, they ended commer
cial cultivation, breaking estate lands into family ranchos. When rebels 
there finally negotiated pacification between 1818 and 1820, most recog
nized estate property only when landlords agreed that production would 
stay the province of family ranchos. Insurgent communities thus ended 
the commercial ways that had threatened their security and challenged 
patriarchy during the late eighteenth-century boom. They entrenched 
family production in ranchero communities living as tenants on estate 
lands. Bajio families claimed new autonomies, and important minorities 
of women emerged as prosperous rancheras. Patriarchy, too, was renego
tiated in newly autonomous Bajio communities.42
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Insurgency proved limited across Spanish Mesoamerica. Still, commu

nities there fortified autonomy by asserting political rights during the war 

for independence. The Cidiz Constitution of 1812 promised municipal 

autonomy and electoral participation to loyal communities. From 1812 

to 1814, and again in 1820, old indigenous republics latched onto new 
political rights granted by the Cadiz charter to reinforce historical au

tonomies-while they blocked other liberal programs, notably, the priva

tization of community lands.43 Mesoamerican communities proved adept 

at adapting liberalism when it came as a program to preserve Spanish 

rule in New Spain. They embraced the promise of political sovereignty 

and claimed rights to local militias while they blunted assaults on landed 

autonomies. 44 

While elites fought over independence and popular communities 

pursued autonomy, the conflicts of 1810-1820 undermined the silver 

economy, which had shaped New Spain and the world economy for cen

turies. The insurgency separated the economies of Spanish Mesoamerica 

and North America. Neither silver nor livestock traveled safely from the 

North to Mexico City while insurgents ruled the Bajio. Silver production 

plummeted, disrupted by war and curtailed by lack of investment; it all 

but ended at Guanajuato when the great Valenciana mines flooded in 1820.  
Silver produced north of the Bajfo entered trade via newly opened ports 

on the Gulf and Pacific coasts. Ores mined and refined near Mexico City 

paid for counterinsurgency wars. Patterns of trade and profit shifted radi

cally: Mexico City effectively ruled only its environs and regions south; 

the North broke into zones seeking new ways to engage the world. The 

silver economy that had integrated New Spain and stimulated global capi

talism was gone.  

Insurgency finally ended in the Bajfo in 1820, leaving the commercial 

engine of Spanish North America to start an uncertain reconstruction.  

A year later, a coalition of elites and military commanders, most having 

fought against independence and popular insurgents, proclaimed a Mexi

can monarchy, just as the economy that made New Spain rich and pivot

ally important in the world faced collapse. Thus began the attempt to 

make a nation of the two colonial societies of New Spain. In 1824, the 

imagined monarchy gave way to a federal republic. Decades of political 

conflict followed: monarchists fought republicans; centralists fought fed

eralists; conservatives fought liberals-with no enduring resolution be
fore the 1870s. Slow and uncertain attempts to revive mining mixed with 

debates about whether to industrialize or focus on export production. Di

verse projects aimed to forge the social ways of Spanish Mesoamerica and
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North America into one nation ruled by singular laws. It was a recipe for 
enduring conflict.  

In the new nation, still more imagined than real, every faction pro
claimed a commitment to popular sovereignty; many identified as repub
licans or liberals. They followed precedents set by Bourbon reformers and 
Cidiz liberals, aiming to transform Mexico's peoples and the religious 
cultures forged under Spanish rule.  

They faced an enduring dilemma. Most liberals saw native republics 
as regimes of privilege, their community landholdings as brakes on eco
nomic life. Most villagers remained committed to life in landed republics, 
and across Mesoamerican Mexico they formed a majority of the people 
who had just been proclaimed sovereign. In diverse ways, new leaders 
sought policies that would assert liberal principles - and keep indigenous 
communities acquiescent, at work, and paying taxes. Villagers responded 
creatively, embracing offers of electoral participation, opposing attacks 
on community lands and local autonomy. An uneasy social peace held 
amid political conflicts through the 182os and 1830s.  

In Mexican North America, early national projects engaged very dif
ferent communities. Families working tenant ranchos built during insur
gency or claimed in its disruptive aftermath easily shared liberal visions of 
a society of small producers. Still, liberals' unwavering defense of prop
erty rights gave tenants little chance to become proprietors. And liberal 
programs to limit the property and power of the church often seemed 
attacks on religion in deeply religious northern communities. Seeking to 
bring liberal programs to a still-imagined nation, to homogenize diverse 
regional societies, liberals deepened the differences dividing Mesoameri
can and North American Mexico. Legitimacy was constantly negotiated 
and never certain. To men who imagined a singular state and society, ways 
of governing that accepted the autonomy of indigenous communities and 
recognized that different regions could sustain distinct ways of life, pro
duction, rule, and worship seemed pernicious legacies of Spanish rule
and no way to make a nation.4 5 

Meanwhile, political conflicts and a broken commercial economy 
helped communities press for autonomy. Across Mesoamerica, where vil
lagers remained the base of rural life and production, a key source of 
taxes, and the primary workers at struggling estates, landlords lamented 
insubordination while managers complained of recalcitrant hands de
manding premium wages. In the Bajio, estate tenants maintained family 
production and deeply religious cultures. Across the sparsely settled 
zones stretching north, tenant ranchos proliferated while commercial life
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slowly revived. Mesoamerican communities reinforced old autonomies 
and claimed new political participation. Northern estates long shaped by 

commercial production and patriarchal labor relations became commu
nities of entrenched tenants; men and a few women there gained new 

autonomy in family production, though most lived on estate lands. In 

regions long peripheral to the colonial economy-highland Michoacin 

and Jalisco, the rugged Huasteca east of San Luis Potosi, coastal zones 

extending into Texas and California-new settlers established indepen

dent ranchos and ranchero communities with deeply religious cultures. In 

diverse ways, the early national decades brought enduring autonomy to 

Mesoamerican communities and new independence to estate tenants and 

rancheros across Mexican North America.46 

Meanwhile, the imagined national economy, without the dynamism 

of silver, fragmented. The separation of the Mesoamerican and northern 

economies begun during times of insurgency was reinforced by political 
federalism and the opening of northern ports at Tampico on the Gulf and 

San Blas on the Pacific. Mexico City no longer ruled the North finan

cially or commercially; northerners traded directly with the rising eco
nomic powers of the Atlantic world.47 The colonial regime and economy 

had integrated Mesoamerican and North American social formations.  

After independence, nation builders imagined a homogenizing unity, yet 

they lived new economic, political, and social fragmentations. With min

ing depressed, commercial cultivators faced capital shortages, weak mar

kets, assertive workers, and stubborn tenants. For the first time, Mexican 

entrepreneurs sought foreign capital; national authorities took loans from 
abroad. Political federalism alternated with periods of central rule; public 

and private debt soared while economic fragmentation fueled commer

cial uncertainty- all facilitating popular autonomy, which further limited 
state consolidation and commercial dynamism.  

Mining recovered slowly. Zacatecas saw little insurgency after 18io and 
revived in the 183os. Guanajuato came to life again in the 1840s, bringing 
national production near late-colonial levels. Meanwhile, Mexicans de

bated the challenge of industrialization. England had pioneered mecha
nized cloth production in the late eighteenth century and claimed eco
nomic hegemony across the Atlantic world in the wars of 1790-1815 while 
extending its commercial and imperial powers toward Asia. In the 182os, 

British recognition was essential to be a nation in the Atlantic world; 
British financiers were key sources of loans to fledgling governments 
and of the capital and technology to revive flooded mines. British en
voys used that leverage to open Mexican markets to industrial textiles.
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Mexican cloth makers, mostly artisans recovering from a decade of strife, 
struggled. Late in the 182os, they pressed for protection via the short
lived popular regime of Vicente Guerrero. The conservatives who ruled 
in the 183os raised tariffs to fund the Banco de Avio, a development bank 
that promoted industrialization. Industry came early to Mexico, internal
izing the industrial threat to artisan life. By the 1840s, mills expanded at 
Puebla, around Mexico City, and at Queretaro in the Bajfo.48 

The conflicts and transformations of the decades after 18io radically 
altered the trajectory of Mexican North America. During the colonial 
era, ties to Mexico City were strong. Merchants there provided capi
tal and links to world trade; the Spanish regime promoted mining and 
worked to stabilize the social relations essential to economic dynamism, 
funding the military and the missions to contain indigenous resistance.  
With independence, relations with Mexico City shifted to focus on a new 
politics that generated deep and enduring divisions. Across the North, 
financial capital had to be raised locally or recruited from abroad. Mili
tary forces depended on scarce local revenues. Without funds and facing 
liberal opposition, missions collapsed. Conflicts with indigenous peoples 
escalated. Comanches and other found new independence at Mexico's far 
northern frontiers.49 

The globally linked northward dynamism that defined Spanish North 
America for centuries stalled. The Bajfo, the historical foundation of that 
dynamism, was transformed by insurgency into a region of limited min
ing and family production in textiles and agriculture. Families there lived 
more independently; they controlled and kept more of what they made.  
As a result, the Bajio no longer generated the capital or goods to drive the 
economy northward.  

Farther north, regional fragmentation ruled. When mining revived 
at Zacatecas in the 1830s, it served Zacatecas, not Mexico or Mexican 
North America. Elsewhere across the North, entrepreneurs and settlers 
sought opportunity as they could. They enjoyed direct access to the world 
economy, yet capital proved scarce and markets limited. They faced in
dependent indigenous peoples ready to learn from, adapt to, and resist 
commercial ways while fragmented production and disputed state powers 
left provincial regimes with neither the resources to sustain missions nor 
forces to coerce compliance. Apaches, Comanches, Yaquis, and others as
serted rising power-resistance in the eyes of frustrated nation builders.  
For decades after independence, northward expansion was stalled by eco
nomic fragmentation, political division, community autonomy, and esca
lating conflicts with independent peoples.
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Still, the underlying dynamics of Mexican North America remained 

those forged under Spanish rule; a society driven by silver mining and 

sustained by commercial cultivation and grazing on large estates remained 

the norm. Social relations of production held as deeply commercial, still 

shaped by hierarchies of patriarchy that orchestrated tenancies and labor 

relations. The population remained a fluid mix of Europeans and others 

of Mesoamerican and African ancestry. Independent indigenous peoples 

still challenged the northward drive.  

Insurgency and independence thus brought fundamental shifts within 

enduring orientations. Entrepreneurs struggled while working families 

found new autonomies. Political fragmentation and conflict mixed with 

economic fragmentation and uncertainty, all limiting elite powers and 

facilitating popular assertions. The Bajio adapted a new order based on 

mining and family cultivation; Zacatecas saw mining wealth as a source 

of regional power; provinces farther north claimed new independence 

while facing limited economic prospects and staunch native resistance.  

The northernmost zones of Mexican North America, meanwhile, en

gaged peoples and trades from the expansive United States in ways that 

proved both profitable and disruptive.  

Anglo-American penetration of Hispanic North America acceler

ated after Mexico's independence. Mexican Texans seeking to promote 

commercial development at the northeastern fringe of the new nation 

welcomed Anglo-American settlers with land grants and political rights, 

provided they accepted Mexican sovereignty. The newcomers aimed to 

develop Texas' coastal plains for cotton cultivation with slave labor. Other 

less prosperous immigrants drove into the interior, setting off new con

flicts with Comanches and other independent natives. When Mexico abol

ished slavery (long unimportant as a labor system there) in 1829, Texas 

struggled for an accommodation. Perhaps they could keep their slaves but 

import no more. Into the 1830s, such potential compromise proved un

satisfactory to Mexican leaders and Texas settlers, leading Anglo-Texans 

(and a few prosperous Mexicans) to rise to claim independence. The Texas 

revolution of 1835 saw migrants from the United States proclaim popular 

sovereignty to demand political independence -and to promote a regime 

of cotton and slavery. (The transnational and cross-cultural paradoxes of 

nineteenth-century liberalism are striking. Mexican liberals proclaimed 

freedom for slaves and dreamed of ending community autonomy; Meso

american communities took liberal political rights to defend corporate 

land and autonomy; Anglo-American migrants to Texas sought liberal 

republican rights to preserve slave property.) 50
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While Anglo-Americans settled Texas, fought a revolution for sov
ereignty and slavery, and struggled to sustain an independent republic 
into the 1840s, New Mexican officials and entrepreneurs saw the profit 
of trading to supply mines to the south in Mexico fade. Seeking new out
lets for commerce, they welcomed Anglo-American traders via the Santa 
Fe Trail, linking the New Mexican economy to the United States while 
facing rising conflicts and changing trades with ever more assertive inde
pendent indigenous nations." 

The last region of North America settled under Spanish rule, Cali
fornia, drove up the coast after 1769, setting missions, presidios, towns, 
and ranchos from San Diego to San Francisco. Once again, Hispanic 
settlers and vast herds of livestock invaded indigenous societies strug
gling to adapt while facing deadly diseases. Missions and ranchos intro
duced commercial production that after 18oo supplied U.S. ships bound 
for Asia. Then Mexican independence isolated California from the nation 
to the south. Revenues that had sustained the missions disappeared just as 
natives faced accelerating depopulation and rising labor demands.  

Mexican liberals knew the solution; they dissolved the missions in the 
183os. Native survivors were freed of mission rule-and denied rights to 
mission lands. Irrigated croplands and vast pastures were divided among 
those ready to develop commercial enterprises (ranchos in the Spanish 
North American tradition). Leading Hispanic Mexicans and a few Anglo
Americans and Europeans gained vast holdings. The northwestern out
post of Spanish North America shifted from mission rule to a more open 
commercial economy under Mexican sovereignty, while New England 
clipper ships called at California ports to buy provisions, hides, and seal
skins for Asian trade.52 

After Mexican independence, the frontiers of Hispanic North America 
disengaged from the regions to the south that earlier sustained their de
velopment. Meanwhile, emerging leaders in northern states and territo
ries faced the disruptive conflicts of an early national politics focused on 
a distant Mexico City. Northerners dealt as they could, seeking new re
lations with the expansive United States while facing difficult, often con
flictive, relations with mission residents and independent natives. In the 
process, they engaged the global economy in new ways: Texans turned 
directly to the Atlantic via cotton and slavery; New Mexicans traded via 
the Santa Fe Trail; Californians fueled the expanding Asian trades of New 
England mariners.
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War, Conquest, and the U.S. Incorporation 
of Hispanic North America 

The 1840s proved a critical juncture in the history of North America.  

Mexicans began to surmount the conflicts and fragmentations of the 

postindependence years. Mining revived, new textile industries flour

ished, cultivation remained strong in Mesoamerican communities and 

among northern tenants and rancheros, while commercial estate produc

tion remained limited and profits uncertain. Moderate liberals and con

servatives began new accommodations that might stabilize the political 

arena, though there was much to do and conflicts continued.  

But just as Mexicans approached a national consolidation, the United 

States provoked a war to usurp vast territories of Mexican North America.  

Anglo Texans who had claimed independence in 1835 sought annexation 

to the United States a decade later; they were ready to relinquish sover

eignty to preserve the cotton and slave economy-and to take control of 

the Rio Grande. Beyond Texas, the opportunities for U. S. commerce in 

New Mexico and California were enticing, at least to a prosperous and 

well-connected few. After decades of escalating Comanche and Kiowa 

assaults on northern Mexico, the war proved an unequal contest. The 

United States was seventy years an independent nation, with a burgeon

ing northern industrial society and a booming southern cotton and slave 

economy linked to British industrialization. Mexico was but twenty-five 

years a nation, still devising a regime and seeking a national economy 

(like the United States around 18oo). Key battles were hard fought; in 

hindsight, the outcome was close to inevitable." 

The war between Mexico and the United States transformed the his

tories of Mexico, the United States, North America, and the world. The 

consequences for Mexico are well recognized. The war demonstrated 

that Mexican political actors had yet to forge a strong national state.  

They had failed to merge the divergent ways of Spanish Mesoamerica 

and North America into an integrated national economy and an imagined 

national culture. During the war, many provincial leaders worked first to 

strengthen regional power; many indigenous peoples fought not for the 

nation but for land and cultural autonomy. The loss of vast, valuable, but 

little-populated northern territories seemed a secondary concern to those 

focused on regional politics and community life.  

After the war, Mexican polarities deepened. Radical liberals took power 

in the 185os and pressed reforms that denied both the Catholic Church 

and Mesoamerican communities historical rights to corporate property.
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Villagers resisted locally while the church backed a conservative war 
against the liberals and their reforms from 1858 to 186o. Liberal victory 
led to debts, French invasion in 1862, and Maximilian's French-backed ex
periment in monarchical liberalism from 1864 to 1867. The commercial 
economy was slow to revive; community autonomies persisted. The re
turn of the liberal republic in 1867 led to a contested national consolida
tion aided by U. S. investment and resisted by Mesoamerican communities 
still struggling to slow land privatization. 4 Finally, in the 1870s, Porfirio 
Diaz began to solidify an authoritarian liberal regime that stabilized the 
Mexican polity by tying it economically to the United States. The war of 
the 184os revived and lengthened Mexico's time of political conflict, com
mercial uncertainty, and social fragmentation.  

It also transformed Mexico's place in the world. From the sixteenth 
century, New Spain had fed the global economy with silver. From 1700 to 
18io, Spanish North America was an engine of global development. But 
the demise of Chinese demand, the rise of British industry, and the Bajio 
revolution that brought down the silver economy combined to leave a 
Mexican nation searching for a new role in the world. After the war with 
the United States and the loss of the northern territories, Mexicans in
creasingly engaged the world through the United States. When Mexico 
built railroads after 1870, U. S. investors owned the trunk lines driv
ing north to the border. When silver revived, U.S. capital ruled. When 
Mexico developed copper, petroleum, and exports, U. S. entrepreneurs 
and markets predominated. While a Spanish colony, New Spain was a 
leading participant in global trades; as a new nation, Mexico faced war and 
invasion that accelerated its reconstruction as an economic dependent of 
the United States.  

The consequences of the war for the United States were equally trans
forming. The taking of vast territories from Mexican North America re
opened and intensified debates over the expansion of slavery-leading di
rectly to the U.S. Civil War of 186o-1865.55 Any comparison that presents 
Mexico as violently conflictive during the century after its independence 
and the United States as more peaceful and stable must consider the 
probability that the Civil War brought more death and destruction to the 
United States than long conflicts of nation building inflicted on Mexico.  

Equally important yet less recognized, the taking of the regions from 
Texas to California incorporated Hispanic North America as a third his
torical tradition in the construction of the United States. Vast lands rich 
in resources enhanced the prospects for U.S. economic power. A mod
ern United States without Texas, Colorado, and California is unimagin-
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able. Yet most interpreters of U. S. history see the nation emerging from 

two colonial traditions: one grounded in the freedoms of commerce and 

community in the British colonial North; the other built on the planta

tion slavery and racial divisions of the British colonial South. They allied 

to claim independence in the 178os, expanded in dynamic conflict for de

cades, fought the Civil War, and then continued under northern domi

nance, struggling to accelerate commercial development and to approxi

mate ideals of political freedom while grappling with stubborn legacies of 

slavery and racism.56 

The incorporation of the lands taken from Mexico in 1848 is usually 

seen as a conquest, taking territory while subordinating, even destroying, 

the people and traditions that remained from centuries of Spanish and 

Mexican rule. In oft-cited examples, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

promised U.S. citizenship and the preservation of historical land rights 

to residents of conquered territories. But Anglo racism limited Mexicans' 

political rights while Anglo entrepreneurs took Mexicans' lands by com

binations of legal power, judicious marriages, and fraud.  

All that is true, but it offers a limited vision. In fundamentally impor

tant and enduring ways, much of the society and culture, notably, the 

economic ways and ethnic amalgamations of Hispanic North America, 

persisted within states from Texas to California; in time they expanded to 

zones never under Spanish or Mexican rule. Hispanic North America set 

a third tradition in U.S. production, social relations, and cultural debates.  

There is no doubt that in East Texas and Northern California, where 

Hispanic settlement was late and limited, and where early cotton planting 

and the gold rush quickly left Mexicans small minorities, they faced eco

nomic, political, and social exclusion.s But in South Texas, New Mexico, 

and coastal California, Mexicans remained numerically strong for de

cades. They negotiated political participation, often under leaders, both 

Mexican and Anglo-American, who utilized Mexican styles of patriar

chal politics. When the Anglo-American rulers of regions claimed from 

Mexico wrote state constitutions and legal codes, they repeatedly aimed 

to keep the mining and land systems of Spanish North America - not to 

favor Mexican residents, but to facilitate Anglo-American entrepreneurs' 

ability to profit from established commercial ways focused on mining, 

irrigated cultivation, and large-scale grazing. As a result, nearly every

where that Spanish and Mexican settlement had distributed land, when 

Anglo newcomers took them by means fair and nefarious, they used them 

to continue ways of production and labor relations grounded in the tradi

tions of Spanish and Mexican North America.
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The persistence and expansion of Hispanic North America within 
the United States after 1848 is highlighted by developments in three re
gions, one seared in the American imagination, the others less recog
nized. When the gold rush came to California in 1849, it completed an 
economic model begun under Spanish rule. Mining stimulated irrigated 
cultivation in the valleys and grazing across nearby uplands, often on large 
holdings granted under Spanish or Mexican law. Military conquest and 
U. S. politics ensured that Anglo-Americans (many married to Mexicans) 
reaped most of the profits as the last frontier of Spanish North America 
became the state of California. 58 

Less recognized - except in episodes of infamy at Tombstone and Bis
bee - the regions that became southern Arizona's Cochise County by the 
Gadsden Purchase of 1853 also replicated Hispanic North America under 
U.S. rule. Assertive Apaches had kept Spanish and Mexican settlement 
limited and insecure before 1848. Promises of U. S. cavalry protection 
accelerated settlement from the 185os. Silver mining at Tombstone and 
irrigated cultivation at Tres Alamos combined with grazing all around 
developments accelerated in the 188os with the completion of the South
ern Pacific Railroad and the coming of copper mining at Bisbee. Early 
on, while still facing Apache resistance, the county continued Hispanic 
ways of ethnic amalgamation, including Anglo and black American immi
grants. It took decades of conflict-notably, labor conflict at Bisbee-for 
Anglo-American racial exclusions to take hold after 1900.59 

Finally, after the Civil War guaranteed U.S. national unity and trans
continental rails linked the mountain west to both coasts, Colorado
where the Rockies meet the high plains-produced another replica of 
Hispanic North America. Gold and then silver led the way. Irrigated cul
tivation sustained the mines and the burgeoning city of Denver. Beyond 
the limits of stream irrigation, vast grazing operations spread across the 
plains. Just north of the historical northern outpost of New Spain in New 
Mexico, Colorado was part of the lands taken from Mexico, but mostly 
home to independent natives before 1848. There, Anglo-American leaders 
re-created Spanish North America for their own profit, with Mexicans 
and New Mexicans participating primarily as tenants, workers, and cow
boys.60 Similar ways of development, with inevitable variations, shaped 
the later nineteenth century across Utah, Montana, Nevada, and Idaho.  

While Hispanic North American ways spread northward into terri
tories never effectively under Spanish or Mexican sovereignty, they held 
strong in the conquered territories we call the borderlands. From the 
King Ranch and the surrounding estates of South Texas, through the



Capitalist Foundations 71

complex mix of large holdings, Hispanic communities, and Pueblo vil

lages in New Mexico, to the vast commercial ranches that marked the 

cutting edge of agrarian capitalism in California, the continuities with 

the Hispanic North American past are striking to those willing to recog

nize them. Great landlords operating vast holdings for commercial profit 

shaped production and social relations. Where grazing ruled, resident de

pendents-often of Mexican ancestry-claimed wage advances and food 

rations in exchange for labor in social relations that operated as hierar

chies of patriarchy. (The original "western" cowboys were often Spanish

speaking mulattoes; they left a legacy of independence and bravado and a 

language of work that lives on. Anglo-America celebrates their skill and 

independence - and imagines them as men of pale skin, rarely speaking 

Spanish.) Where commercial growers demanded seasonal laborers, they 

came from communities of small cultivators: in Texas from villages along 

the Rio Grande; in the highlands of New Mexico from Pueblo communi

ties; in California from people recently out of missions and congregating 

in town barrios from Los Angeles to Santa Barbara to Monterey.  

The mining and grazing economies of the mountain and intermoun

tain West and the agrarian capitalism of Texas and California developed 

as extensions and adaptations of the commercial capitalism of Hispanic 

North America, newly taken over by Anglo-Americans as eager to claim 

the profits as to deny the Spanish and Mexican roots of the economies and 

societies they ruled. Anglo power adopted and adapted commercial pro

duction across newly claimed borderlands, promoting a society that inte

grated mining, grazing, and cultivation where water allowed. Meanwhile, 

the fluid mixing of diverse peoples that defined Hispanic North America 

continued to shape the culture of working communities, urban and rural, 

mixing that was both reinforced and challenged by new migrants from 

Mexico, the U. S. South, and Asia. Spanish North America became an en

during and inevitably changing part of the United States.6 1 

A Glance at the Twentieth Century 

The decades after 1870 were a time of transnational interpenetrations.  

Anglo-American investors built railroads tying Mexico to the United 

States and took control of Mexican silver mining (led by the Guggen

heims' American Smelting and Refining Company-ASARCO), ruling 

key sectors of the still-vibrant economy of the Mexican North. Simul

taneously, Anglo-American capitalists took over the promotion and ex-
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pansion of Hispanic North America across the U. S. West. In Mexico, 
they cultivated ties with the authoritarian regime of Porfirio Diaz. In the 
United States, they found succor in the policies of federal and state gov
ernments. Despite separate polities, the Mexican North and the U.S.  
West-both built on Spanish North America-remained on a course of 
expansion and integration, now led by Anglo-American entrepreneurs 
with Mexican allies in business and government. Mexicans, some be
coming Mexican Americans, worked everywhere. 62 

Everything seemed to change in 1910. Mexico lurched into revolution 
marked by an anti-United States nationalism that mixed uneasily with 
demands for autonomous landed communities (echoing Mesoamerican 
traditions). The United States intervened, occupying Veracruz in 1914, 
chasing Pancho Villa in 1916-all to limited effect-and then joined the 
great war that marked a new assertion of power in Europe. Mexico turned 
inward while the United States looked eastward; both promoted height
ened nationalisms. The historical integration grounded in shared His
panic North American foundations slowed, at least in national politics 
and nationalist rhetoric.  

Still, the Mexican commercial economy deep in U. S. capital and ori
ented to U. S. markets held strong (except for a few years of intense revolu
tionary warfare) to 1929 and the Great Depression.63 Disruptions caused 
by revolutionary wars and then the antistate, deeply Catholic Cristero re
volt of the 1920S sent rising waves of migrants from Mexico to the United 
States, often from the Bajio and nearby areas. Mexican North Americans 
trekked north to work in U. S. border states founded as the northern fron
tier of Spanish North America.  

If the revolution and its aftermath slowed capital flows from the United 
States to Mexico, the human integration of Mexican North America ac
celerated across national borders. Through the 1920s, Mexican North 
Americans harvested crops and built cities, dams, and irrigation systems 
across the U. S. West; many joined, even led, struggles to promote worker 
rights.64 

The break came with the depression. The U.S. economy collapsed.  
Mexican migrants were regularly denied relief and sent "home," often 
with U. S.-born, U. S.-citizen children.65 The Mexican economy weak
ened and faced the need to absorb migrants. While Franklin Roosevelt 
struggled to revive U.S. capitalism with state projects and new labor 
rights, Lizaro Cirdenas accelerated Mexican nationalism, backed radi
cal labor rights, and completed a massive land reform that took from
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commercial estates across Mexico and gave to new communities called 

ejidos-rooted in Mesoamerican tradition yet ruled by an authoritarian, 

developmentalist, if populist, regime. Culminating in the 1938 Mexi

can nationalization of U. S. and British petroleum companies, the 1930s 
proved a decade of maximum separation.66 

World War II returned the neighboring nations to their historical inte

gration-with a new twist. During and after the war, growing numbers 

of men from indigenous communities in central and southern Mexico 

trekked north to labor across the United States. The grafting of a dynamic 

commercial economy (now in the United States) onto enduring landed 

communities, first through an organized labor draft, then by informal mi

grations, forged a twentieth-century re-creation of the symbiotic exploi

tation that historically had tied Mesoamerican communities to expanding 

capitalist production.  

Mexico entered the 1940s having redistributed 50 percent of its arable 

land to ejido communities. Families with new lands ate better, produced 

and sustained more children, and sent only limited labor and foodstuffs 

to the wider society. Petroleum nationalization and then World War II 

slowed capital flows from the United States to a trickle. Still, the Mexi

can regime consolidated in the 1930s by agrarian, labor, and nationalist 

reforms still aimed to promote capitalist development, even to attract 

U.S. capital to key sectors (despite contrary rhetoric). To spur cultiva

tion to sustain a growing population surging into cities and working in 

new industries, officials invited U.S. scientists backed by the Rockefeller 

Foundation to come to Mexico and create what came to be known as 

the "green revolution." Wheat cultivation with hybrid seeds, chemical 

fertilizers and pesticides, mechanization, and irrigation favored north 

Mexican commercial cultivation, while Mesoamerican communities with 

ejido lands mostly raised and ate maize. The "revolutionary" government 

(led by former president, now defense minister, Lizaro Cirdenas) joined 

the United States in World War II, sending a small force to the Philip

pines and turning Mexico's economy to do all it could to support wartime 

mobilization. 67 

The negotiation of a transnational labor draft was pivotal. As the 

United States sent men to war and drew women to factories, many farm 

fields and building sites faced labor shortages. Mexicans were not quick to 
fill the void. Many had recently gained land in ejido communities; most re
membered the expulsion of Mexicans in the early 1930s, when the depres
sion cut U. S. labor demand. So the two governments negotiated a labor
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treaty, creating the draft known as the bracero program. Mexicans were 
recruited at home, paid for transportation, promised a minimum of wages 
and working conditions, and paid to return at the end of the contract. 68 

That wartime innovation revived a Spanish Mesoamerican tradition.  
In the 1570s, when depopulation led to the congregation of a shrinking 
native population into landed republics while the silver economy created 
growing demand for labor at mines, cities, and estates, the colonial regime 
organized the repartimiento draft to send men from rural communities to 
work seasonally in the commercial economy. The bracero program of the 
1940s was a binational draft drawing workers from recently landed Mexi
can communities to work in a growing North American economy. Dis
tances were longer; treks lasted a year or more. Still, Mexican villagers 
were drawn to temporary labor sustaining global capitalism - in war and 
after.  

The colonial repartimiento ended in the dynamic regions of Meso
america around Mexico City in the 163os, but the labor relations it forged 
persisted for centuries, tying landed villages and commercial cultivators 
together in symbiotic exploitations. The bracero draft persisted from the 
1940s to 1964; it finally ended long after the war by the combined oppo
sition of U. S. organized labor and outcries against state-sponsored labor 
exploitation on both sides of the border. Again, however, the relation
ship in which workers based in landed communities (by the 1950s facing 
population growth and land shortages) provided seasonal labor to com
mercial enterprises persisted long after the draft ended. U. S. employers 
commercial cultivators, construction and landscape contractors, meat 
processors, and many others -came to depend on new relations of sym
biotic exploitation tying them to communities across Mexico.  

Since World War II, U. S. employers have relied on Mexican villagers 
for the subsidies inherent in their poorly paid seasonal labors, while vil
lagers rely on the same poorly paid and deeply insecure labor to sustain 
families, communities, and claims to patriarchy. This transnational sym
biotic exploitation is both a legacy and an extension of social relations 
that stabilized dynamic exploitations in colonial Spanish Mesoamerica.  
Since the 198os, growing numbers of Mexican Mesoamericans, many re
taining indigenous identities, have joined the Mexican North Americans 
journeying to work in el norte.69 Transnational symbiotic exploitation has 
helped to stabilize the dynamic exploitations that shape North America 
under U.S. hegemony.
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Reflections from 2010 

Long before NAFTA, foundations in Spanish North America shaped 

shared legacies and integrated histories across what became the Mexican 

North and the U. S. West. Commercial production on a grand scale link

ing mining, irrigated cultivation, and grazing defined key regions of both 

nations, even as the coming of U. S rule brought new political ways and 

unprecedented cultural conflicts as Hispanic ethnic amalgamations tested 

Anglo-American racial divisions. More recently, the twentieth century 

accelerated labor migrations that forged a transnational symbiotic exploi

tation linking U. S. capitalism and Mexican communities -Mesoamerican 

and North American. The dynamism of the United States as it led the 

globalization of the world economy in the second half of the twentieth 

century was shaped by Spanish North American legacies and sustained 

in essential ways by growing numbers of workers brought north in the 

transnational expansion of the symbiotic exploitation that long shaped 

Spanish Mesoamerica. The histories of the United States and Mexico are 

inextricably linked.  

Yet those who rule and many who struggle to work for a bit of com

fort, or just to survive, in both nations persistently see mostly separation 

and difference. Since the late twentieth century, in a turn reminiscent of 

the depression years, many in the United States increasingly construct 

Mexicans as aliens, intruders responsible for problems rather than pro

ducing members of transnational communities who sustain a continental 

economy in a globalizing world. When the U.S. economy all but collapsed 

in 2008 and 2009, jobs became scarce. Mexican workers seemed expend
able; many returned to home communities facing even deeper economic 

difficulties. For a time, the rhetoric that constructs Mexicans as intrusive 

aliens and casts prejudice on Mexican Americans becoming middle-class 

citizens as others quieted a bit. By 2010, with the U. S. economy reviving 

and politics polarizing, angry anti-Mexican rhetoric soared again.  

Still, the shared foundations of the Mexican North and the U.S. West 

in Spanish North America persist to shape common legacies of produc

tion and social relations. U.S. capital continues to dominate economic 

life in Mexico, and the United States still relies on growing numbers of 

Mexicans in expanding relations of symbiotic exploitation. In the twenty

first century, there are no national economies; national societies seem 

uncertain and changing constructs; national cultures are hard to find or 

define. Still, national polities and polarizing nationalist political cultures 

fuel perceptions that too many Mexicans come to the United States.
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While the historical integration of Mexico and the United States accel
erated after 1950, a fundamental change occurred. For decades beginning 
during World War II, the United States and its employers sought ways 
to draw Mexicans to work in the United States, first via the bracero draft, 
then via diverse informal incentives. Now the goal of many in the United 
States is to limit migration to work, and especially to live. As popula
tions have grown in the United States and soared in Mexico, and as high
tech labor-saving ways of production proliferate, a shortage of labor has 
turned into a surplus of immigrants. U. S. employers still seek Mexican 
workers; they are paid little and easily fired. Many U.S. citizens facing in
security and job loss press to curtail Mexican migration, a goal inflamed 
by more than a few politicians. No resolution is in sight, but an emerging 
consensus argues that people must remain citizens and long-term resi
dents of their home nations, while a new labor draft (or a permit system) 
might recruit just enough temporary workers for key businesses, and then 
send them home.  

The result would lock the United States and Mexico into symbiotic 
exploitation, the symbiosis serving U.S. employers and the middle class, 
the exploitation falling on Mexicans locked for life in a dependent econ
omy ruled by U.S. capital, many surviving by working for low wages far 
from home, treated as alien others. Such an outcome would serve U. S.  
businesses well, providing continued access to inexpensive workers in 
Mexico and the United States, workers constrained by growing num
bers and entrenched poverty in Mexico and by temporary status or "ille
gality" in the United States. Benefits to Mexicans-beyond minimal sur
vival - would be few. U. S. citizens of Mexican ancestry, however rapidly 
they claim middle-class lives, would continue to face negative reflections 
grounded in the limits and prejudices imposed on Mexicans in the United 
States, whether as "guest workers" or "illegals." The working majority in 
the United States would face limits on their earnings imposed by a seg
mented labor system (there can be no labor market in a permit system).  
Any political or labor organization aiming to organize across borders to 
promote shared benefits would be inhibited by the division of the inte
grated North American economy into separate national polities, and by 
the persistence of ethnic and economic divisions within them.  

It is time to recognize the shared foundations and continuing integra
tions that link New Spain, Mexico, and the United States. New Spain was 
built by the stimulus of silver and global trade as its diverse indigenous 
societies faced devastating depopulations. For centuries, Spain's pivotal 
North American colony was an engine of early globalization, while Span-
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ish Mesoamerica and Spanish North America forged distinct New World 

societies. Mexico emerged from a war for independence that was also a 

revolutionary upheaval in the Bajio, where New Spain's two societies met.  

After independence, the nation grappled with the challenge of integrating 

contrasting social orders while the silver economy collapsed.  

The United States first developed at the intersection of two histori

cal traditions: the commercial ways and mostly European peoples of a 

colonial North becoming industrial and the plantation ways and racial 

polarization of a slave South charging west. The war of 1846-1848 incor

porated Spanish North America -its mining, irrigated cultivation, and 

commercial grazing, its Mexican people and ethnic amalgamations - into 

the United States, setting off the war that ended U.S. slavery, set northern 

industrial dominance, and accelerated a westward expansion that built on 

Hispanic North American precedents.  

Since then, the histories of Mexico and the United States have been 

inseparable, even as their states have promoted nationalist cultures that 

proclaim fundamental differences. If we look beyond the assertive nation

alisms of Mexicans who fairly resent U. S. conquest and subsequent domi

nations and of Anglo-Americans who insistently see everything they have 

as created by themselves, the historical trajectories of the indigenous 

peoples, colonial encounters, and modern nations of North America be

come more complex, more interactive, and more understandable. We are 

not long separate and ultimately different peoples struggling to merge; 

we are peoples emerging from long interactions, struggling with the sepa

rating claims of nations and nationalisms-in a world shaped by globali

zations that began in important ways in New Spain and Hispanic North 

America. If we aim to understand that complex history, and especially if 

we hope to promote shared justice as it continues, we must begin to see 

the integrations that define its trajectory- and ask why so many cling to 

visions asserting separation and difference.  
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CHAPTER 2

Between Mexico and the United States: From 

Indios to Vaqueros in the Pastoral Borderlands 

ANDREW C. ISENBERG 

From the end of the sixteenth to the beginning of the nineteenth cen

turies, the northern frontier of New Spain comprised a broad expanse 

of western North America between the Gulf of Mexico and the Pacific 

Ocean. At its height in the late eighteenth century, New Spain's territory 

reached the northern Great Plains.  

Spanish colonization brought sweeping changes to this region. Some 

of the most important of these changes were ecological: Old World 

microbes, plants, and animals transformed the environment well beyond 

the limits of Spanish settlement. Ecological change was not merely inci

dental to Spanish conquest: microbes decimated native populations, and 

the Old World crops and livestock that settlers introduced helped sustain 

their colonies.  

Yet natives were not simply passive victims of the Spanish Conquest.  

The response of the region's native inhabitants to the Spanish ecologi

cal invasion was varied and, at times, decisive in its impact on the his

tory of New Spain's northern frontier. Natives, particularly those whose 

continued control of their lands marked the limits of Spanish expansion, 

turned the Spanish ecological invasion to their own advantage by be

coming pastoralists who controlled thousands of head of livestock. By 

the mid-nineteenth century, when the northern frontier of New Spain 

had become northern Mexico and the southwestern United States, both 

new republics faced indigenous people empowered by their control of Old 

World livestock.  

There were two means by which natives became pastoralists on New 

Spain's northern frontier: first, as forced laborers in mission communities 

and on estates that grazed sheep and cattle; and second, as independent 

people who acquired sheep and horses (primarily through trade but some-



84 Andrew C. Isenberg

times by force). Historians have largely assumed that the former type, 
such as the Luisefios of Alta California, who tended cattle at Francis
can missions, characterized New Spain's "frontier of inclusion," which 
found a place for natives as laborers in the colonial hierarchy. Histori
ans have categorized the latter type, such as the Comanches and other 
horse nomads of the Great Plains, as typical of a characteristically Anglo
American "frontier of exclusion."1 

Yet on New Spain's northern frontier, neither the distinction between 
subordinated and autonomous native pastoralists nor that between in
corporation and exclusion was ever so neat. In the seventeenth and eigh
teenth centuries, numerous natives who were forced to tend livestock for 
the Spanish threw off their masters to become autonomous pastoralists; 
the Yokuts of the California interior, who escaped the coastal missions to 
become equestrian hunters and herders and foiled Spanish efforts to sub
due them, are a case in point.2 In the middle and late nineteenth century, 
as Mexico and the United States sought to conquer the pastoral societies 
that the Spanish ecological invasion had helped to create, formerly au
tonomous pastoralists were reduced to tending livestock for Mexican and 
Anglo ranchers. Both Mexico and the United States pursued policies de
signed to reduce natives to dependent laborers in a grazing economy.  

That grazing economy originated in the mid-eighteenth century, 
when livestock populations exploded on New Spain's northern frontier.  
In New Mexico, the few hundred sheep that Spanish settlers had intro
duced in the late sixteenth century had become three million by the early 
nineteenth century. By that time, horses, a few of which had diffused from 
New Mexico to the Great Plains beginning in the late seventeenth cen

tury, numbered roughly two million in the grasslands. Cattle had a later 
start than either sheep or horses, but by the early nineteenth century, the 
few hundred that Franciscan missionaries had brought with them in the 
late eighteenth century had grown to at least ioo,ooo in both Texas and 
Alta California. By the middle of the nineteenth century, there were over 
three million cattle in Texas and over one million in California.  

Thousands of settlers thrived on these domesticated grazing animals.  
On the eve of the Texas rebellion against Mexico in 1835, pastoralism 
helped to support an estimated 14,000 settlers in California, 40,000 in 
Texas, and 70,000 in New Mexico.3 

In one sense, the irruption of millions of domestic grazing animals in 
remote northern New Spain confirms historian Alfred Crosby's meta

narrative of European "ecological imperialism." According to Crosby, the 
invasion of European microbes, plants, and animals into the temperate
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regions of the Americas, Australia, and New Zealand between the six
teenth and nineteenth centuries made those places into "neo-Europes." 
Old World diseases swept away natives, and European populations thrived 
upon the Old World plants and animals that "exploded"-to borrow the 
term of ecologist Charles Elton -in new environments. Crosby's impor
tant insight was that European might and technological advantage mat
tered less than the accident of ecology in accounting for the success of 
European imperial adventures. Indeed, the emergence of societies relying 

on grazing animals was typical of settlement in colonial North America: 
Spanish and English settlers introduced their livestock throughout the 
New World, and the fate of their colonies often depended on the success 
of their cattle and sheep. 4 

Yet on New Spain's northern frontier, not only colonists thrived on Old 
World livestock. Natives transformed their resource strategies and social 
structures to adapt to the introduction of domesticated European grazing 
animals. Some native groups-notably, the Navajos in New Mexico and 
the Lakotas, Comanches, and other nomads in the Great Plains-adapted 

so well to the exotic grazers that they dominated their regions into the 
second half of the nineteenth century, well after other native groups had 
succumbed to the power of Mexico or the United States. Northern New 
Spain was hardly a neo-Europe; on New Spain's northern frontier, not all 
natives were swept aside; those blessed by foresight, or merely by fortune, 
adapted themselves to the new realities of the European ecological and 
economic invasion of the Americas.  

Native societies that organized their subsistence around livestock 
complicate Crosby's paradigm because a residue of bygone frontier his
toriography persists in his analysis: unlike the old frontier historians, he 
attributes the erasure of natives to ecological accident rather than to cul
tural inferiority, but like them he does not question that the natives were 
erased. The old understanding of the frontier that Crosby implicitly in
vokes was decidedly linear. It imposed a cultural linearity, imagining a 
line of difference between settlers and natives. Yet more problematic, 
his concept of frontier imposes a temporal linearity. The frontier was a 
place where a settler society transformed the land, making it progressively 
more modern and prosperous. Historical change on the frontier, accord
ing to this notion, was not only unidirectional but also foreordained.5 

Yet the emergence of native pastoral societies on New Spain's northern 

periphery confounds any sense of frontier linearity. Instead, the Hispanic 
North was a complex cultural and ecological borderland between natives 
and colonists. Just as colonists relied on livestock for the success of their
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settlements, natives acquired livestock to maintain their autonomy from 

colonial rule.6 

Although their emergence was complex and unpredictable, there was a 

geographical logic to the rise of pastoral societies on the semiarid fringes 

of the Spanish North American empire. Pastoralism and livestock pro

duction often emerge on grasslands at a great remove from urban or 

mining centers; more intensive and profitable land uses such as orchards, 

dairy production, or the cultivation of grains occupy places closer to cen

ters of population. Sheep grazing thus first took hold in the Mezquital 

Valley north of Mexico City in the sixteenth century before moving in 

stages toward Zacatecas, Durango, and, eventually, New Mexico.7 Struc

turally, the economic function of pastoralism on New Spain's advancing 

northern frontier was the production of cheap animal products for urban 

centers.8 

While the structural place of such societies followed a certain geo

graphical logic, the explosion of populations of grazing animals on mar

ginal lands proved to be difficult if not impossible first to contain, then 

to sustain. Irruptions of domesticated grazing animals in new environ

ments are typically followed by abrupt population declines. 9 After ex

plosive herd growth in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by the 

middle of the nineteenth century, natives in New Mexico and the Great 

Plains witnessed the decline of their primary resources and the grazing 

lands upon which those animals subsisted. Like their ascent, the decline 

of these pastoral societies followed no predictable pattern. Yet in each 

region, natives adapted to the new economic and ecological realities as 

their grandparents had adapted to the European ecological invasion.  

Natives on what had once been Mexico's northern frontier found work as 

laborers-cowboys, shepherds, vaqueros-in a reconfigured landscape in 

which formerly common lands had been enclosed and livestock, once the 

resource of natives, had become the property of Euro-Americans.  

Seen from a native perspective, the U.S. West-from the Mississippi 

River to the California coast-was not a neo-Europe ecologically trans

formed into a version of the Old World.10 Rather, natives in the region 

adapted to the European ecological invasion, especially to the introduc

tion of grazing animals, and endured - even thrived. Nor was it a frontier 

of exclusion, as frontier historians of the U. S. West would have it, where 

natives were erased. Instead, natives found a place in the region's ranch

ing economy (though, like the peasants in many Mexican villages, in some 

notable cases they resorted to rural protest to secure that place). To put 

it bluntly, the region, much of which belonged formally to the Mexican
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state until the middle of the nineteenth century, belongs in a fundamental 
sense to Mexico's history of adaptive and enduring native communities.  

The Upper Rio Grande Valley that Juan de Ouate and his followers 
entered in 1598 was in certain respects no different from the region today.  
An inverted "U" between the Jemez and Sangre de Cristo mountains, the 
valley ascends from approximately 1,200 meters in elevation near Albu
querque to i,8oo meters near Taos. A northward, fingerlike extension of 
the Sonoran Desert - naturalists call it the Upper Sonoran biome - the 
valley's annual average precipitation is a mere twenty-five centimeters." 
To the northeast of the Rio Grande Valley, the San Juan Basin is drier still; 
there, the annual precipitation is between two and fifteen centimeters.  

In most other respects, however, New Mexico in the late sixteenth cen
tury was a different world. Notably, the Upper Rio Grande Valley was 
home to an estimated thirty-four thousand native villagers. To take ad
vantage of scarce water for their gardens of corn, beans, and squash, the 
pueblos of the Tiwas, Towas, Tewas, Tanos, and other groups were clus
tered along the Rio Grande; roughly 99 percent of the population thus 
occupied only 1 percent of what became the province of New Mexico. The 
villagers might have branched out along tributaries of the Rio Grande, 
but up-country natives-Apaches, Comanches, Utes, and the Navajos 
of the San Juan Basin-discouraged such expansion. The Navajos (or, 
as they called themselves, the Dine), though they sometimes raided the 
villages, were primarily hunters and gatherers who also raised crops (the 
term "Navajo" is derived from a Tewa word meaning "large arroyo with 
cultivated fields").' 2 

The arrival of the Spanish transformed the subsistence strategies of 
both villagers and outliers in New Mexico. The natives of the pueblos 
not only added wheat, apples, and plums, among other Spanish agricul
tural imports, to their traditional crops,' 3 more important, they began 
to raise goats, cattle, and - most significantly- sheep. The population of 
sheep, notably, the hardy Churro, which had evolved in adaptation to arid 
climates in the desert Middle East, rose sharply in the province of New 
Mexico in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. O5ate's followers 
and Franciscan friars had brought a few hundred sheep to the province.  
By 1757, there were 112,000 sheep in New Mexico. The eighteenth century 
saw an accelerating northward thrust of mining, settlement, and urban
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development in regions as close as Chihuahua. New Mexicans, including 

Spaniards and natives, responded by selling livestock and woolen cloth 

to markets south. Commercial grazing intensified, and by 1820, on the 

eve of Mexican independence, there were perhaps three million sheep 

in New Mexico.' 4 Observers - from Gov. Fernando Chac6n to the U. S.  

travelers Zebulon Pike and Josiah Gregg-estimated that the annual ex

port of sheep from New Mexico south to Chihuahua in the early nine

teenth century might have been 200,000 or more.l 5 From Chihuahua, 

New Mexican sheep supplied the silver mines of Hidalgo del Parral and 

Batopilas.  

By the mid-seventeenth century, however, it was not merely the vil

lagers of the Upper Rio Grande Valley who raised sheep in colonial New 

Mexico. In 1669, in the midst of a decade-long drought and famine in 

New Mexico, the Navajos appropriated eight hundred sheep from the 

Acoma pueblo. The Navajos' transition to sheep pastoralism was solidi

fied in the wake of the Pueblo revolt of 168o, when the villagers rose up 

and temporarily drove the Spanish from the province. The Navajos took 

control of large numbers of sheep abandoned by the Spanish, who had 

fled south. A decade and a half later, when the Spanish returned to New 

Mexico in force, many of the inhabitants of the Jemez pueblo fled to the 

Navajo up-country, the Dinetah. Absorbed by the Navajos, the Jemez 

brought their sheep, and a century's worth of experience at sheep raising, 

with them.'6 

Where the drought-prone environment allowed, as in Canyon de 

Chelly and Canyon del Muerto, a few Navajo bands combined sheep 

raising with agriculture.' 7 For most bands, however, sheep pastoralism 

rapidly assumed a central place in Navajo subsistence, displacing the com

bination of planting, gathering, and hunting that had stabilized Navajo 

subsistence by distributing it across a diversity of resources. Among these 

bands, pastoralism transformed Navajo society. Because the possession 

of a large flock became a measure of status, the dominance of sheep in 

Navajo society- or, rather, societies, as the Navajo were subdivided into 

autonomous clans-encouraged ambitious men to raid the pueblos for 

sheep. By the early eighteenth century, the Navajos regularly drove sheep 

away from the pueblos, although in order to avoid retribution they were 

careful to avoid taking from the Spanish flocks. Men who amassed large 

flocks came to dominate a Navajo society in which the possession of sheep 

was uneven.'8 

The social imperative to assemble large flocks encouraged overgrazing.  

Successful sheep raisers prevented potential competitors from challeng-
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ing their dominance by occupying every available patch of scarce grazing 
lands. Sheep thus transformed not only the Din6 but the Dinetah. By the 
1720s, the Navajo flocks numbered perhaps ii,ooo, roughly the maximum 
number of animals the San Juan Basin could support. The Navajos began 
to expand south and east in search of pastures for their flocks; by the 

1730s, some Navajos grazed their flocks within twenty-five kilometers of 
the Jemez pueblo.19 

The Rio Grande Valley was yet more crowded with sheep than the 
San Luis Basin. New Mexico's sheep were concentrated around Albu
querque; as early as the 1730s, petitioners noted that the pastures around 
Albuquerque were overgrazed. The overgrazing and trampling of grass
lands opened the meadows to invasive plants such as juniper.20 In upland 
regions where the Navajos grazed their flocks during the summer, over
grazing transformed open Ponderosa pine and mixed conifer forests to 
dense, fire-prone thickets of Douglas fir.21 Moreover, concentrations of 
sheep likely contributed to the rapid erosion of hillsides known as gully
ing, gully erosion, or arroyo cutting.22 

Despite these environmental costs, sheep pastoralism initially facili
tated Navajo subsistence. 23 However, the advantages that sheep pasto
ralism offered the Navajos came at a strategic price. As their subsistence 
became increasingly dependent on sheep and they edged ever further into 
the Rio Grande Valley in search of forage, the Navajos, once the scourge 
of the pueblos, themselves became vulnerable to attack. By the 182os and 
1830s, Mexican settlers were moving into the Dinetah. The settlers had 
come to the Upper Rio Grande Valley following a smallpox epidemic in 
1780 that had halved the population of the pueblos; by 1793, two-thirds 
of the inhabitants of the valley were Spanish-speaking settlers from the 
south.2 4 After independence, the settlers were supported by the Mexi
can army; between 1822 and the onset of the Mexican-American War in 
1846, Mexican forces mounted an extensive, ongoing campaign against 
the Navajos. By capturing or destroying thousands of sheep, Mexico 
forced the Navajos to withdraw from the Rio Grande Valley back into the 
highlands.25 

When the United States conquered New Mexico in 1846, it adopted 
the Mexican strategy of decimating sheep flocks in order to pacify the 
Navajos. Kit Carson's infamous campaign against the Navajos in 1863 and 
1864 borrowed heavily from the tactics of the Mexican army three de
cades earlier: he, too, destroyed or captured thousands of Navajo sheep to 
force the natives to submit. Indeed, Carson's troops engaged the Navajos 
themselves only infrequently, as the natives steadily retreated in the face
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of his pursuit. The targets of Carson's campaign were Navajo sheep: the 

day following the announcement by Carson's commander of a one-dollar 

bounty on every Navajo sheep captured, one of Carson's officers together 

with thirty men rounded up a flock of one thousand. The Utes employed 

by Carson as scouts and auxiliaries captured far greater numbers-as 

many as seventeen thousand by one estimate-which they added to their 

own flocks. Faced with starvation following the loss of their flocks, thou

sands of Navajos surrendered in the spring of 1864.26 
The fate of the Navajos was predictive of that of other societies in 

the Hispanic North that adapted to Old World grazing animals. Initially, 

as the animals provided a ready supply of meat, the natives' autonomy 

and power grew. Yet a singular dependence on their primary resource 

made them vulnerable. Livestock made an easy target for enemies such 

as Carson; moreover, the growth of the flocks eventually outstripped the 

available forage. Sheep raising, the basis of the Navajos' power in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, became a strategic weakness by 

the middle of the nineteenth century, a vulnerability which both Mexico 

and the United States exploited.  

A similar arc - the adoption of European livestock first enabling native 

autonomy and then hastening Euro-American conquest-characterized 

the Great Plains to the north and east of New Mexico. When the natives 

of the pueblos temporarily threw off the rule of the Spanish in 168o, they 

not only accelerated the Navajos' adoption of sheep pastoralism, the 

rebels of the pueblos also took possession of Spanish horses. Within de

cades, a thriving trade in horses emerged between New Mexico and the 

seminomadic natives of the Great Plains. By the middle of the eighteenth 

century, tens of thousands of horses had diffused to native groups in the 

farthest reaches of the northern Great Plains. By the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, there were perhaps two million horses in the Great 

Plains, concentrated primarily in the southern grasslands.2 7 

Like much of New Mexico, the Great Plains is a semiarid grassland that 

slopes gradually from fifteen hundred meters in elevation at the foot of 

the Rocky Mountains to six hundred meters at the banks of the Missouri 

River. The average annual precipitation of the vast grassland is a mere 

sixty centimeters; most of the region receives less than forty centimeters.  

Averages mean little in the grasslands, however; the region's precipitation 
is prone to significant fluctuation. Prolonged droughts-some lasting ten 

years or more - have occurred during the last several centuries.28 

In the Great Plains, invading horses competed for forage with another 
large grazing animal, the bison. Although enthusiastic observers once
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estimated that 75 million to ioo million bison once inhabited the grass
lands, more sober estimates of carrying capacity have reduced the esti
mate of the historical Great Plains bison population to a maximum of be
tween 24 million and 27 million.29 That bison population was constantly 
in flux. The unpredictable impact of fire, wolf predation, blizzards, and, 
most important, drought periodically caused the numbers of bison to de
cline precipitously.30 

Much as sheep revolutionized the subsistence of natives of New 
Mexico, the horse transformed the Arapahoes, Assiniboines, Atsinas, 
Blackfeet, Cheyennes, Comanches, Crows, Kiowas, and Lakotas. These 
societies had subsisted on the fringes of the plains in the late seventeenth 
century. They had relied primarily on hunting and gathering (and, in 
some cases, farming) in the regions outside the grasslands while travel
ing seasonally to the plains to hunt bison on foot. The introduction of 
the horse so facilitated bison hunting that these seasonal migrants to the 
Great Plains abandoned their reliance on a diversity of resources and re
invented themselves as equestrian nomads.31 

In New Mexico, the Navajos' adoption of sheep pastoralism encour
aged raiding; the transition to horse nomadism in the plains engendered 
a similar social revolution. Because the acquisition of horses was crucial 
to the success of the nomads' new resource strategy, like sheep raiders 
among the Navajos accomplished horse raiders climbed to positions of 
status in the plains societies.32 Horse raising-and horse raiding-was 
particularly important in the southern Great Plains, where bison were 
fewer but where horses thrived in a moderate winter climate. The Coman
ches, Kiowas, southern Cheyennes, and southern Arapahoes raided Coa
huila, Durango, and Chihuahua and sold the horses they appropriated 
there to bison hunters to the north. By the 1840s, they had found new 
customers: Euro-American overland immigrants." 

Just as sheep pastoralism among the Navajos created disparities of 
wealth and encouraged raiding, horse nomadism in the Great Plains 
atomized native societies. To find sufficient pasturage for their horses and 
to hunt bison divided into small grazing groups, the nomadic societies 
splintered into small foraging bands for the majority of the year. The divi
sions of the nomads militated against stable or authoritative social organi
zations. The nomadic groups warred against competing groups for access 
to the best hunting territories. Factions within groups sometimes battled 
one another; in the south-central plains, for instance, the Cheyennes en

dured a bitter factional split in the 183os.14
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As in New Mexico, exotic grazing animals transformed not only native 

societies but also the environment. Just as the Navajos came to have a sin

gular reliance on sheep, the Lakotas, Cheyennes, and others became, after 

their adoption of the horse, year-round inhabitants of the Great Plains 

who subsisted primarily on the bison. Together with inherent environ

mental pressures on the herds, these new nomadic societies contributed 

to a sharp downturn in the bison population in the middle decades of the 

nineteenth century. The popular stereotype of the historical equestrian 

nomads imagines them living in harmony with the bison: hunting only 

when necessary and wasting no parts of their kills. Yet nomadic bison 

hunting was not a tested, time-honored resource strategy. Like sheep pas

toralism in New Mexico, it was an experiment in response to the ecologi

cal changes created by the European ecological invasion of America.35 

The sixty thousand or so nomads of the plains probably killed half a 

million bison annually for subsistence and trade with other natives. The 

northern plains nomads traded bison meat and robes for corn at the Man

dan and Hidatsa villages on the upper Missouri River, while the southern 

plains nomads traveled to the New Mexican pueblos for trade. An annual 

harvest of half a million bison was likely close to what the natural increase 

of the bison population could sustain.  

Beginning in the second third of the nineteenth century, the nomadic 

societies increased their harvest of the bison when they began to supply 

annually over ioo,ooo bison skins to U. S. merchants who ascended the 

Missouri River from Saint Louis in steamboats. Like the shepherds of 

New Mexico, the mounted hunters of the plains had become producers of 

animal products for distant urban markets. Their pressure on the bison 

combined with a mid-century drought and the degradation of a large 

swath of the central plains by overland immigrants bound for California 

and Oregon -decimated the herds. As quickly as the commerce in bison 

robes emerged, it collapsed: by the end of the 1850s, the number of robes 

shipped down the Missouri River had fallen by half.36 

In the last third of the nineteenth century, the inherent precarious

ness of the nomads' subsistence based on the bison facilitated Euro

Americans' ability to wrest control of the plains from them. Between 

October 1867, and April 1868-a few years after Kit Carson's campaign 

against the Navajos-a special U.S. Indian Peace Commission negoti

ated a series of treaties with several nomadic societies of the Great Plains.  

Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman, a member of the Peace Commission, 

wrote to his brother, John Sherman, a U. S. senator from Ohio, on June 17,
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1868, that "the commission for present peace had to concede a right to 
hunt buffaloes as long as they last, and this may lead to collisions, but it 
will not be long before all the buffaloes are extinct."37 The language of the 
treaties Sherman helped to negotiate was temporizing: the Indians "yet 
reserve the right to hunt ... so long as the buffalo range ... in such num
bers as to justify the chase." Sherman was ultimately proved correct: by 
1883, Anglo hide hunters-who as the leading edge of American industrial 
expansion into the plains were armed with powerful rifles and connected 
by rail to urban markets--had driven the bison nearly to extinction, while 
the horse nomads had submitted to the reservation system.38 

Across New Spain's eighteenth-century northern frontier, popula
tions of grazing animals had exploded. By the mid-nineteenth century, 
the irruption of sheep and horse populations had created significant en
vironmental consequences: in New Mexico, the environment had been 
degraded; in the Great Plains, the rise of the horse came at the expense 
of the bison. The consequences for the societies that had organized their 
subsistence around these animals were dire. In the eighteenth century, 
natives such as the Navajos and Comanches had adapted to the European 
ecological invasion so successfully that for generations they maintained 
their autonomy in the face of the Spanish, Mexican, and American forces 
sent to subdue them.39 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, however, overdependence on 
sheep and horse pastoralism, a dependence in part stimulated by Mexican 
demand for sheep and cloth and by U. S. markets for bison robes, was the 
undoing of the pastoralists. Large flocks of sheep overgrazed the Dine
tah and proved an easy target for Mexican and American adversaries. In 
the Great Plains, horses so facilitated bison hunting that the natives be
came singularly dependent on the declining bison herds, a vulnerability 
the United States did not fail to exploit. In each instance, the collapse of 
animal populations immediately and necessarily preceded the submission 
of the natives to the reservation system.  

I1 

The explosive growth of grazing animal populations in the eighteenth 
century created thousands of herders and hunters across the northern 
frontier of New Spain. In the wake of the collapse of sheep and bison 
populations, native herders and hunters did not disappear. Instead, they 
adapted to new ecological and economic realities, becoming wage workers
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in the pastoral economy. The reservation system actively encouraged the 

incorporation of natives as laborers.  

While Mexican historians have long recognized the importance 

of native laborers in the livestock economies of the New World, see

ing Indians as cowboys is a relatively new development in the history of 

the U.S. West.40 Historians' long-standing interpretation of the United 

States' conquest of its western frontier has emphasized that while Ameri

cans' desire for natives' land was acute, neither settlers nor the state had 

more than a passing interest in drawing on natives as a source of labor.  

As Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson wrote in 1981, in contrast to 

South Africa, where the demand for indigenous labor was high, "Indians 

came to have no practical function in the white world, a view that helps 

explain why Indians were constantly removed from the paths of white ad

vance."4 1 By 1985, Lamar had retreated somewhat from this view. Draw

ing on the work of historian Albert Hurtado, he noted that, particularly 

in California, miners and ranchers relied on the labor of natives.42 Still, 

for most historians, the idea that Euro-American settlers relied on native 

labor-whether coerced through force or enticed with wages-remained 

exceptional.4 3 

Yet on a frontier of settlement where labor was scarce, it was hardly ex

ceptional to rely on native labor. The incorporation of natives as laborers 

was the dominant tradition in Spanish North America, and it persisted 

there and in regions beyond when the Mexican North became the U. S.  

West. Nowhere was this more apparent than in the vast cattle empire 

of coastal Southern California, a semiarid grassland like the Upper Rio 

Grande Valley and the Great Plains.44 By 1773, California missionaries had 

introduced 205 head of cattle. Like invading Old World animal and plant 

species throughout the New World, the cattle population exploded. By 

1805, the missions held 95,000 cattle and 130,000 sheep. Natives outside 

the missions, notably the Miwoks and Yokuts, also adopted livestock in 

uncounted numbers.45 The cattle quickly transformed the vegetation of 

the coastal grasslands. California bunchgrasses, though highly nutritious, 

cling to the soil by slender and shallow roots and thus cannot withstand 

heavy trampling and grazing. Rapidly expanding cattle herds destroyed 

drought-resistant native grasses, while Old World grasses invaded and 

flourished in the disturbed environment.46 

Mexico's secularization of the California missions in 1833 transferred 

control of most Southern California cattle not to former mission neo

phytes but to the rancheros, the powerful men who controlled the great 

agricultural estates of Mexican California. While in nineteenth-century
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Mexico, a "rancho" was a modest, middle-sector, commercially oriented 
farm or ranch, the Southern California ranchos are better understood as 
haciendas, grand estates whose owners constituted the rural elite.47 

By the end of the 1830s, California rancheros had developed a version 
of the grazing-export economies of New Mexico and the Great Plains.  
The rancheros sustained themselves by selling cattle hides and tallow to 
British and U. S. merchant vessels. The industry was provincial Califor
nia's largest economic sector. Between 1826 and 1848, California exported 
an estimated six million hides. The work of tending to the cattle and pro
ducing hides fell to vaqueros, principally the descendants of local natives 
such as the Luise5os who had been Hispanized at the missions. In 1834, 
as many as 30,000 native dependent laborers tended the cattle of Southern 
California.48 

The ranchos' production of beef rather than hides and tallow expanded 
significantly following the discovery of gold in the Sierra Nevada foothills 
in 1848. Gold production, like silver mining in New Spain since the six
teenth century, stimulated farming and ranching enterprises that relied 
on native labor.49 The demand for beef in the gold country gave the ran
cheros what the hide and tallow market had only minimally provided: a 
market for their cattle. Rancheros reoriented their production from hides 
and tallow to beef. Like the shepherds of New Mexico, whose fortunes 
had depended on the provision of meat to the silver mines to the south, 
the rancheros became peripheral producers of meat in an economy domi
nated by mining. Between 1852 and 1859, the number of cattle in Califor
nia more than doubled, from just under 450,000 to over 1.1 million. 50 By 
the end of the 185os, not only were there more cattle in California than 
any other single domesticated species, there were nearly three times more 
cattle than people.  

At that moment, when California's grazing lands were most heavily 
stocked-indeed, perhaps overstocked-a series of environmental 
catastrophes beset the region: flood, pestilence, and, most disastrously, 
drought. Floods in the winter of 1861-1862 washed away grasses on Los 
Angeles-area ranchos; the winter that followed was one of the driest in 
California's history: only eight centimeters of rain fell in Southern Cali
fornia in the winter of 1862-1863, well below the average annual precipi
tation in Los Angeles of thirty-eight centimeters. Moreover, cattle in the 
summer of 1863 competed with another species for remaining grasses: 
that summer, grasshoppers swept into the coastal grasslands, concentrat
ing in the San Fernando Valley and at Anaheim. 51 Rain might have re
stored the forage, but the winter of 1863-1864 was as dry as the previous
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season: only eight centimeters of rain fell in San Diego in the winter of 

1863-1864.52 

Throughout the state on the eve of the drought, there were approxi

mately 3 million horses, cattle, and sheep. Of those, an estimated 8oo,ooo 

died. Most of the losses were in Southern California, where some coun

ties, such as Los Angeles, lost between two-thirds and three-quarters of 

their cattle. In the wake of the drought, the deeply indebted rancheros 

were forced to dispose of their lands to Anglo settlers to satisfy their 

creditors. While historians of the U.S. West have tended to see aridity 

as an obstacle to Anglo settlement, in Southern California, drought was 

the underlying cause for the control of the land passing from Mexicans to 

Anglos.53 
Despite the collapse of the Southern California cattle population, na

tive vaqueros persisted into the early twentieth century. In San Diego 

County, Luisenos were regularly employed as vaqueros in the late nine

teenth century, as they had been since secularization. As San Diego's live

stock industry shifted from cattle to sheep (California's sheep population 

rose from half a million in 1859 to four million in 1873), Luisenos were 

increasingly employed as shepherds, earning 50 or 75 cents a day in the 

pastures.54 

When the United States took California from Mexico in 1848, federal 

authorities made plain their desire to see natives continue as laborers for 

local estates. The federal Indian agent for Southern California, Benjamin 

Wilson, and his subagent for San Diego County, Cave Johnson Couts, 

were both Tennesseans who had married into Hispanic ranchero fami

lies. Explicitly comparing the native laborers of California to the Afri

can American slaves of their home state, Wilson and Couts bound over 

natives convicted of vagrancy or other petty crimes to service on local 

estates, a practice also common in Texas, northern Mexico, and, later, the 

post-Civil War U.S. South.55 

In the decade following the war, the California system that, as Wil

son put it, "encourage[d] them [the natives] to labor," became national 

policy.5 6 Between the end of the Civil War and the middle of the 1870s, 
virtually every treaty negotiated between the United States and natives 

of the North American West anticipated the integration of the natives 

into the Euro-American economy as agricultural laborers and pro

vided for the construction on reservations of blacksmith shops, carpen

ter's shops, wagon and plough makers' shops, sawmills, flour mills, and, 

most significantly, manual labor schools.57 U. S. treaty makers envisioned 

reservations where the natives made up a pool of dependant laborers -
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a vision that resembled, in many respects, the bygone Spanish missions.  
That vision moved beyond mere resemblance beginning in 1869, when 
the U.S. government delegated the administration of vocational training 
on reservations to Protestant missionaries.58 

The United States' flirtation with a mission system was brief; by the 
mid-1870s, it had shifted toward a policy of privatization of native labor; 
that shift occurred simultaneously with Mexico's effort to disaggregate 
native communities, distribute commonly held lands among individuals, 
and assimilate natives as agricultural laborers. Mexican privatization pro
ceeded in spasms. Some efforts preceded and immediately followed in
dependence; there was a spate of privatizations following the Ley Lerdo 
(a privatization law championed by the finance minister, Miguel Lerdo 
de Tejada) of 1856 and the liberal Constitution of 1857; but then they 
dropped off during decades of civil war and French occupation until the 
ascension of Pres. Porfirio Diaz in 1876. Privatization reflected Mexican 
liberals' desire to reduce the property holdings of corporate bodies - the 
church and native communities-and commercialize the economy.5 9 In 
perhaps the most extreme instance, the Mexican government forced the 
Yaquis of Sonora from their villages, divided their rich and often irrigated 
lands into estates, and sold those Yaquis who resisted into forced labor on 
plantations in Yucatin.60 

Yet Mexican natives and peasants were not merely victims of state 
power in the nineteenth century. In many places, notably, the Bajio, 
where the commercial mining, cultivating, and grazing economy of Span
ish North America had begun, they won modest but measurable successes 
against privatization, as thousands of families claimed tenant ranchos on 
former commercial estates. Elsewhere, where indigenous communities 
retained common lands, persistent resistance to privatization delayed im
plementation to the late nineteenth century and in some cases prevented 
its completion before the onset of revolution in 1910. Yet even without the 
formal implementation of privatization, as indigenous populations grew, 
large numbers of men and boys came to labor seasonally in commercial 
agriculture to sustain their families.6 ' 

In the United States, the proletarianization of native labor was particu
larly rapid in gold rush California. 62 Farmers in California, where large
scale, mechanized farms emerged early, drew heavily on native labor.63 

The reliance on native agricultural labor persisted in California to the 
end of the nineteenth century. By 1879, the natives of the Round Valley 
Reservation in California's Mendocino County worked seasonally in the 
fields of neighboring Anglo farmers. The natives -not only field-workers
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but also carpenters and blacksmiths - earned such high wages working for 

off-reservation employers that reservation authorities were forced to raise 

wages for reservation work.64 A similar reliance on native labor prevailed 

across the Sierra Nevada in Mormon settlements, where Paiute men and 

women worked as household laborers and field hands.65 As early as 1855, a 

Utah Indian agent, Garland Hurt, noted that the Paiutes were "employed 

by the settlers of the Carson Valley as herdsmen and laborers on their 

farms." 66 

Hurt's observation that the Paiutes worked as "herdsmen" is signifi

cant. While natives labored in numerous trades, they often found them

selves employed as keepers and processors of grazing animals. In some 

cases, they tended to the very species they or their parents had once 

herded when they had been members of autonomous pastoral societies.  

The Tohono O'odham, inhabitants of the Sonoran Desert on both sides 

of the Mexico-U.S. border, are a case in point: in the late eighteenth cen

tury, they had acquired horses and gradually shifted from hunting feral 

cattle that had escaped from Sonoran missions to herding them; by the 

end of the nineteenth century, they were employed as vaqueros by both 

Mexican and American ranchers. 67 

The equestrian nomads of the Great Plains made a rapid transition 

from hunting bison to herding cattle. Members of the two largest Lakota 

reservations -Pine Ridge and Rosebud-worked as cowboys on nu

merous ranches in the Dakotas and Nebraska. By the end of the nine

teenth century, the Fourth of July rodeos on the Rosebud reservation 

were drawing thousands of spectators to observe native cowboys engage 

in bronco busting and steer riding. (Similarly, native rodeos on western 

Apache reservations were thriving by the 188os.) Like Anglo cowboys 

who put their own brand on motherless calves, Lakota cowboys began 

running their own stock in the late nineteenth century. By 1902, there 

were thirty-one thousand head of cattle belonging to the members of 

the Pine Ridge Reservation; there were approximately twenty-five thou

sand head on the Rosebud Reservation. 68 Other native cowboys became 

ranchers as well: by the end of the First World War, the Tohono O'odham 

grazed thirty thousand cattle on their reservation in Arizona. Likewise, 

until their reservations were appropriated by the federal government in 

the early twentieth century, the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches 

of southern Oklahoma raised large numbers of cattle.69 

While the Cheyennes, Tohono O'odham, and other native cowboys 

eventually became ranchers, native cowboys were not welcomed into 

the western U. S. ranching economy without incident. Some natives who
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sought to retain possession of some of their lands while also working for 
wages -in other words, those who like the indigenous inhabitants of the 
Mexican Bajio resisted full proletarianization - encountered the full force 
of U. S. authorities bent on enclosing commonly held native lands. Enclo
sure was ordinarily accomplished through the courts, as in southern Okla
homa, where the federal government seized the Kiowas' and Comanches' 
reservation with its extensive grazing lands.70 Yet the enclosure of U. S.  
reservations, like the privatization of many Mexican indigenous commu
nities, sometimes sparked violence - most notably in northeastern Cali
fornia in 1872, where ranchers controlled over twenty thousand head of 
cattle.71 

In the sparsely populated plateau in northeastern California, local 
natives, the Modocs (who in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen
turies had played a peripheral part in the rise of grazing animals in 
North America, shuttling New Mexican horses from the Great Basin to 
the Columbia Plateau), found employment driving teams, mowing hay, 
riding fences, and retrieving stray cattle. All was well, it seemed, until the 
outbreak of the so-called Modoc War in late 1872.  

The violence between Modocs and the United States - a series of 
events that briefly captured the attention of North Americans -should be 
understood within the context of the proletarianization of Modoc labor.  
Long before 1872, the Modoc combatants had been integrated into the 
local ranching economy. The Modocs ran afoul of U. S. policy because 
they stayed in their traditional homeland in California, in close prox
imity to employment as ranch hands, rather than removing to a federally 
assigned reservation in Oregon. While U. S. authorities wanted to remove 
the Modocs to Oregon, the Modocs had the support of prominent Anglo 
settlers as well as Newton Booth, the governor of California, who peti
tioned federal authorities to allow them to remain in northeastern Cali
fornia because of their utility as laborers.72 Indeed, when the Modoc up
rising had been pacified by the summer of 1873, local ranchers hoped to 
restore the status quo ante, with Modocs available for hire as ranch hands 
and domestic servants, a relationship that paralleled ties between native 
villagers and commercial farmers and ranchers across Mexico. Several 
ranchers wrote to the secretary of the interior in 1873 that the remaining 
Modocs were "useful farm hands capable of and fully competent intellec
tually to trade for and take care of themselves." They asked the secretary 
to assign the defeated Modocs to the care of a rancher who was also the 
former sheriff of Siskiyou County.73 

In one sense, the Modocs in the 187os epitomized the direction of
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change for natives across the broad region that had once been the Mexi

can North: having lost their land, and their independent control over 

grazing animals, they had become wage laborers in economies centered 

around commercial livestock production. The Modocs' revolt belongs in 

the context of rural revolts across nineteenth-century Mexico. Like na

tive villagers there, the Modocs' resort to violence is best understood as 

a social revolt, an effort to renegotiate their status to remain both small 

producers and wage laborers in a ranching economy. They sought to re

main in proximity to their employment opportunities as ranch hands and 

to slow the pace of enclosure by retaining control of the small plots of 

land that remained to them. In the context of the nineteenth-century U.S.  

West, the Modocs' resort to violence resembled the actions of Mexicanos 

who resisted the loss of their land following the American annexation of 

New Mexico, or the Anglo homesteaders and small ranchers who battled 

railroad and ranching interests in conflicts that included the Southern 

Pacific Railroad's dispute with Mussel Slough settlers between 1878 and 

1882, the Texas Fence Cutters' War of 1883-1884, and the Johnson County 

War in Wyoming in 1892.74 

In another sense, however, the Modocs were an anomaly within the 

United States. The spasm of violence in 1872-1873 occurred because they 

calculated that, faced with exile on a reservation in Oregon, they had 

few options left to them. For the most part, however, natives in what was 

Mexico's North and became the U. S. Southwest were everywhere adap

tive in the face of change. Contrary to a popular (and sometimes schol

arly) stereotype of natives clinging to ageless, premodern traditions and 

fighting to defend them, the indigenous inhabitants of the region rapidly 

adapted to ecological change in the eighteenth century, becoming shep

herds and horse nomads. When groups such as the Navajos and Coman

ches battled U.S. and Mexican forces, they fought to defend the adapta

tions they had made to pastoralism.  

By the middle of the nineteenth century, when both sheepherding and 

horse nomadism had become unsustainable, natives faced an influx of 

powerful entrepreneurs backed by prodevelopment states. Some natives 

resisted incorporation into a commercial economy, but most adapted as 

before by shifting into wage work. The Modocs resorted to violence in 

1872 not to preserve their precontact traditions but to protect the adapta

tions they had made to the Anglo ranching economy.  

A profound irony permeates these adaptations. Exotic Old World 

grazing animals - one of the key elements of the European ecological in

vasion of the Americas - first empowered and then disempowered natives
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of the Hispanic North. In the eighteenth century, grazing animals were 
the means for native societies to maintain their autonomy and to assert 
their power. The Navajos, Lakotas, Comanches, Modocs, and others capi
talized upon the opportunities offered them by European grazing ani
mals to become some of the most enduring native societies in the United 
States. They resisted U. S. forces longer and more successfully than other 
native groups. Yet in the nineteenth century, when sheepherding and 
horse nomadism collapsed, the care of the same exotic grazing animals 
became a means by which native laborers were integrated into an expand
ing Euro-American economy.  
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CHAPTER 3

Imagining Mexico in Love and War: 
Nineteenth-Century U.S. Literature 
and Visual Culture 

SHELLEY STREEBY 

After Mexico became independent in 1821 and established itself as a re
public in 1824, the project of imagining and building the nation began.  
During these years, the United States, which had survived the War of 
1812, began a second period of nation building focused on southwest
ward expansion, slavery, and managing the divisions between North and 
South. These two nation building projects were not separate. The dra
matic expansion of the United States after 1820 came with the vast terri
tories taken by war from Mexico in the 184os. The debates over the ex
pansion of slavery that culminated in the U.S. Civil War in the 186os were 
intensified by the challenge of incorporating new territory into an already 
precarious and unstable union. The stories of nation-making in Mexico 
and the United States from 1820 to 1875 were thus inextricably linked and 
full of conflict.  

Those links and conflicts were important in the world of culture as well 
as in the spheres of diplomacy, war, and politics. The U. S.-Mexico War 
of the 1840s coincided with the print revolution in the United States. The 
mass-circulation newspapers, story papers, dime novels, and other popu
lar literature of the period provide ample evidence of Mexico's important 
role in early U.S. literary and cultural history. In the 185os and 186os, an 
emergent U.S. mass culture took up and transformed the ideas, genres, 
and conventions that proliferated in response to the U. S.-Mexico War; 
their legacies are still evident today in cultural forms such as the west
ern and the race melodrama, as well as in ways of thinking about race, 
law, land, labor, citizenship, and national belonging that are rooted in 
the nineteenth century. Although most studies of U.S. literary and cul
tural history focus on transatlantic links between England and the United 
States, since the 1990s a growing body of scholarship has elaborated on
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the significance of Spain, New Spain, and Mexico. In what follows, I build 

on this work to emphasize the importance of looking south to Mexico and 

the Americas as well as east to Europe when analyzing the origins, early 

history, and multiple legacies of American literature. I also suggest that 

literature and culture were both indispensable tools and sites of contesta

tion in nineteenth-century nation-building projects.  

This chapter surveys the literary and cultural visions of Mexico pro

duced in the United States in response to three periods of military conflict 

in Mexico: first, the war against Spain that began in 18io and ended in 1821 

with the emergence of Mexico as a nation; second, the Texas war for in

dependence of 1835-1836 and the U. S.-Mexico War of 1846-1848, which 

together expanded U. S. national territory, diminished Mexico's, and radi

cally transformed the relationships between the two nations; and, finally, 

the 1858-1861 War of Reform and the 1862-1867 French intervention in 

Mexico, a period of ongoing wars in Mexico that overlapped with the U.S.  

Civil War. Although it is sometimes suggested that during these years the 

United States turned inward in response to its own national trauma, I 

argue that debates about national divisions, race, labor, property, govern

ment, and empire were shaped by comparisons between the United States 

and Mexico in literature and culture.  

The three periods present different conjunctions of culture and poli

tics. On the cultural front, each moment is quite distinct: the first period 

predates the emergence of popular literature and mass culture in the 

United States, which came in the late 183os and 1840s in the wake of im

provements in print technology and the development of extensive trans

portation and communications networks. In the 182os, then, access to 

print was relatively limited, and a republican conception of the literary 

privileged polite literature that aimed to serve a public function by teach

ing elite and educated readers to become virtuous citizens.' 

During the era of U. S. expansion into Mexico, however, new and di

verse kinds of literature and culture flourished and reached more people 

than ever before, as newspapers, story papers, and popular novels appealed 

to broader, cross-class constituencies. They quickly incorporated visions 

of Mexico and Mexicans into new forms of popular entertainment. Pho

tography was also invented in the 1840s, and dozens of daguerreotypes 

survive from the U. S.-Mexico War era. Although photographs would not 

be directly incorporated into newspapers and other periodicals until after 

the half-tone process was invented in the 188os, illustrators used them 

as the base for lithographs and other images reproduced in newspapers, 

story papers, and cheap pamphlet novels during the era of expansion into
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Mexican territories. By the 185os and 186os, such illustrations were seen 
on full-color dime novel covers, in new illustrated weeklies, and in many 
other publications.  

There are at least two notable trends, then, within the literary and cul
tural history that I am compressing here: the proliferation over time of 
diverse forms of literature and culture that reached both larger and more 
specialized audiences within an increasingly stratified literary and cultural 
field; and the increasing presence and importance of illustrations, photo
graphs, and other images as part of that field. Both of these trends signifi
cantly shaped visions of Mexico in nineteenth-century U. S. literature and 
culture.  

In each of the three eras, different configurations of international rela
tions and sex/gender relations, as well as changing debates about slavery, 
labor, race, and republicanism in the Americas, also informed the diverse 
U. S. literary and cultural genres that addressed issues of nation- and 
empire-building in Mexico and the United States. In the 182os, U.S. ob
servers often viewed Mexican independence as an achievement that paral
leled the U.S. revolutionary break with England. Still, the 1823 Monroe 
Doctrine also revealed how a U. S. discourse of revolutionary exception
alism and hemispheric solidarity could transform into a legitimation of 
U. S. imperial aspirations and hierarchical inter-American relations.  

During the 183os and 1840s, as U.S. soldiers participated in wars fought 
against Mexico and as the United States annexed former Mexican terri
tories, many of the war's opponents insisted that the United States was 
a republic, not an empire, and imagined Mexico as a sister republic. The 
war's promoters, on the other hand, formulated theories of Anglo-Saxon 
racial superiority and U.S. Manifest Destiny to support conceptions of 
Mexico as a racially heterogeneous, failed nation that could only benefit 
from U. S. intervention. 2 

Later, as the crisis over slavery deepened in the United States during 
the 185os and Civil War divided the nation in the 186os, Mexico's War of 
Reform and the French intervention that followed continued to provoke 
interest in the United States. Northerners sympathized and sometimes 
forged affiliations with liberal/republican forces in Mexico. Southerners, 
on the other hand, had ties to the conservative/royalist coalition there, 
including business connections that moved cotton exports through Mexi
can ports. In the U. S. literature and culture of this period, comparisons 
are often made between different forms of property, sites of production, 
and labor in Mexico and the United States. Southern plantation slavery 
and northern factories using free white labor are compared to Mexican
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haciendas using labor relations U. S. observers imagined as peonage, a 

state somewhere in between slavery and freedom.  

Issues of race and republican rule were also important. Benito Juirez, 

Mexico's liberal president from 1858 to 1872, was by birth a Zapotec-an 

Indian in U.S. understandings of the time. His rule in times of conflict 

and consolidation raised questions about the ability of nonwhites to par

ticipate in republican government and provoked comparisons between 

Indian policies in the United States and Mexico.  

In all three periods, questions of hemispheric relations, nation build

ing, and issues of race, labor, and empire were mapped onto narratives of 

gender and sexuality. The two nations were often compared to fathers, 

mothers, brothers, or sisters as they were allegorized through the increas

ingly popular genre of international romance. These gendered and sexed 

ways of understanding relationships between races and nations are still 

with us, as Jose Lim6n's analysis in American Encounters of the twentieth 

century details. Today, many U. S. political leaders, cultural producers, 

and citizens continue to imagine U. S.-Mexico relations through narra

tives of family, heterosexual reproduction, and/or perverse sexuality.  

New Nations and Old Empires 

In his message to Congress on December 2, 1823, Pres. James Monroe 

made his famous declaration that "the American continents, by the free 

and independent condition which they have assumed and maintain, are 

henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by 

any European powers." Welcoming as "our Southern brethren" the new 

nations that were emerging in the wars of independence fought against 

Spain, Monroe warned European powers that they could not "extend their 

political system to any portion of either continent without endangering 

our peace and happiness." His declaration came at a time ripe for hemi

spheric republican solidarity. The young United States had fended off 

Britain's attempt to reassert power by sacking Washington and invading 

New Orleans in the War of 1812. Mexico was newly independent and 

writing the constitution that would make it a federal republic in 1824.  

Sim6n Bolivar was entering the final battles that would end Spanish rule 

in Andean South America the same year.  

Yet as Gretchen Murphy has noted, Monroe's defense of a fraternal, 

hemispheric republicanism defined in opposition to European empires 

was haunted by "unspoken contradictions: most obviously, Indian re-
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moval and slavery, signs of colonialism and tyranny within the democra
cies of the New World, and also by the idea often expressed in the United 
States that Americans south of its borders were racially incapable of 
democratic self-rule." Monroe's remarks also helped to introduce a slip
page between "anticolonial revolution and imperialist domination" that 
has recurred in the rhetoric of U. S. foreign policy since the 182os.' 

In another message to Congress earlier in 1823, Monroe had observed 
that "the revolutionary movement in the Spanish provinces in this hemi
sphere attracted the attention and excited the sympathy of our fellow
citizens from its commencement," adding that "this feeling was natural 
and honorable to them, from causes which need not be communicated to 
you."4 Monroe suggested that, because of their own history of anticolo
nial revolution, U. S. citizens felt a "natural" sympathy for revolutionists 
in other parts of the Americas; he justified his recognition of Mexico and 
the other new nations by invoking the republican belief that a people who 
established independence by overthrowing tyranny deserved freedom. Yet 
even as Monroe formally recognized these nations as independent entities 
on the basis of their victories in wars against Spain, the brief comments 
later formalized as the Monroe Doctrine suggested a notion of hemi
spheric intimacy and connectedness that would, in the years to come, fre
quently be invoked as a justification for U. S. intervention in the Americas.  

While Monroe envisioned Mexico and the other new nations in the 
Americas as brothers, many of the literary and cultural works that focused 
on Mexico at war throughout the nineteenth century imagined that na
tion as a woman in need of protection from rapacious men. In the seduc
tion novels of the eighteenth century, libertines threaten heroines such 
as Pamela, Clarissa, and Charlotte Temple; in the increasingly ubiqui
tous international race romance genre of the nineteenth century, power
ful Spanish and Mexican men disrespect the principle of consent and try 
to rape or force marriage on elite Mexican women, who stand in for the 
Mexican nation. In seduction novels and in international race romances, 
a political rhetoric of republicanism that raises questions about force, 
consent, virtue, tyranny, nation, and empire converged with stories of 
seduction, rape, and marriage; the conventions of the latter mediate the 
concerns of the former.5 The national romances of Latin America ana
lyzed by Doris Sommer represent one form of this melodramatic formula, 
translating political issues into questions about gender, sex, and family. In 
doing so, they respond to anxieties about the relationships among class 
and ethnic groups within each nation and struggle to construct a collec
tive feeling of nationhood after divisive wars for independence. 6
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In U. S. English-language novels, international race romances with 

Mexican settings often feature a U. S. hero who models patriotism, 

manly republican virtue, and independence for Mexicans, and who be

comes romantically involved with an elite Mexican woman. This romantic 

matrix, with its emphasis on the U. S. hero's rescue of the Mexican woman 

and his struggle to protect her from Mexican libertines and tyrants, raises 

larger questions about the relationship between Mexico and the United 

States, and about the role of the United States in the hemisphere, that 

resonate with the contradictions of the political relationships engendered 

by the Monroe Doctrine.  

One of the earliest examples of an English-language, international 

race romance about Mexico's relationship to the United States is Timothy 

Flint's massive two-volume Francis Berrian; or The Mexican Patriot (1826).  

Flint was a Massachusetts native and Harvard graduate who became a 

Congregationalist minister, a missionary in the Mississippi River Valley, 

an editor of literary magazines in Cincinnati and New York, and the au

thor of several books, including Indian Wars of the West (1833) and The Bio

graphical Memoir of Daniel Boone (1833), both of which appeared in mul

tiple editions over the course of the nineteenth century.7 

While the novel includes many of the conventions and character types 

that would later appear in the popular literature of U. S. expansion, it was 

directed at a more elite audience, partly because of the material, insti

tutional, and technological conditions that shaped the literary field in 

the 182os. Access to print and authorship was largely restricted to elites, 

although there were some important exceptions; a wide audience of arti

san and working-class readers did not yet exist. Exemplifying a republi

can conception of letters and literature, Flint's novel aims to instruct and 

improve his readers even as he turns to what has been characterized as 

a "silky milky" story of international romance in order to teach lessons 

and raise questions about political virtue, patriotism, New World repub

licanisms, and the political relationships between the United States and 

Mexico (I, 230).  

Like many of the novels of the U. S. revolutionary and early national 

era, Francis Berrian is a hybrid text that incorporates several genres. It 

is one of the earliest examples of the "Yankee in Mexico" literature that 

emerged in relation to other Yankee vernacular types in the poetry, drama, 

travel narratives, and novels of the period. The Yankee in Mexico narra

tive would later be taken up in U. S.-Mexico War opponent James Russell 

Lowell's Biglow Papers and then by poet, dime novelist, and working-class 

advocate A.J.H. Duganne, among others.
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Flint's novel begins as a travel narrative in which a Yankee on his way 
to the "remote regions of the Southwest on the Spanish frontier" (I, 5) 
is captivated by the "extraordinary beauty of person" (I, 6) whom he ob
serves in another traveler on the steamship, a wealthy young man whose 
"countenance wore the tinge of a summer sun" (I, 7). This "magnetic" 
(I, 5) figure turns out to be the eponymous hero, another native son of 
Puritan Massachusetts, who takes over the story for hundreds of pages 
in a picaresque narrative about his adventures in Mexico, where he lives 
among Comanche Indians, saves a rich Mexican woman named Martha 
from her captivity, teaches English in her father's royalist household, and 
then joins rebellious Mexican patriots, fights with them, and saves the 
heroine twice more from a rapacious Mexican royalist and soldier who 
wants to force her to marry him.  

As he travels throughout Mexico, the hero encounters characters of 
different classes, races, regions, and nations; he speculates about Mexi
cans as a people and about their "slavery" under Spanish "tyranny" and 
wonders whether they are capable of asserting their national indepen
dence or whether their newly won liberty will degenerate into licentious
ness and anarchy. In this section and in the parts that follow, the novel 
alternates between romance and scenes of war and political intrigue, con
necting the erotic and the familial to the political. Although the novel 
betrays anxieties about the romance genre, which it identifies as a char
acteristically Spanish literary form, the narrator ultimately defends the 
genre against those who view it as immoral, unnerving, and liable to make 
readers "unfit for the severer and more important duties of life" by argu
ing that it is an important antidote to the U.S. tendency to focus on "the 
mere mercenary details of existence" (I, 12).  

This defense of the romance implicitly continues in the next part of 
the narrative, which takes the form of an epistolary novel and consists of 
letters from Martha to an intimate female friend about her struggle to re
sist the rapacious royalist, her romance with and marriage to the Yankee 
hero, and the latter's heroism as part of the "patriot" army. Although the 
epistolary form was esteemed in the early national period for its ability 
to model the exemplary, virtuous interiority of the letter writer, and al
though the narrator justifies the inclusion of the letters on the grounds 
that they are "exact transcripts of the mind of Martha," more than any
thing they serve to aggrandize the Yankee's revolutionary manhood. In 
Martha's account, Berrian is the true leader of the Mexican patriots' suc
cessful revolution. The Yankee "really originated every measure, and his 
counsels eventually prevailed upon every point in question" (I, 227).
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The narrative point of view switches back to the steamship interlocu

tor and the Yankee hero at the end. The latter closes the novel by empha

sizing his happiness with his Mexican wife, their plans to live in both the 

United States and Mexico, and his pride in their two-year-old son, who 

can "scold" his parents "in two languages" (II, 260). Although romances 

and marriages between U. S. men and elite Mexican women would be 

common in the popular novels of the U. S.-Mexico War era, Flint's earlier 

novel is unusual in imagining a bilingual child of such a union, as well as 

in its emphasis on both Mexico and the United States as a future home for 

the couple. U. S. male republican power rules, yet a bilingual transnational 

future remains an open possibility.  

In many ways, this novel manifests the sympathy for New World revo

lutions which Monroe claimed, in his March 1823 message to Congress, 

had been "excited" in U. S. citizens. The hero identifies his "fortunes," 

after all, "with the patriots," whose "cause" he "joined" and whose "efforts 

at emancipating the great Mexican republic," as he puts it, were "con

summated in the ultimate and successful accomplishment of a revolution, 

which has wrested this great and fair portion of the American hemisphere 

from a miserable and blighting despotism" (II, 244). The hero's remark 

that "there seems to be an instinctive feeling, antecedent to reason, which 

causes, that every human being, born in our hemisphere inherits a feeling 

of independence, and a love of liberty, as his birthright" (I, 266), identi

fies a common, hemispheric feeling precisely with anticolonial sentiments 

and thereby participates in a project of hemispheric solidarity to which 

Monroe's messages to Congress also contributed.  

This delineation of a hemispheric, anticolonial structure of politics 

and feeling, however, coexisted with a belief in U.S. superiority and 

inter-American hierarchies. For Flint (and presumably many readers), 

the Yankee hero epitomized Mexican patriotism and revolutionary man

hood to the relative exclusion of Mexican freedom fighters. Frequent ob

servations about the racial heterogeneity of Mexico's people and espe

cially about the degraded nature of Mexico's lower classes reveal anxieties 

about that nation's republican future on the part of those who believed in 

Anglo-Saxon superiority. The gendered power dynamics that figured the 

United States as a man and Mexico as a woman worked to naturalize U. S.  

dominance and Mexican subordination. The plot repeatedly turns on the 

heroine's vulnerability to different kinds of threats and on the hero's un

canny ability to rescue her when no one else can protect her, suggesting 

that the United States may need to step in to rescue Mexico from both 

external and internal tyranny and despotism. Thus, even though the novel
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ultimately, like Monroe, champions Mexico's revolution as a successful 
war against Spanish tyranny, it also imagines a role for the United States 
in Mexico that could easily slide from anticolonial solidarity to interven
tion and control.  

While Timothy Flint's novel about Mexican independence registers 
the impact that anticolonial revolutions in the Americas had on U.S. lit
erature of the early national period, Boston was not the only publishing 
center and New England was not the only region that contributed to U.S.  
debates about hemispheric republicanisms, new nations, and old empires.  
In the 182os, Philadelphia was one of the U.S. cities (New York and New 
Orleans were the others) where 6migres from other parts of the Ameri
cas published literature in support of anticolonial movements in their 
homelands. In 1826, the same year that Flint's Francis Berrian appeared, 
the William Stavely Publishing House of Philadelphia issued a Spanish
language novel,]icotencal, a story published anonymously. It was probably 
written by one or more of the Cuban emigres involved in the production 
of El Habanero, a literary and political magazine connected to the struggle 
for Cuban independence, also published by Stavely. Questions about the 
authorship of the novel have never been completely resolved, but most of 
the available evidence suggests that the novel is the product of what Anna 
Brickhouse calls a "coalitional authorship" among those responsible for El 
Habanero. Brickhouse suggests that writers for this magazine made up "a 
transnational collectivity that ensured its progress from exilic manuscript 
to printed book." 8 

This novel about the Spanish Conquest, the fall of the Aztec Em
pire, and the demise of the indigenous republics that are "buried under 
its ruins" offers a very different response to Mexico's wars of indepen
dence from those offered in the Monroe Doctrine and in Flint's Yankee in 
Mexico novel. 9 By reconstructing an ancient Mexico where republicanism 
flourished, the author(s) of ]icotincal imagine a long history of republican
ism in the Americas that precedes the U.S. experiment; thus the United 
States is displaced as the founder and inevitable model for the anticolo
nial revolution in Cuba that the authors hope to inspire through a literary 
focus on Mexico.  

]icotincal is also part of a larger effort by Creoles (Americans of Span
ish descent) in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to rescue 
and sometimes to reconstruct the indigenous past in order to establish the 
legitimacy of emerging nations, as Enrique Florescano and others have 
shown.10 In the novel written in Philadelphia by Cubans about Mexico, 
the eponymous hero becomes a model for the Creole patriots because of
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his exemplary virtue, manifested especially in his willingness to subdue 

his passions and sacrifice his private interests for the good of the repub

lic. The novel finds in a remote past all of the elements of republicanism 

that anticolonial Creoles hoped to consolidate in the present, including 

civil societies, patriotism, public spirit, and independence. Meanwhile, 

Hernin Cortes and his men become "half-savage barbarians" whose "in

vasions" (7) disrupt the civil ways of indigenous republics and pit indige

nous peoples against each other, leading to a tragic conclusion: Spanish 

conquest and the execution of Jicotencal. The Cuban Creole authors thus 

draw on the language of republicanism to identify their own struggles for 

independence with indigenous peoples' struggles against Cortes and other 

Spanish invaders.  

The Spanish-language novel's vision of Mexico is more expansive 

than the one we have observed in that other U. S. novel of 1826 focused 

on that new nation, the English-language Francis Berrian. There, Flint's 

Yankee describes the Comanche Indians among whom he briefly dwells 

with a mixture of sympathy and condescension. Still, the captivity genre 

through which the narrator tells the story of his rescue of Martha, "the 

proud daughter of the white people," establishes boundaries between 

whites and nonwhites, between civilized people and savages. In Jicotin

cal, on the other hand, it is the Spanish who are savages, while indigenous 

people provide the political and historical foundations for anticolonial 

struggles and republican government in the Americas.  

Thus from the early years of anticolonial struggle and nation build

ing, novelists writing in Spanish in the United States offered counter

narratives to the stories of race and empire told in English by Anglo

Americans. At other times, however, writers in both Spanish and English 

would imagine bonds between "civilized" Spanish and Anglo empire

builders forged at the expense of "savage" Indians.  

The authors of ]icotincal also grafted debates about empire and re

publicanism in the Americas onto narratives of gender and sexuality, so 

that questions about war, tyranny, citizenship, patriotism, and politi

cal virtue translated into stories of desire, romance, force, consent, and 

sexual virtue. Flint's Mexican heroine, as we have seen, mostly serves to 

cast the Yankee hero in a heroic light. In ]icotincal, in contrast, the in

digenous hero's beloved is the "beautiful American" Teutila (19), an elo

quent and exemplary figure who is besieged by the licentious Cortes and 

other Spaniards yet retains her virtue and independence on account of her 

"valiant and constant resistance" (79). She also plays an important part in 

the tragic ending, when she tries to kill Cortes to avenge Jicot6ncal's exe-
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cution. Although her attempt to repel the Spanish invader fails and the 
demise of the republic and the fall of the Aztec Empire ensue, she rep
resents a powerful alternative to the elite, white, and compliant Mexican 
heroines imagined by Flint and other authors of English-language inter
national romances about Mexico.  

In looking to Mexico's past for historical precursors to their own 
struggle against Spain, however, the Cuban Creoles evaded the dramatic 
differences between their own favored position and the subordination 
faced by Mexico's indigenous peoples (and growing numbers of Afri
can slaves in Cuba) as they wrote. They thus sidestepped the question of 
their hierarchical relationships to the indigenous and enslaved peoples of 
their own era. When Flint represented contemporary Indians in Mexico, 
he identified them with a troubling racial heterogeneity that contrasts 
sharply with the elite Martha's whiteness and eligibility for international 
romance. The Cuban emigres in Philadelphia avoided addressing the 
challenges of ethnic and racial power that shaped Mexico and Cuba dur
ing these years. We can only wonder whether and how readers in Mexico 
and Cuba responded to these novels, especially since in the nineteenth 
century Mexico became a nation and Cuba did not.  

In the decades after Francis Berrian and ]icotincal appeared, many 
English-language narratives about the Spanish conquest of Mexico were 
published in the United States, including Robert Montgomery Bird's 
Calavar; or, the Knight of the Conquest (1834) and The Infidel; or, the Fall of 
Mexico (1835). Jesse Alemin suggests that in the gothic histories of Spanish 
conquest published in the United States in this period, Mexico is situated 
as the United States' "uncanny, imperial other": the conquest narratives 
exhumed Mexico's lost potential as a civilized, indigenous New World 
nation in order to contrast this glorious past with Mexico's present, fallen, 
status as a "perverse," or failed, nation. In this way, Alemin argues, Bird 
"assimilates Mexico's past and rearticulates its Anglo-American hemi
spheric story in a literary act that sets the stage for the United States' con
tinental colonization of the Americas."" What the Cuban authors of the 
Spanish-language ]icotincal saw as a living model, the English-language 
authors of conquest narratives offered as proof of Mexican failure - and 
an opening to intervention. The mix of solidarity and subordination that 
coexisted in Monroe's doctrine was thereby mobilized, more and more, as 
a justification for empire.  

This is true of the most famous and influential English-language 
narrative of conquest, W. H. Prescott's History of the Conquest of Mexico 
(1843). Prescott opposed the annexation of Texas and the U.S.-Mexico
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War; still, U.S. soldiers who read his history imagined they were fol

lowing in the footsteps of Cortes and his men. The book joined and in

spired a host of other prewar conquest narratives that imagined an emer

gent U.S. empire in relation to the Aztec and Spanish empires, including 

Charles Averill's Aztec Revelations (1839), Edward Maturin's Montezuma, 

the Last of the Aztecs: A Romance (1845), and J. H. Ingraham's Montezuma 

the Serf; or, the Revolt of the Mexitili (1845). With the war under way, several 

U. S.-Mexico War novels also incorporated musings on Mexico's past into 

stories about the ongoing conflict, visions that reappeared in a number of 

the early dime novels of the 186os and 1870s.  
U. S. literary and cultural narratives about Mexico that appeared after 

the 183os, however, departed from earlier paradigms in a few significant 

ways, even as the translation of questions about race, nation, and empire 

into narratives of gender and sexuality remained a constant. First, the 

print revolution allowed more popular literature to emerge in the 1840s; 
much of it tried to appeal to a broader, cross-class audience rather than 

to elites implicitly defined in sharp contrast to other classes. Second, as 

Texas independence and the U.S.-Mexico War brought U. S. expansion 

into Mexico, enthusiasm for Mexico's independence waned, fracturing 

along lines that roughly corresponded to the authors' inclination to sup

port or oppose U.S. empire. And visions of the Spanish Conquest, the 

Aztec Empire, and the indigenous republics were reframed by newly in

fluential scientific racisms and theories of Anglo-Saxon racial superiority, 

reinforced by the enduring Black Legend, which continued to construct 

the Anglo-American expansions as liberating and the Spanish Empire as 

uniquely evil.  

Ingraham's Montezuma the Serf; which was published the year before 

the U. S.-Mexico War began, is both a harbinger of the new and a reminder 

of older ways of imagining Mexico. Issued by the Williams Brothers, one 

of the most prolific publishers of popular novelettes (as well as the story 

papers Uncle Sam and The Flag of the Free), Montezuma the Serf almost 

completely disregards earlier histories of the fall of the Aztec Empire in 

order to tell a fanciful story about the "slave" Montezuma's romance with 

the princess Eylla. Ingraham's Montezuma is the son of a poor net maker, 

making him a stand-in for the artisan and working-class readers that made 

up an increasingly large part of the audience for popular literature.  

Throughout the novel, Ingraham champions the "citizens" who make 

up the virtuous, hard-working, artisan class to which Montezuma and his 
family belong, who persevere despite being "hourly exposed to the domi

neering whims and idle passions of the nobles, as well as the absolute will
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of the empire" (io). Spanish conquerors and empire builders are nowhere 
to be found in this novel; instead, the Aztec Empire is divided into classes 
that resemble emerging class divisions in the United States, where an arti
san republic was being pressured and transformed by early industrializa
tion. Montezuma becomes involved in a revolutionary plot that aims to 
place "this million in the possession of their natural rights" (25), notably 
including the right to feel that their "wives and daughters" belong to them 
rather than to "the licentious nobles" (26).  

Ingraham divides Mexicans into a tyrannical class of sexually rapacious 
nobles and a virtuous, proto-republican artisan class. He does not racial
ize these divisions among indigenous people, however. Rather, he imagi
natively identifies the anti-imperial struggles of the indigenous artisans 
with the class struggles of his own era in ways that may remind us of the 
appropriation of an indigenous past in icotincal. At the same time, Ingra
ham posits the existence of another subordinated group in Mexico, made 
up of the noble's "swarthy," black-haired "household servants," who have 
been "brought from distant provinces" and "are of a different race than 
the Mexicans" (26). Ingraham notably does not include this class of black 
servants, who resemble the slaves of the United States, in the dreams of 
freedom he attributes to the subordinated Mexican majority.  

Before the outbreak of war in 1846 reshaped U. S. visions of Mexico, 
Aztec Mexico could serve as a mythical place to model desired visions 
of social transformation for exiled Cubans writing in Spanish in Phila
delphia and for an author writing in English in New York and seeking 
a working-class audience. Both visions avoided the problem of African 
slavery. But war soon made U. S. writers focus on contemporary Mexico, 
and the war's aftermath of territorial expansion made the challenge of 
chattel slavery unavoidable.  

U.S. Empire and the Emergence of Mass Culture 

That sharpening of focus began with the Texas fight for independence 
from Mexico beginning in 1835. In the pamphlet novelette The Female 
Warrior: An Interesting Narrative of the Sufferings and Singular and Surpris
ing Adventures of Miss Leonora Siddons, wars in the Texas borderlands pro
vide the occasion for the liberation of a slave as well as for the inversion 
of normative gender roles. Issued in New York by the prolific publisher of 
cheap crime and adventure novels, E. E. and G. Barclay, the novel aimed 
to profit from a new interest in Texas as a site of imperial adventure, from
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its 1836 declaration of independence through 1845, the year the U.S. an

nexation of Texas led to a bigger war with Mexico. During these years, a 

host of narratives about Texas appeared, including Joseph Field's Three 

Years in Texas (1836), Anthony Ganhil's Mexico versus Texas (1838), and 

James Dallam's The Lone Star (1845).  
The Female Warrior merges the genres of the seduction novel and the 

female picaresque. The heroine, a native of Mobile, Alabama, moves to 

Galveston, Texas, with her father after he loses his savings in the Panic of 

1837; she decides to cross-dress and join the Texas army when her father 

is killed defending his "adopted country."' 2 She experiences a series of 

military adventures while dressed as a man but ends up being captured by 

Mexicans and imprisoned in Mexico City. There she is besieged by the 

"tyrant" Santa Anna (18), who offers to save her life if she becomes his 

mistress. Ultimately, she escapes from captivity and manages to return to 

Galveston and finally to Alabama, from where she narrates the story of 

her "adventures, trials, and sufferings" (19) in hopes that her readers "may 

never undergo the like calamities" (19).  
Crucial to the heroine's transformation into "another being," however, 

is the intervention of Mary, "a black servant, who had lived in our family 

in more prosperous days, and who insisted on accompanying us" (1). Mary 

hopes to travel with the heroine Siddons and even procures men's clothes 

for her, but before Siddons leaves to join Sam Houston's army she tells 

Mary that "henceforth" she is "her own mistress" (6), freeing her slave 

as she liberates herself from the constraints of her gender role. In this 

way, the narrative registers the controversy over slavery in the borderland 

spaces of Texas: Mexico had banned slavery in 1829, which made it poten

tially a sanctuary for escaped slaves and would have ended settlement by 

southern slaveholders settling new lands for cotton cultivation. But Texas 

claimed an exemption, and U. S. southerners, like the fictional Siddons 

family, continued to colonize Texas with cotton and slaves. When a new 

Mexican national regime pressed abolition on Texas in 1835, Anglo Texas 

turned to independence, and slavery remained at the center of a decade of 

conflict between Mexico, Texas, and the latter's U. S. backers. Eventually, 

the United States would add Texas to the republic as a large slave state in 

184 5 -and more war would soon follow.  

Even though the southerner Siddons frees her slave at the outset of 

her adventures, The Female Warrior's position on slavery is ambiguous; 

Mary is also represented as a loyal slave who would prefer to stay with her 

mistress, recalling the happy slaves of southern plantation fiction. The 

pamphlet is an early example of the mass-produced texts that the pub-
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lishers marketed in many different parts of the United States, including 
the South; it aimed to appeal to diverse constituencies, including pro
and antislavery factions, a strategy that conforms to the broader politi
cal strategy of compromising over slavery to preserve the union. Such 
strategies became less effective at resolving political and regional divi
sions in the era of U. S. empire building, however, when the annexation 
of vast lands forced the question of whether slavery would extend those 
territories.  

It is perhaps not surprising, then, that much of the literature written 
by authors who opposed the annexation of Texas and the U. S.-Mexico 
War of 1848-1848 focuses on the slavery question. In his essay "Resis
tance to Civil Government" (1849), for instance, Henry David Thoreau 
connects struggles over slavery to the U. S. invasion of Mexico as he calls 
on his readers to "do justice to the slave and to Mexico, cost what it may" 
(68, emphasis in original). James Russell Lowell also made the debate 
over slavery central to the satirical series of Yankee dialect poems about 
the war that make up The Biglow Papers (1848). And in Sermons of War 
(1847), Boston Unitarian clergyman Theodore Parker argued that "pros
trate Mexico" had been "robbed" in order that "America may have more 
slaves" (73). In all these ways, these northern writers insisted that the ex
tension of slavery was at the heart of the debates over the U. S.-Mexico 
War.  

In his journalistic pieces written during the war, Frederick Douglass 
similarly linked James K. Polk's and the Democrats' dreams of empire to 
their plans "to perpetuate the enslavement of the colored people of this 
country" (1848); he also drew on the gendered discourses of hemispheric 
republicanism that had been popular in an earlier era as he denounced the 
"present disgraceful, cruel, and iniquitous war with our sister republic." 
The popular sentimental author Grace Greenwood (Sara J. Clarke) joined 
Douglass in conjoining an antislavery argument to a discourse of hemi
spheric republicanism in her short story "The Volunteer," where the war 
is characterized as "a most unholy war against a sister Republic" that is 
being fought "for the extension and perpetuation of human slavery." And 
in the labor and land reform press of the day, the yoking together of anti
slavery arguments with the ideal of a hemispheric republicanism was com
mon in antiwar articles and other literature.  

Indeed, even the popular war romances that proliferated during these 
years often linked the U.S.-Mexico War to slavery's extension. Dozens 
of war novelettes were published in the late 1840s, often before or after
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they were serialized in one of the popular story papers of the era, such 

as The Flag of Our Union, The Star Spangled Banner, and Uncle Sam. Story 

papers claimed audiences of forty thousand or more during the war years, 

and even U. S. soldiers in Mexico read them. Juxtaposing excerpts from 

novels with news items and editorials, they were an important part of an 

emerging mass culture. Most story papers tried to maintain the appear

ance of neutrality on the important political issues of the day in order to 

appeal to the widest possible audience; but from 1846 to 1848, the goal of 

neutrality frequently conflicted with the desire to capitalize on interest in 

the war. Some of the authors of popular story paper fiction, such as Ned 

Buntline and George Lippard, edited their own story papers and actively 

participated in white working-class political culture: Buntline advocated 

a nativist, proslavery agenda, while Lippard opposed nativism and slavery 

and championed an uneasy combination of land reform and empire build

ing that he associated with radical democracy.  

Lippard, who, like Buntline, was one of the most popular authors of 

the nineteenth century, wrote two U. S.-Mexico War romances, Legends of 

Mexico and 'Bel of Prairie Eden. The latter is an uncharacteristically bleak 

novelette that begins on the prairies of Texas, where a "broken bank di

rector" from Philadelphia, Jacob Grywin, has established a small colony 

of white workers, German immigrants, and slaves." The novel por

trays the Grywin family as cursed because the father cheated the widows 

and orphans who had savings in his bank in Philadelphia, and because 

he brought slaves to the U. S./Mexico borderlands, an area that Lippard 

hoped would instead provide land for landless white working families in 

the East. Grywin's daughter, 'Bel, is drugged with opium and seduced by 

a Mexican officer who kills her father and younger brother; the remain

ing Grywin son, John, seduces the Mexican officer's sister, Isora, and ulti

mately has him killed, although Isora never finds out about the murder.  

By the end of the novel, John has fallen in love with Isora, only to learn 

the meaning of the word "remorse" when Isora dies pining away for her 

lost brother. This tragic complex of international romances suggests that 

the war engendered dangerous passions that undermined the ostensibly 

democratic project of "liberating" Texas and Mexico, even as it implies 

that John, called "Juan" by the end of the novel, has perhaps become 

racially contaminated because of his participation in the war, his prox

imity to Mexicans, and especially his love for Isora.  

Lippard's earlier, less pessimistic, novel, Legends of Mexico, provides 

stronger evidence of how republicanism was wedded to U. S. empire dur-
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ing the war years. Misquoting Thomas Paine as he connects the U.S.
Mexico War to the U. S. Revolutionary War on the novel's title page, 
Lippard contends that "we fight not to enslave, nor for conquest; but 
to make room upon the earth for honest men to live in." In this way, 
Legends of Mexico appeals to a utopian vision of land reform and disavows 
U.S. interests in slavery and conquest. Still, the specters of capitalism and 
slavery that haunt the Grywin family in 'Bel of Prairie Eden and the dis
courses of racial hierarchy that saturate both novels suggest that the mid
nineteenth-century project of linking empire to democracy and freedom 
remained troubled by doubts and contradictions.  

Many of these contradictions emerge in the dozens of popular interna
tional race romances serialized in story papers and published separately as 
cheap novelettes during the late 184os. Despite their fanciful plots, many 
of the narratives incorporated news of battles and other representations 
of war from the penny press into their stories, resulting in hybrid narra
tives, part melodrama and part popular history. As Robert Johannsen and 
others have observed, the U. S.-Mexico War was the first in which war cor
respondents were widely used and the first that "people were exposed to 
on an almost daily basis" through the penny press.14 

It is not surprising then, that popular novelists such as Lippard and 
Buntline refer to war heroes, Mexican officers, and important battles in 
their war romances. Buntline foregrounds this double focus on romance 
and popular history in the title and subtitle of his war novel, Magdalena 
the Beautifid Mexican Maid: A Story of Buena Vista (1847), which, as the 
narrator observes at the outset, "carries its own history along with it."" 
Buntline makes officers and soldiers such as Gen. Zachary Taylor, Capt.  
Charles May, Capt. Braxton Bragg, and other notable participants in the 
war into characters in his novelette; the Battle of Buena Vista, which took 
place on February 23, 1847, provides the backdrop for a tragic ending. At 
the same time, Buntline invents two characters, Charley Brackett and the 
eponymous Magdalena, who anchor his international romance: Brack
ett is a Texan whose mother was "Castillian" (26) and whose "Spanish 
blood" makes him the perfect choice to be deployed by Taylor as a spy in 
Mexico; Magdalena is the beautiful daughter of a Spanish hacendado who 
is dangerously in debt to the villain, another rapacious Mexican officer.  
Brackett and Magdalena fall in love, but all three of the main characters 
Mexican villain, Tejano hero, and Mexican heroine -die at Buena Vista, 
a conclusion which reveals some of the anxieties about the war, interna
tional romance, and the annexation of Mexico that pervade many of these 
novelettes.
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Indeed, these international romances end badly as often as they result 

in marriage. Even when they unite their U.S. soldier-heroes with elite 

Mexican heroines, they tend to repeatedly and nervously mark the hero

ine's whiteness by contrasting it with the ubiquity of Mexico's nonwhite 

people, usually represented in disparaging ways. These plot conventions 

suggest how discourses of Anglo-Saxon racial superiority mixed with, re

shaped, and limited ideas about hemispheric republicanism during the 

time of U. S. expansion into Mexico.  

Popular novelettes about the U.S.-Mexico War also reveal how new 

visual technologies combined with the print revolution to produce new 

images of Mexico during these years. When Buntline introduces readers 

to a character modeled on Zachary Taylor in the first chapter of Magda

lena, for instance, he observes that the officer, whose "person is seen litho

graphed at every shop window in the country, scarce needs a description" 

(25). The newly ubiquitous lithographs, as well as the daguerreotypes 

that began to appear in this era, inspired John Frost's Pictorial History of 

Mexico and the Mexican War (1848), while engravings and woodcuts repre

senting U. S. officers, Mexican scenes, and important battles were repro

duced in newspapers and story papers. Images were often based on news

paper accounts of battles or eyewitness sketches at the scene, but they 

generally eschewed realist strategies for representing war. Instead, they 

frequently drew on the conventions of historical painting to depict U.S.  

soldiers as virtuous patriots whose sacrifices ensured the triumph of re

publican values, an outcome that was visually identified with U.S. victory 

in the war.16 

There were, however, a few exceptions, notably, an 1847 Currier litho

graph entitled "The Night after the Battle - Burying the Dead." While 

many 184os efforts to memorialize the war dead focused on burial sites 

and grave markers, Currier's lithograph disturbs dominant sentimental 

codes for representing death by showing bodies strewn across the land

scape, raising the distressing possibility that some bodies would never 

be recovered and never properly put to rest.'7 A few of the lithographs 

produced after the bombardment of Veracruz and the intense house-to

house fighting in Monterrey also depict dead and wounded bodies as well 

as the material devastation caused by war. An 185o Mexican lithograph 

closely resembles one of the same scene produced in the United States in 

1846, but has a different title: "Heroic Defense of the City of Monterey" 

rather than "Third Day of the Siege of Monterey." These images empha

size death and loss rather than patriotic transcendence and the invasion 

of a Mexican "homeland" rather than the extension of republican free-
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doms. In a war that divided USAmericans, visual culture offered republi
can patriotic honor to those who celebrated it and wars and devastation 
to those who lamented it.  

While the very first war photographs date from the U. S.-Mexico War 
era, they did not circulate widely and never became an important part of 
the war's popular culture: the daguerreotypes were small, with dimen
sions of only a few inches, and were difficult to see unless they were physi
cally close to the viewer. They were usually presented in a case or a frame 
and were unique, one-of-a-kind mementos since there was no negative 
and because they were difficult to reproduce unless copied by a lithog
rapher or engraver. The two sets of daguerreotypes that have survived, 
likely taken by the same unknown person, do not show action, due to the 
long exposure times required and the limits of the technology. Instead, 
they mostly offer portraits, views of buildings and other Mexican scenes 
that the daguerreotypist likely sold to soldiers and others passing through 
occupied northern Mexico.  

A daguerreotype of Lt. Abner Doubleday, the inventor of baseball, 
with unidentified Mexican people is unusual because it was taken in the 
street rather than in the controlled environment of the studio, where most 
portraits were taken (often with the heads of the sitters held stationary by 
clamps). The photographer strayed from emerging conventions of por
trait photography as he tried to capitalize on current events and pro
duce memorable views of Mexico and the war. He (or someone else) also 
used the street as a backdrop in a daguerreotype of Brig. Gen. John Ellis 
Wool and his staff on horses, posing for the several minutes that would 
be required for the daguerreotypist to record this trace of the presence 
of the U.S. Army in the streets of Saltillo. This daguerreotype and three 
other views of U. S. troops in the street are as close as the archive comes 
to directly representing the military conflict that brought the soldiers to 
Mexico.1 8 Photography's impact on visions of war remained limited. It 
could not yet capture the complexity of war, let alone honor its victims 
and victors or report its horrors.  

Spanish-language sources and other texts by people of Mexican ori
gin also had limited impact on U.S. understanding of the conflict that re
shaped North America. Mexican voices were rarely recorded until long 
after the conflicts. On the struggles over Texas in the 183os, Timothy 
Matovina's anthology, The Alamo Remembered: Tejano Accounts and Perspec
tives, contains valuable material, including several published accounts.19 

But it is revealing that the earliest ones date from 1858 and 186o, and 
most were published in the early twentieth century. On the period of
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the U.S.-Mexico War, Genaro Padilla and Rosaura Sanchez have written 

impressive studies of the testimonios solicited from Californios (Mexican 

Californians) in the 187os by agents of Hubert Howe Bancroft, who gen

erally relegated their accounts to footnotes or disagreed with their inter

pretations in his massive History of California.20 Mexican perspectives were 

not welcomed in the United States during the wars for expansion and re

mained marginalized long after and still too often today.  

Spanish-language newspapers, however, sometimes offered alternative 

visions of U. S. expansionism and republicanism in the war era. Kirsten 

Silva Gruesz has shown that the newspaper La Patria (1845-1861) was 

one of "the five largest-circulation papers" in New Orleans in 185o and 

had sales agents in Florida, Cuba, and Mexico. It described the war as an 

invasion and focused on "the contradiction between the theory of U. S.  

republicanism and the practice of U.S. interventionism."2 ' Many Spanish

language readers were surely receptive. And Ram6n Alcaraz' Apuntespara 

la historic de la guerra entre Mexico y los Estados Unidos (1848) was trans

lated into English and published in New York in 1850 under the title The 

Other Side. It focused on exposing the same contradictions as its authors 

argued that the era of U. S. expansion, which USAmericans depicted as 

"one of light," was, "notwithstanding, the same as the former-one of 

force and violence" (32, emphasis in original). Did the publisher of the En

glish translation imagine an audience of northern readers increasingly 

concerned as conflicts over slavery and its extension escalated in the wake 

of the "triumphant" expansion into Mexican lands? 

Civil Wars: Labor, Race, and Republicanism in 
Dime Novels and Illustrated Newspapers 

As the crisis over slavery intensified in the United States during the 1850s 
and then as civil war divided the nation in the early i86os, Mexico was em

broiled in its own political conflicts and civil wars. The War of Reform 

began in 1858 with a coup of conservative elites who refused to recog

nize the reformist Constitution of 1857. They went on to fight a long war 

against liberals led by Benito Juarez, whose government was recognized 

by the United States in 1859
Liberal victory in 186o did not bring easy consolidation. Conservatives 

continued to resist the Juirez government, which faced financial crisis. In 

July of 1861, it suspended foreign debt payments for two years. The deci

sion was controversial and reversed in December of that year. But France
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under Napoleon III had already drawn Britain and Spain into a pact of 
intervention, aiming to force Mexico to pay. When by March of 1862 it 
became clear that France planned more than debt collection, Spain and 
Britain withdrew. But France continued the intervention, marching in
land to face defeat by liberal forces at Puebla on May 5, 1862 (Cinco de 
Mayo). The battle only delayed the French advance, for reinforcements 
from Europe allowed the capture of Mexico City in 1863 and the imposi
tion of the Austrian Archduke Maximilian as emperor of Mexico in 1864.  

Although U.S. officials objected and invoked the Monroe Doctrine, 
the Civil War prevented the union from doing much about the European 
invasion of Mexico. After the northern victory in 1865, the United States 
did deploy fifty thousand troops to the U. S./Mexico border, did provide 
arms to Juirez' liberal forces, and did devise a naval blockade at Veracruz 
to stop France from landing more troops and supplies. Lincoln's secretary 
of state, William Seward, wanted France out of Mexico, so made loans 
and provided other support to sustain Juarez' forces.  

Still, after the Civil War, various parties in the United States disagreed 
over whether Mexico was capable of republican self-government. Al
though some USAmericans again imagined Mexico as a sister republic 
in need of protection, the racial Anglo-Saxonism fortified by the U.S.
Mexico War persisted and limited transnational sympathy and solidarity.  

In the U. S. South, moreover, many defeated Confederates fled to 
Maximilian's Mexico in hope of restoring a version of the world they 
had lost; white southerners who remained in the United States often em
braced the idea of Maximilian's Mexican Empire. 22 During and after the 
simultaneous civil wars, Mexico continued to provoke popular interest in 
the United States, as northerners and southerners sympathized and some
times forged affiliations with republican and royalist forces in Mexico.  

Beyond war and politics, in the literature and culture of this period, 
comparisons were often made among different forms of property, sites 
of production (the plantation, the hacienda, and the factory), and labor 
(slavery, peonage, and free white labor) in Mexico and the United States.  
Debates about race and republicanism also persisted in both the U. S.  
South and the North. Northern dime novels and illustrated newspapers 
repeatedly raised the specter of a Mexican Indian "savagery" that was at 
odds with republican virtue and that might, it was strongly suggested, 
make Mexico fail as a nation. These northern anxieties were powerfully 
evident in representations of the execution of Maximilian that appeared 
in Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper and Harper's Weekly.  

The first of Beadle's famous series of dime novels appeared in June of
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186o, less than a year before the U.S. Civil War began. From the begin

ning, Mexico was an important setting for this new form of popular litera

ture. One of the first novels Beadle and Company published was William 

Jared Hall's The Slave Sculptor; or, The Prophetess of the Secret Chamber: 

A Tale of Mexico at the Period of the Conquest (186o), which was reprinted 
three times in the decades that followed. Written by a judge from Ohio 

who also wrote short stories about Mexico and the South for the popu

lar press, the novel tries to capitalize on the popular interest in the Con

quest period inspired by W. H. Prescott's best-selling history, also issued 

in multiple editions over the course of the nineteenth century. The very 

first sentence asserts this purpose, as Hall suggests that "no period of this 

continent's history, is of deeper interest to the American people, than that 

of the Aztec race" (9) before and during the Spanish conquest of Mexico.  

Midway through the novel, just before inserting a long quotation from 

Prescott, he confesses that he is "indebted" to Prescott's "elaborate and 

classic works on the Conquest" for "many of the incidents presented in 

these pages" (67).  

Like Ingraham more than a decade earlier, Hall takes great liberties 

with both popular and official histories as he focuses on the "slaves" of 

the Aztec Empire. He singles out for sympathy a former slave girl, Ma

zina, whose skin is "clear and white," exhibiting not "one tinge of the 

dusky, cinnamon hue, peculiar to the features of the aborigines" (ii).  

When Mazina's former master tries to make her marry his son, she re

fuses to consent, and a struggle ensues over whether she will be forced to 

do so. The conflict is represented through the codes of the seduction and 

rape-revenge subgenre of the national and transnational race romances so 

ubiquitous during the U. S.-Mexico War era. Mazina is a key character in 

the novel, along with the former slave Maxtla; his "dress was that usually 

worn by the laboring class, showing clearly the outlines of his muscular 

frame" (12). While Mazina's dress and body connect her to a white labor

ing class, Maxtla is a great sculptor whose talent allows him to purchase 

his freedom. Hall repeatedly emphasizes the whiteness of both Mazina 

and Maxtla, who are "unlike those with whom" they "are surrounded" 

(i3), and in the end it is revealed that both Mazina and Maxtla are Span

iards who were sold into slavery in Mexico after a shipwreck.  

In telling the story, Hall targets the sympathies of the mostly northern 

white working-class readers who made up a substantial part of the dime 

novel's audience. By offering two white slaves as points of identification, 

moreover, the romance rearticulates and transforms the white egalitarian

ism and Anglo-Saxon racism that had been popularized during the U.S.-
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Mexico War years. Although Spaniards are described as "off-white" in 
much of nineteenth-century popular literature, in this early dime novel 
the whiteness of the slaves of European descent is emphasized, and it is 
significant that Mazina and Maxtla marry each other rather than persons 
of another race or another nation.23 In the end, they live in a large palace 
near Mexico City, along with Meztli, a slave girl and "strange child of the 
Aztecs," whose "skin was much lighter than usual" (15) and who promises 
to be Maxtla's slave for life if he saves her from being offered as a human 
sacrifice.  

In the novel's last paragraph, Hall reveals that Meztli has remained 
"faithful to her pledge" (ioo) and that "the kind-hearted Aztec was far 
from being a slave in a family of her friends," for the couple's children 
called her "Aunt Mezzi." Here, Hall imagines a household that includes 
a slave who is one of the family, reproducing apologetic visions of happy 
slaves in a popular novel aimed at northern readers and published just be
fore the U. S. Civil War began -a time when many northerners were open 
to compromise with the South over slavery in hope of keeping the union 
together and averting war. The first dime novel about Mexico thus turned 
to a remote past to imagine a history reshaped to address an uncertain 
present in order to appeal to a white, northern, working-class audience.  

On the other hand, the second dime novel focused on Mexico, The Peon 
Prince; or, the Yankee Knight Errant, a Tale of Modern Mexico (1861), revisits 
the recent history of the U.S.-Mexico War. The notorious poet, land 
reformer, and popular novelist A.J.H. Duganne wrote The Peon Prince, 
which takes place just before the U. S.-Mexico War began, as well as its 
sequel, Putnam Pomfret's War; or, a Vermonter's Adventures in Mexico (1861).  
These novels are part of a large body of popular U. S.-Mexico War litera
ture that was produced or reprinted as the Civil War began, including 
John Frost's Pictorial History of Mexico and the Mexican War (1848, 1862), 
Lippincott's The Mexican War and Its Heroes (1848, 1860), George Ballen
tine's personal narrative of the war (1862), and Brantz Mayer's Mexico: 
Aztec, Spanish, and Republican (1850).  

Although Duganne's focus on an earlier era of war between neigh
boring nations may seem like an evasion of the civil wars taking place in 
the United States and Mexico, contemporary debates over race, labor, 
land, and nation- and empire building shape his plots. The hero of Du
ganne's novel is a Yankee named Putnam Pomfret, an "offshoot of that 
great Anglo-Saxon stock, whose footsteps track the paths of empire" (20).  
By making one of his protagonists a Yankee, Duganne adapted a regional 
type long popular in the theater and cheap fiction, including the story
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paper romances set during the U. S.-Mexico War. But although successful 

or blocked romances between USAmerican men and Mexican women are 

at the heart of many of the sensational story paper novelettes produced 

during the war, in this novel international homosocial bonding is more 

important than international heterosexual romance, as Duganne imag

ines the heroic collaboration of the Yankee, the Indian "peon prince" Zu

mozin, the Mexican Creole soldier Nunez, and an honest priest, Padre 

Herrata.  

Instead of marrying his Yankee to the elite Mexican heroine, Inez, 

however, Duganne weds her to the Mexican soldier Nunez. Interna

tional romances imagine an increasingly intimate relationship between 

the United States and Mexico, a possibility less desirable and less possible 

for the United States after the South seceded and years of bloody and de

structive civil war ensued. Thus, rather than envisioning the United States 

taking over in Mexico, Duganne invents a republican coalition, no doubt 

inspired by Benito Juarez' forces, composed of Indian leaders and liberal 

factions within the army and the church which are friendly to the United 

States. In these novels, Duganne compares plantation slavery, hacienda 

peonage, factory labor in ways that echo and participate in the debates 

of his Civil War era. Bondage is everywhere a problem; freedom, every

where the goal.  

The new illustrated newspapers of the era, including Frank Leslie's 

Illustrated Newspaper and Harper'ss Weekly, more directly addressed issues 

raised by the war in Mexico and the French occupation that ensued.  

Harper's editorial perspective on U. S. relations with Mexico was similar 

to Duganne's in many ways: both echoed a northern republican world

view, though Duganne's version of this was more radical, with more em

phasis on land and labor reform. In 1865, a Harper's writer worried over 

the French occupation of Mexico and defended the Monroe Doctrine, 

but insisted that "nobody, except an enemy of this country, wishes to 

see it hurled into another war at present." Another editorial on "Mexican 

policy" published the same year suggested that "a hint is as good as a kick, 

and produces the same result with much less friction." And a year later, 

the paper affirmed the "natural right" of the Mexican people to "domes

tic and Republican freedom" and warned that "no foreign State can right

fully interfere in such trials ... on the ground of a desire to correct them." 

According to this logic, the reasons the French should leave Mexico were 

the same reasons the United States should not get involved.  

On August 3, 1867, the year France withdrew its forces from Mexico, 

Harper's continued to insist that "Mexico should be left to work out her
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own destiny" and that if the United States intervened it would be hypo
critically and "deliberately repeating the role of France in occupying and 
controlling the country." The same article revealed U.S. anxieties about 
race and republican government in Mexico, however, since the writer 
called Mexico "a chaotic country" and expressed doubts about Juirez' 
ability to govern. This editor claimed "that Maximilian would have given 
it a better government than can now be hoped for -that Juarez is merely 
a partisan leader and will be opposed by others of the same kind-that 
Maximilian's execution was a brutal blunder and crime -that Mexicans 
are ferocious and incapable half-breeds, and that all these late horrors 
would not have happened had General Scott remained in Mexico." Still, 
he insisted that "Mexico has the same right to manage herself as she 
pleases, so far as we are concerned, that we have ourselves - until Mexico 
invades our rights or threatens our safety, when we may, of course, defend 
ourselves." Thus Harper's repudiated U. S. empire building in Mexico out 
of fear that the United States was not in any position to act successfully 
in the wake of the Civil War. It should be apparent that this position was 
quite compatible with the racially hierarchical republicanism and anxi
eties about incorporating Mexico or Mexicans that surface in Duganne's 
novels, which is not surprising since these ways of thinking were one of 
the persistent legacies of the popular literature of the U. S.-Mexico War 
period.  

As the 1867 Harper's quotation suggests, these anxieties became espe
cially explicit in the wake of Maximilian's execution. That year, Harper's 
published several illustrations documenting the French occupation and 
its demise, including two on the front page of the August io, 1867, issue: 
one offered a view of Queretaro, Mexico, the city where Maximilian died, 
while the other reconstructed the scene just before the June 19 execution, 
as Maximilian and two of his generals faced two priests as well as the 
firing squad about to execute them while a coffin ominously waited in the 
foreground.  

Many photographs of Maximilian and the French occupation exist; 
both Mexican and foreign photographers were at work by this time pro
ducing cartes de visite, relatively small and inexpensive photographs 
printed on thicker paper that purchasers could turn into narrative se
quences in albums or exchange among 'themselves. One of Matthew 
Brady's photographers, Andrew Burgess, who had also photographed the 
U.S. Civil War, worked in Mexico at this time; he made a portrait of 
Benito Juarez that circulated widely and served as the basis for one of
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Harper's 1867 illustrations. Several studios issued hundreds of cartes de 

visite of Maximilian and his wife, Carlota, and Maximilian even hired 

his own photographer, Julio Maria y Campo. No photograph of the mo

ment of execution remains, although in the wake of Maximilian's death 

one photographer re-created the scene by superimposing portraits of the 

executed men on an image of the execution site.24 

While Harper's published a lithograph based on eyewitness accounts 

and sketches of the execution, Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper instead pub

lished portraits of Maximilian and Juirez, as well as a front-page drawing 

of the "sombrero worn by Maximilian at the time of his death," a litho

graph of his head taken "from a photograph immediately after death" 

during the coroner's inquest, an engraving of his body in a coffin "await

ing removal to Europe" (October 5, 1867), another illustration of sailors 

guarding his "effects" (October 26, 1867), and, finally, an image of the 

Austrian yacht that carried his body from Mexico back to Europe. Such 

portrayals responded to the victory of Mexican liberals led by the Zapo

tec, thus Indian, Juirez, which were imagined as brutality inflicted by an 

uncivilized savage on a white European.  

In Leslie's paper, especially, the racial hierarchies of popular U. S.

Mexico War literature persisted to block, shadow, and circumscribe ex

pressions of hemispheric republican sympathies. In a front-page story 

published in the June 20, 1867, issue, for instance, just a day after the 

execution, the author anxiously observed that three weeks had elapsed 

since Maximilian's capture and wondered whether the prisoners had in

deed been shot, as early reports suggested, by what the paper character

ized as "a gang who can scarcely be restrained from the worst excesses of 

the most savage Indians." Calling Juirez the "semi-barbarous victor" of 

Mexico's war, the writer wished that "our protege had behaved a little less 

like a savage than he has" and looked forward to a day when the Mexican 

people "will call on the United States to protect them against themselves," 

for "then and only then," he pompously concluded, "will dawn the day of 

the true regeneration of Mexico." Attributions of a "bloodthirsty nature," 

barbarity, and savagery to "Mexican Indians," so familiar to readers of 

popular U. S. conquest and imperial adventure literature, were thereby 

mobilized to attack the legitimacy of Juirez' government, or indeed of 

any government in which Indians participated, and to suggest that the 

United States should take the place of France in Mexico. The execution 

of Maximilian and the ensuing publication of lithographs, cartes de visite, 

and other images of this moment thus provided an occasion for popular
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illustrated papers such as Leslie's to promote U.S. empire in Mexico by 
adapting U. S.-Mexico War-era articulations of race and republican gov
ernment to disparage Mexican efforts at nation building.25 

By 1874, the wide circulation of images, popular histories, and other ac
counts of Maximilian in Mexico, including his execution, even inspired a 
Beadle's dime novel,John Emerald's The Crested Serpent; or, the White Tiger 
of the Tropics (1874), which is set "during the short reign of Maximilian" 
(9). Instead of making Maximilian a central character, however, Emer
ald imagines a villainous Frenchman, Arnaud Boussard, the titular white 
tiger, who, out of "excitement and adventure, remained with the army 
of Maximilian" (16) even after Napoleon withdrew French troops from 
Mexico. The symbolic center of the narrative is Paula Vallejo, the "pure 
Castilian white" daughter of a wealthy north Mexican hacendado, Jose, a 
liberal "patriot" who "love(s) republican Mexico" (ii). Emerald gives the 
Vallejos the privileged position in this postwar international romance, 
suggesting a sympathy-for Mexican nation building and hemispheric re
publicanism. But the novel also manifests anxieties about race and Mexi
can republicanism, anxieties that are precariously contained through the 
romantic racialism and white egalitarianism it imagines, binding together 
Mexican characters of different classes and races even as it unites Mexi
cans and USAmericans.  

One of the main projects of the novel is to idealize hierarchical re
lationships between elite white Mexicans and nonelite Mexican Indians, 
so that Indians are integrated into the Mexican nation but in subordinate 
roles dependent upon the noblesse oblige of the elite landowning class.  
After Boussard lynches her father, Paula vows to avenge his death and 
immediately teams with Humfredo, an Indian servant who swears by his 
"Aztec blood" and "the love I bore my master" that he will be "unswerv
ingly faithful" to Paula (17). Humfredo resembles the happy slaves in U.S.  
southern plantation novels, whose virtues are demonstrated by a willing
ness to sacrifice themselves for the comfort and safety of a master class 
whose superiority they instinctively recognize.  

Paula's success in saving her nation hinges, in addition, on her willing
ness to make common cause with Mexican Indians. To advance their plot, 
Humfredo takes Paula to visit his mother, Marta, a priestess presiding 
over Aztec ceremonies at the chamber of the crested serpent, a huge mon
ster that appears and crushes enemies at crucial times. Marta tells Paula 
that if she is to succeed in avenging her father's death and saving her na
tion, she must become a "daughter of the Aztecs" (14) by letting the ser
pent wind itself around her. After participating in the ritual, Paula dresses
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as a man and stains her face and hands brown in order to more effectively 

fight all "invaders and usurpers, for love of country and for revenge" (25).  

In the end, after Paula, Humfredo, Marta, and their allies lure Bous

sard to the secret chamber, he is dispatched by the serpent. Immediately 

afterward, in a magnanimous act of individual land reform, Paula nobly 

offers her hacienda to Marta and Humfredo, who go there to live and 

thereafter "can count their cattle and horses by thousands." In this way, 

Emerald offers a fantasy solution to the persistent struggles over land, 

labor, race, and republican government in Mexico and the United States, 

one that romanticizes continuing, hierarchical power relations between 

whites and nonwhites even as it struggles to envision a different, post

civil war(s) future.  

Paula is able to give her hacienda to her Indian allies only because she 

has another place of her own, an unusual "building of architectural ele

gance and superior mechanical finish" overlooking Mexico City, which 

she shares with her new American husband, Steager, a man "born to the 

saddle and warlike deeds" (28) who is now fighting with the Mexican lib

erals. At a critical moment, Steager impersonates an artist who has come 

to Mexico to "sketch scenes of the encampment of the greatest soldier of 

the Imperial army" (75), thereby alluding to the artists, newspapermen, 

and others who came to Mexico to document the French occupation. In 

the end, although the novel mobilizes sympathy on behalf of the Mexican 

liberals who resist the French, Emerald weds his heroine to Steager rather 

than to Hernando Vidal, a staunch Mexican liberal who "hated the Im

perial government with the same bitterness as herself" (27), or any other 

Mexican hero.  

The novel's fantasy solution thereby echoes the endings of so many 

U.S.-Mexico War-era story paper novelettes. Although the novel's final 

line lauds Mexican men who "live and die in the service of Republican 

Mexico," Paula Vallejo is finally "wooed and won" by a U. S. soldier who 

takes her away to live in "ease and plenty" (ioi).  

In these ways, The Crested Serpent combines hemispheric republican 

solidarity and an anticolonial alliance in nation building with a romantic 

vision shaped by racism and fantasies of trans-American desire. Like a 

large body of U.S. popular literature that preceded it, the novel suggests 

how readily the U.S. embrace of the Monroe Doctrine and hemispheric 

intimacy could slide into coercion and control, and how egalitarianism 

available only to whites limited U.S. visions of a republican and demo

cratic future in the Americas.  

As Mexico became independent in the 182os, U.S. political and liter-
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ary culture promised solidarity against colonial rule. When a Texas war 
for independence to promote slavery in the 1830s culminated in a U. S.  
war against Mexico to annex Texas, its slave society, and all the lands 
from Texas to California in the 1840s, U.S. political and popular cultural 
visions divided sharply. Promoters of the expansion of the nation and of 
slavery saw heroic liberations; opponents of both lamented the use of 
violence to expand territory and slavery as an assault on republicanism in 
both Mexico and the United States. When conflicts over the expansion 
of slavery into territories taken from Mexico led to civil war in the 186os, 

U.S. political, popular, and visual cultures again divided. While Mexicans 
faced their own civil war and French occupation, northerners imagined 
alliances with Mexico's liberals, yet worried that the Indian Juarez was 
their leader. Southerners, on the other hand, saw promise in Maximilian's 
empire. When the South fell in 1865, followed by Maximilian's defeat and 
death in 1867, northern victors worried that Mexican liberals led by a bar
baric Indian could not possibly forge an effective republic. The only solu
tion: Yankee tutelage.  

These debates resonate in political tracts, elite novels, popular litera
ture, and visual culture. Perhaps most powerfully, they resonated with 
the growing audience of U. S. readers who consumed romances in which 
manly Yankees wooed, won, and saved Mexican women-elite, white 
Mexican women. These novels taught the lesson that Mexican men were 
not ready to be manly heroes; indigenous Mexicans required the leader
ship of Yankee men as well as the intercession of elite white Mexican 
women with the wisdom to become wives of manly Yankees. The United 
States was white, male, republican, and powerful - all good. On the other 
hand, Mexico was mixed and too often indigenous, essentially female, in
capable of republicanism, and thus fated to subordination. None of this 
was good for Mexicans, but was quite promising for a United States enter
ing an era of capitalist expansion. The long-contested process of con
structing a U.S. image of Mexico also helped build a powerful self-image 
for white USAmericans: they rightfully ruled at home, in territories taken 
from Mexico, and would rule in Mexico and elsewhere when opportuni
ties emerged. Thus did conflicts in and against Mexico decisively shape 
and transform U. S. literature, culture, politics, and society during pivotal 
decades of nation building.
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CHAPTER 4

Mexican Merchants and Teamsters on 

the Texas Cotton Road, 1862-1865 

DAVID MONTEJANO 

Perhaps nothing speaks more pointedly to the general amnesia with re

gards to Mexico and Mexicans in the history of the United States than 

their omission from the expansive American Civil War literature. What 

mention has been made of Mexicans and Mexico has generally focused 

on border troubles and on Mexican and Texas Mexican military partici

pation-in other words, on bandits and soldiers. Here I wish to focus 

on Mexican merchants and teamsters and describe the vital commercial 

role they played in sustaining the western Confederacy. At the most basic 

level, I want to introduce them as important but overlooked participants 

in the American Civil War. On a more abstract plane, this chapter sug

gests that the "Texas cotton road," in existence only for the duration of 

the Civil War, heralded the potential of the U.S.-Mexican borderlands as 

an emerging commercial corridor in a global economy.  

Much has been written about the "blockade runners" of the eastern 

Confederacy, of the sleek ships running out of Mobile or Wilmington on 

their way to Havana or Nassau. Little has been written, however, about the 

blockade running carried out on lumbering ox carts in the western portion 

of the Confederate states, or what was called the Trans-Mississippi De

partment. Historians who specialize in nineteenth-century western his

tory have some awareness of the cotton road that traversed Texas south

ward toward Mexico, but they have not examined the character of this 

trade nor have they ventured beyond the Texas-Mexican border. What I 

argue in this essay is that when the Union blockade threatened the econ

omy of the trans-Mississippi Confederacy and the demand for soldiers 

depleted the population of eligible white men, Mexican merchants and 

teamsters in essence assumed much of the critical freighting operations
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for the region. They took those roles not from sympathy with the Con
federacy or slavery but in pursuit of profit and good wages.  

This signaled an abrupt change in Anglo-Mexican relations in Texas.  
Mexican merchants and teamsters had been excluded from the expand
ing cotton economy of mid-nineteenth-century Texas. Virulent anti
Mexican sentiment, especially in the form of vigilante attacks on Mexican 
cart trains, had driven many Mexicans from the mercantile and freighting 
trade by the time the state seceded in 1861. But beginning in 1863 until the 
end of the war, a veritable army of Mexican teamsters - perhaps as many 
as fifteen thousand -handled the import and export of goods vital to the 
functioning of the Trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  

Given the history of conflictual relations between Mexicans and Anglos 
in Texas, the reliance of the western Confederacy on Mexican merchants 
and teamsters for freighting and marketing cotton points clearly to its in
creasingly desperate need for labor and revenue as the Civil War wore on.  
The recognition and encouragement of this Mexican presence by Con
federate authorities stood in contrast to the indifferent or hostile posture 
of Texas state authorities during the previous decade.  

On the Eve of the Civil War 

Anglo-Mexican relations in Texas in the decade following the Mexican 
American War of 1846-1848 were expectedly antagonistic. In Central and 
Southeast Texas, where substantial numbers of Anglo and European im
migrants had settled, entire Mexican communities were uprooted. Mexi
cans were driven from Austin in 1853 and again in 1855, from Seguin in 
1854, from the counties of Matagorda and Colorado in 1856, and from 
Uvalde in 1857. An Anglo pioneer in the Victoria area voiced a common 
sentiment of the time: "White folks and Mexicans were never made to 
live together, anyhow, and the Mexicans had no business here. They were 
getting so impertinent, and were well protected by the laws, that the 
Americans would just have to get together and drive them all out of the 
country." 1 

Beyond the bitter resentments left from the Mexican War, a fre
quent justification was that Mexicans were encouraging slaves to escape 
to Mexico. In 1854, delegates from nine counties representing slavery 
interests had met in Gonzales to form vigilante committees to prevent 
the flight of slaves to Mexico. Frederick Olmsted, after his 1855 "saddle
trip" through Texas, described the subsequent expulsions of "lower-class"
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peons accused of being horse thieves and consorters in slave insurrection.  

One newspaper item collected by Olmsted tells the story of the period 

plainly: 

MATAGORDA. -The people of Matagorda County have held a Meet
ing and ordered every Mexican to leave the country. To strangers this 

may seem wrong, but we hold it to be perfectly Right and highly neces

sary, but a word of explanation should be given. In the first place, then, 

there are none but the lower class or "Peon" Mexicans in the county; 

secondly, they have no fixed domicile, but hang around the plantations, 

taking the likeliest negro girls for wives; and, thirdly, they often steal 

horses, and these girls, too, and endeavor to run them to Mexico. We 

should rather have anticipated an appeal to Lynch law, than the mild 

course which has been adopted. 2 

Even in San Antonio, the former capital of Texas, there was an attempt 

to drive away a large section of the Mexican population, but the plan 

failed because the Germans, who would have formed a major element 

of the proposed vigilante committee, refused to support these efforts.  

Nonetheless, by 1856, San Antonio had been half-deserted by its Mexican 

population. The government, the "money-capital," and much of the land 

base of the former Mexican elite were in the hands of the Anglo pioneers.  

Most of the mechanics and smaller shopkeepers were German, while the 

Mexicans appeared "to have almost no other business than that of carting 

goods." Nearly 6o percent of the Mexican work force, according to Olm

sted, were cartmen.3 

The Mexican cartmen, however, would suffer the same fate as the de

spised "peon" of Southeast Texas. During the summer and fall of 1857, 
Mexican teamsters who carted freight along the San Antonio-Goliad 

highway were attacked by masked bands. The troubles came to be known 

as the "Cart Wars." The assailants were believed to be Anglo teamsters 

who resented the competition from Mexicans. Despite seventy-five mur

ders, civil authorities were unwilling to arrest the attackers. The raids 

proved successful, and Mexicans were effectively removed from the 

freight business between San Antonio and the Gulf Coast ports.4 

Beyond the Nueces River, however, where the great majority of the 

population was Mexican, such direct assaults and efforts were frequently 

met with outright resistance. The most dramatic example is the uprising 

in 1859 led by Juan Cortina, a leading landowner angered by the "mis

treatment" of Mexicans at the hands of the new Americans. Cortina's
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band of rancheros seized control of Brownsville and defeated a unit of 
Texas Rangers before being driven to the Mexican side of the Rio Grande.  

Beyond the Anglo line of settlement, the new American authorities 
generally governed in concert with the old Mexican elite through what I 
have previously described as a "peace structure." Such an alliance was not 
necessarily an awkward one, for the landed Mexican elite and the southern 
planter elite shared a similar worldview regarding land and labor. In San 
Antonio and Laredo, this cultural affinity was marked by a few prominent 
marriages between young Mexican hacendados and southern belles. Santos 
Benavides of Laredo best symbolizes the alliance. Cortina, on the other 
hand, represents the aristocratic defender of the commoner.5 

Thus, in Central and Southeast Texas, where considerable numbers 
of Mexicans and Anglos lived, the tragic aftermath one expects of war
recriminations, dispossession of land and belongings, violence, and re
venge-was much in evidence in the 1850s. In deep South Texas, where 
the Anglo elite constituted a small and conspicuous presence, the new 
political order generally relied on an alliance with key members of the old 
Mexican elite.  

Such was the setting on the eve of the American Civil War. Texas 
Mexicans were generally indifferent toward the Civil War. They had not 
been a party to the political debates surrounding secession nor did they 
have much sympathy for the Confederacy or the institution of slavery.  
When hostilities broke out, Mexicans generally claimed exemption from 
military service on the grounds that they were not U. S. citizens. None
theless, Jerry Thompson estimates that in Texas three thousand Mexi
cans served the Confederacy and nine hundred, the Union. Support for 
one side or another basically followed the political alignments established 
during the immediate annexation period. Santos Benavides of Laredo, an 
ally of the new Anglo-Texan political elite, defended the Rio Grande terri
tory for the Confederacy, while "robber baron" Juan Cortina favored the 
Union and delighted in attacking the Texan-Confederate forces. But most 
Mexicans who enlisted on one side or the other, according to Gonzilez 
Quiroga, did so for economic reasons. The promise of a monthly salary, 
a uniform, and a rifle was sufficient inducement for enlistment. Failure to 
live up to the salary promise often led to desertion, underscoring again 
the tenuous loyalties of Mexicans to either side of the conflict.6 

Despite the indifference of the Mexican population to the American 
Civil War, the sudden transformation of the Rio Grande into the Con
federacy's sole unimpeded link to world trade lured many to work for 
the trans-Mississippi Confederacy. The prospect of wages moved many
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small ranchers to become teamsters in the booming cotton trade, and 

the prospect of profit moved many Spanish Mexican merchants to be

come involved in organizing the trade. With the onset of the Civil War, 

Mexico and Mexicans became critical elements for the commerce of the 

trans-Mississippi Confederacy. As Gonzilez Quiroga has noted, the 

northern Mexican states of Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Le6n, Tamauli

pas, Zacatecas, Durango, and San Luis Potosi provided the South with 

large quantities of hides, flour, salt, sugar, coffee, lead, powder, and rope. 7 

Equally important, after the blockade of southern ports by the U.S. Navy, 

Mexico provided the only channel for southern trade with world markets.  

Thus, maintaining cordial relations with Mexico became an important 

concern to the Confederacy, providing some protection for Mexicans in 

Texas, especially for those engaged in carting goods for the Confederacy.  

The Cotton Road and International Markets 

Beginning in 1862, the second year of the Civil War, planters in East Texas, 

as well as in Louisiana and Arkansas, began to look westward, toward the 

Mexican border, to market their cotton. By this time, the port cities of the 

western Confederacy had either been captured or effectively blockaded by 

Union forces. Before the blockade, steamers on the Sabine and Red rivers 

had carried cotton to New Orleans, but New Orleans was blockaded early, 

in June 1861, and captured by Union forces in April 1862. The same situa

tion confronted planters and merchants who had previously relied on the 

Brazos and Trinity rivers in East Texas to ferry cotton to Galveston. After 

Galveston's temporary capture in October 1862, the port city was not a 

viable option. For a time, shallow-draught ships, or lighters, were able to 

evade the naval blockade by using the barrier islands and navigating down 

the Laguna Madre, but that option, too, was closed after the temporary 

capture of Corpus Christi in late 1863. The Union navy, however, could 

not extend its blockade to the Rio Grande, an international river whose 

use by Mexico was protected by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Thus, 

the only secure trade route for planters, merchants, and Confederate offi

cials of the Trans-Mississippi Department was westward over land to the 

Mexican border, and then down the Rio Bravo, on the Mexican side, to a 

port town called Bagdad, a few miles below Matamoros.  

This tiny port had been named Bagdad because it had been used as a 

disembarkation point for a U. S. Army camel experiment during the 1850s.  
During the Civil War, it became, as James Irby puts it, "the backdoor" of
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the Confederacy. Barges and small steamers flying the Mexican flag would 
take the cotton "outside the bar," where ocean-going vessels flying under 
various European flags were anchored, waiting their turn to load or un
load cargo. At the height of the cotton trade, as many as two hundred ships 
were anchored outside the bar. Planters, in other words, were not the only 
concerned parties looking for a reliable cotton outlet. Merchants from 
every Western European nation, as well as from New England, were anx
ious to have secure access to southern cotton. Bagdad became a "Babylon" 
boomtown, to cite one apt description, where French, Germans, Irish, 
Hungarians, English, Spaniards, and Mexicans used a mixture of foreign 
languages to communicate.8 

The business papers of Jos6 San Romin and Charles Stillman, two 
prominent merchants based in Brownsville-Matamoros, provide an in
valuable view of this war-related trade. Inquiries and advice about the 
cotton trade dominate their papers.9 

Charles Stillman, from a Connecticut mercantile family, had been a 
merchant in Matamoros and northern Mexico since 1828. In this con
tested frontier, Stillman had demonstrated an ability to trade with friend 
and foe alike, even while they were at war. He had greeted Taylor's in
vading army when it occupied Matamoros in 1846. His Civil War cor
respondence with his commercial agents in New York and New Orleans 
(and in Monterrey and Manchester) is a further testament to his studied 
political neutrality and mercantile instincts.  

Jos6 San Romin, a Spanish citizen, had settled in Matamoros in 1846 
as a representative of a dry goods firm based in New Orleans. By the time 
of the Civil War, he was a well-established and prosperous commission 
merchant. San Romin's exports were silver bullion, lead, sugar, tobacco, 
goatskins, liquor, and coffee. His imports were clothing and dry goods.  
When the blockade disrupted the lucrative New Orleans-Havana trade, 
the trade axis shifted westward to Matamoros-Havana and gave the com
mercial house of San Roman newfound importance. With the onset of 
war, he left the clothing and dry goods business to concentrate on the 
cotton export trade. While Stillman's mercantile network was based pri
marily in Texas, San Romin was a key merchant for the elites of northern 
Mexico and the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  

As early as November 1861, the commercial house of San Roman was 
informing its business network in northern Mexico about a new trade 
with Texas: "A new trade in all kinds of products is beginning to open on 
this border.with the interior of Texas." 10 Lead, woolen goods, manufac-
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tured cotton goods, dry goods, medicine, and, of course, the ingredients 

to manufacture gunpowder were all items desired in Texas.  

Of particular note for San Roman and Stillman was the potentially 

lucrative investment in cotton. English, French, German, and Spanish 

mills-not to mention New England mills-were scrambling to find new 

sources of cotton. San Roman, responding to a request from Barcelona, 
described the situation to merchant Antonio Costa of Havana as follows 

(July 1862): "I am aware of the kind of cotton that Barcelona needs; in 

this plaza there are no great quantities to sell and one has to buy what can 

be found . . . land transportation to the Texas interior is every day more 

costly, up to 7 cents per pound has been paid."" 

Likewise, a typical inquiry (February 3, 1863) to Charles Stillman 
about trade in Brownsville-Matamoros reads as follows: "The object of 

my present communication is to ascertain . . . whether 1 should conclude 

to open a trade with your section of the country and make purchases 

there. If I could get the goods transported by Mexican carts to Victoria 

on the Guadalupe River-and cotton carted back from that point by the 

same means-what prices would I have to pay for freights to that point & 

back to Brownsville -"12 The inquiry came from Nacogdoches in far East 

Texas.  

For a few years, the commerce of the trans-Mississippi district with 

world markets would rest in the hands of commission merchants such 

as the Vance brothers, Jean Baptiste Lacoste, and John Twohig in San 

Antonio; John Leyendecker in Laredo; and San Roman and Stillman in 

Brownsville-Matamoros. They would organize the trade circuits that gave 

rise to the cotton road.  

The cotton road was not one road but consisted of all the routes that 

cotton followed on its way to Mexico for export. It was actually a net

work of rail lines, water routes, and land roads that reached inland as far as 

southern Arkansas and western Louisiana. From Jefferson, Texas, on the 

northern border with Louisiana, the distance to Brownsville was 6oo or 

700 miles, depending on the route. Poor road conditions and bad weather 

could make a one-way oxcart trip take as long as eleven months in one di

rection. One cart train that loaded at nearby Pittsburg, Texas, for example, 
left on September 1, 1862, and reached Brownsville on July 22, 1863."3 The 

rail system was poorly developed and maintained and consisted primarily 

of a spiderlike configuration in the southeastern part of the state. Its long

est segment, some 16o miles, linked Beaumont, near the Louisiana bor

der, with Alleyton, the terminus of the Buffalo Bayou, Brazos and Colo-
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rado Railway (BBB&C). From Alleyton, the Mexican border lay some 300 
miles away, or a few months distant by oxcart. How else to transport the 
cotton? With all water routes blocked, ox and mule cart trains were the 
only way.  

The difficulties of this mode of freighting were many. Flooded rivers 
and roads, drought, shortages of rope and bagging material, and, most 
critically, shortages of animals and carts all bedeviled planters, cotton fac
tors, and Confederate officials. Too much rain in East Texas had ham
pered cotton purchases, wrote Stillman's agent from Alleyton: 

We have had a great deal of rain within the last month which rendered it 

impossible to Travel about and I have done but little in the way of pur

chasing Cotton, but as soon as the weather will permit will use all my
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exertions.... There is but little cot. on the Colorado for Sale and prices 

going up everyday. it is now worth 28 to 3oc. I expect we will have to buy 

our cot. on Brazos River and take the chance of getting it over the Road 

to this place.' 4 

Drought, on the other hand, also plagued South Texas. The same pur

chasing agent described the effects: "I did not send my Mexican back from 

San Patricio because it was as much as we could do to get to Mr. Belden 

Rancho there being no grape nor corn to be had in the whole route from 

San Anto. The consequence was that his horse gave out."' 5 The drought 

of 1862-1864 was so severe that shallow-draught steamers stopped plying 

the lower Rio Grande between Roma and Matamoros.  

War-related risks added to the woes of carting cotton. Threats of a 

"Yankee invasion" often forced planters and merchants to move cotton 

away from the coast as quickly as possible. When Brownsville fell into 

the hands of the federals in November 1863, the result was disastrous for 

those on the road from the King Ranch. Retreating Confederate troops 

burned all cotton on that leg of the cotton road. Supercargo George 

Garcia, supervising a cotton train under contract to Stillman, penned an 

eloquent letter describing his circuitous journey up the Rio Grande, away 

from Brownsville: 

Laredo, Texas Nov 25th 1863 

Chas. Stillman Esq.  

Sir 
Your cotton 77 bales have arrived at this place today and it was put across 

the river immediately. I contracted with your agent to haul it from where 

I received it to Brownsville, for 9c a pound. I arrived at Salt Lakes and 

there I was ordered with the loading to go to Davis Ranch, not finding 

any one authorized by you to receive it, I then drove up the Rio Grande 

and at the Sauce, Major Benavides ordered me to this place and would 

have burnt the cotton, if I had not left so soon. I drove very fast and on 

that account I lost some oxen. For such extra hauling I demand 6c addi

tional per pound. I hope and trust you will come or send right off some 

one, to settle with me and receive your cotton it is on the other side well 

taken care of by me. I also charge you $i per bale for cross it over the 

river.  

I remain yours, 

George Garcia' 6
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Mexico provided no refuge from military maneuvers. Indeed, cross
ing into Mexico meant crossing into another civil war, one that had raged 
intermittently since 1858 between Juarista liberal republicans and anti
Juarista conservatives and monarchists. At the invitation of the latter, the 
French invaded in 1862 and installed Maximilian as emperor of Mexico in 
1864. Matamoros and Bagdad experienced the vagaries of Mexican civil 
war as they passed through different hands between 1862 and 1865. Jua
rista Juan Cortina, the feared robber baron of South Texas, had control 
for a spell, as did the anti-Juarista royalists and their French allies.  

Regardless of which side was in command, all recognized and encour
aged the cotton trade. According to one source, trade with the Confed
eracy for a time accounted for two-thirds of Mexico's national income.  
The revenues from the customhouses overcame ideological preferences 
and made for enduring neutrality on the part of Mexican authorities. The 
complex politics of the Mexican civil conflicts did not upset the flow of 
cotton through Matamoros.'' 

Thus, in spite of many obstacles and risks, a great commerce sprang 
up along the cotton road. Its major shipping points became boomtowns 
with a highly diverse population. Thus, the population of Alleyton, in the 
description of the Houston Tri-Weekly Telegraph, was "composed prin
cipally of Mexican teamsters, carts, teams, dogs, wives, cotton buyers, 
cotton sellers, merchants, pedlars, speculators, foreigners, and soldiers." 18 

Alleyton as a shipping center became a miniature version of Bagdad, the 
port at the receiving end.  

So how much cotton was carted down the cotton road? A hurricane in 
the late nineteenth century destroyed the municipal records of Matamo
ros, thus making a precise accounting based on import duties impossible.  
An indication of the magnitude of this trade, however, can be seen by 
the duties collected at the customhouses at Reynosa, Nuevo Laredo, and 
Piedras Negras in 1863. According to the calculations of Robert Kerby, 
these duties, amounting to some $175,000 per month, suggest that be
tween 21,000 and 29,000 bales passed through these ports each month.' 9 

In other words, at least 250,000 bales, and perhaps as many as 348,000, 
crossed into Mexico through the customhouses above Matamoros in 1863.  

Confirmation of the magnitude of the trade comes from Liverpool
Manchester, England, the primary destination of southern cotton. The 
quarterly reports of the Cotton Supply Reporter (1861-i866), an indus
try newspaper from Manchester, tabulate raw cotton imports according 
to their point of origin.20 If these reports are organized by year and ori-
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Table 4.1. United Kingdom Raw Cotton Imports from North America, 1861-1866 

No. of Bales Shipped 

Shipped From 1861 1862 1863 1864 1865 1866 

Southern U.S. ports 6,746,438 30,431 9,973 8,108 467,817 3,1 18,817 
Bahamas & Turks Island 7 43,220 202,009 227,814 129,336 4,158 

Atlantic Mexican ports - 27,960 172,126 227,854 326,640 3,145 

Total 6,746,445 101,611 384,108 463,776 923,793 3,126,120 

Note: Selected ports only.  
Source: Cotton Supply Reporter (Manchester, Eng.).  

gin, one gets a sense of the volume of cotton flowing through Matamoros

Bagdad to England (see Table 4.1).  

Table 4.1 demonstrates that for the southern ports, the sharp decline in 

cotton exports from 1861 to 1862, with recovery beginning in 1866, came 

with the interregnum of the Civil War. Between 1862 and 1865, southern 

cotton was squeezing past the northern blockade through the Bahamas 

and Mexico. At the height of this trade in 1864, over 400,000 bales arrived 

in England. The Bahamas, and Nassau in particular, was the destination of 

preference for the blockade runners of the Deep South. Mexico was the 

destination for cotton from the western Confederacy. What is striking is 

that the amount of cotton exported from Mexico between 1862 and 1865 

surpassed that of the better-known Bahamas' trade by more than 150,ooo 

bales. Once the war ended, exports from both points of blockade evasion 

collapsed.  

The Making of "Mexican Cotton" 

During the Civil War era, Mexico was not a cotton-growing country.  

"Mexican cotton" was southern cotton that had been sold to Mexican

based owners. It was, in other words, a legal definition based on respect for 

Mexico's neutrality. Neutrality meant that the hostilities of the Civil War 

were in a sense suspended on Mexican soil. Thus, one found a curious mix 

of people - soldiers, deserters, spies, consular officials, merchants, plant

ers, northerners, southerners, Europeans, and, of course, Mexicans 

commingling in the neutral ports along the Lower Rio Grande.
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Respect for Mexico's neutrality also meant that the rules of the mar
ket regarding ownership and profit held sway over the war exigencies of 
North and South. But these rules were subject to military challenge. Po
litical and military contemporaries from both the Union and the Confed
eracy were aware that there was no such thing as Mexican cotton except 
in a technically legal sense; authorities from both sides made repeated at
tempts to control the trade. For planters and merchants, "foreign" owner
ship surfaced as a protective strategy, however tenuous the protection.  

On the Union side, the export of Mexican cotton was seen as a poorly 
disguised ruse. Admiral Farragut and his subordinates believed that the 
cotton was being shipped "without good faith transfer to Mexican owner
ship and was therefore subject to seizure for that reason, although the bills 
of lading, as certified by the American Consul at Matamoros, were in per
fect order." 21 In early February 1862, a man of war, the U. S. S. Portsmouth, 
appeared off the mouth of the Rio Grande, creating "a panic in the mar
ket" and paralyzing the cotton trade. Two more U. S. steamers joined it, 
setting off rumors of a possible invasion. Then in a direct challenge to the 
suspect cotton trade, the U.S. S. Portsmouth seized the British steamship 
Labuan as it loaded Mexican cotton. The British consul based in Matamo
ros protested angrily to no avail. The Labuan and its cargo were sent to a 
federal prize court for adjudication. In a letter to the Avendano brothers 
of New Orleans, commission merchants with an interest in the Matamo
ros trade, San Romin noted that "the above-named Frigate has seized the 
English steamer that was carrying cotton and it is said has sent it to the 
north ... there will be difficulties in this matter." 22 

The three U.S. warships effectively blockaded the river for a month 
before a warship from England and one from France appeared off the 
mouth. The Brownsville Flag reported that the British frigate Phaeton, 
commanded by Admiral Teatham and carrying fifty-six guns, and the 
French corvette Bertholet, commanded by Jonquieres, with six guns, 
eighty pounds rifled, had come on a "visit": "Admiral Teatham speaks in 
the most favorable terms of the South, and is evidently in sympathy with 
our revolution.... He denies being here, however, to take any part in the 
difficulty, or to do any thing with the blockade, but simply states his mis
sion to be to keep the mouth of the Rio Grande open to the trade of the 
world, at all hazards. The English evidently do not intend to allow the 
paper blockade of the Yankees to extend itself to the ports of Mexico."" 
San Roman believed that the situation would soon change, as he explained 
in a letter to his New York commercial agent, M. Echeverria and Com
pany: "for the moment I am not ready to begin trading because of the
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many difficulties that currently present themselves on this frontier; out

side the bar of the Mouth of the River we have some 18 boats loaded with 

merchandise and unloading them is difficult; also there are two steam

ships of war one English and the other French; it is believed that soon cot

ton can be exported."24 

European gunboat diplomacy effectively ended the Union's attempt to 

extend the blockade to the Rio Grande. The Lincoln administration did 

not desire to engage in hostilities with the English or the French. The 

Labuan was later released by the prize court.  

With the realization that the North would not block the export of 

cotton at Bagdad, a "cotton feast," in the apt description of Brownsville 

historian Harbert Davenport, began: "By October, 1862, all merchants 

in northern Mexico, including Texans and other foreigners, were joining 

in the cotton feast, buying Texas cotton in transit on the sandy roads of 

south Texas, wherever it could be found. . . . it could no longer be said, 

much less proved, that cotton moving through Matamoros and Bagdad 

was not Mexican owned."25 Mexican merchants who had been shipping 

specie through Matamoros, Davenport later added, "began using portions 

of their capital to speculate in cotton." 26 

Perhaps more frustrating for Union navy commanders was the fact 

that the New York customhouse was clearing contraband-loaded vessels 

for Matamoros. One commander of the Eastern Gulf Blockading Squad

ron, after boarding a Matamoros-bound ship cleared from New York, 

wrote a letter of protest to secretary of the navy Gideon Welles about 

the "gross abuse of the privilege of a neutral port, and that by vessels 

under our own flag, sailing with regular clearances from our own custom

houses." Hope of "crushing the rebellion," noted Lt. Comm. Joseph Cou

thouy, would "be utterly vain, so long as unlimited supplies are allowed to 

be poured from our Northern ports into the heart of the State, through 

the Rio Grande and Matamoros, which is but another name for Browns

ville, there being hardly a firm of any note in the first city that has not a 

branch house in the latter also." Couthouy concluded his report in a tone 

of exasperation: "It may be that all this correspondence and trading with 

and consigning cargoes to so notorious a partisan of the rebels as Charles 

Stillman is perfectly legitimate, honorable, and eminently patriotic, but 

it still somewhere conflicts with my preconceived ideas of what should be 

regarded by every loyal citizen and honest man as illegal, dishonorable, 

and traitorous to the last degree." 

Such reports prompted Secretary Welles to protest to treasury secre

tary Salmon P. Chase, in spring of 1863, to exert greater control over the
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issuance of clearances. Welles complained that there were about two hun
dred ships "having regular clearances from Northern ports off the mouth 
of the Rio Grande, waiting to discharge their cargoes and receive cotton." 
Welles urged Chase to curb the illicit trade.27 

The Union army did attempt to stop the cotton trade when it occupied 
Brownsville in November 1863, but this merely forced the cotton road to 
cross into Mexico at Piedras Negras and Laredo. Laredo, as a contem
porary witness put it, "suddenly sprang into prominence as the greatest 
cotton shipping point in the South. The Federals sent an expedition from 
Brownsville against this point, but Benavides with his regiment of cav
alry, nearly all Mexicans-drove the enemy back, and the cotton trade 
continued in its increasing volume until the evacuation of Brownsville in 
1864."28 

Thus the export of cotton continued unabated as did northern com
mercial participation in it. After several months of occupation, the federal 
troops were withdrawn (in April 1864) in order to mount a military cam
paign along the Red River in northern Louisiana. The military objective 
remained the same: to disrupt the cotton trade of the trans-Mississippi 
Confederacy.  

If U. S. naval officers were rankled by the presence of "dishonorable" 
northern merchants in the Bagdad trade, the Confederate military com
mand was equally upset by the cotton speculators and planters who put 
profit above southern honor. The fact that southern cotton might find 
its way to New York was a minor concern compared to the problems the 
western Confederacy faced in attempting to procure cotton for export.  
Export of government-owned cotton was seen as the best and perhaps 
only way to secure funds for munitions and other war materiel. This 
strategy pitted military officials against speculators and cotton merchants, 
who easily outbid Confederate purchase offers, and it pitted them against 
planters who were not keen on accepting Confederate currency or certifi
cates. This paralleled the difficulty the Union was having regulating the 
northern merchants, brokers, and politicians involved in the Matamoros 
trade.  

Unlike their brethren east of the Mississippi, the growers of the Trans
Mississippi Department were reluctant to sell their cotton to the govern
ment for Confederate currency or certificates; many refused. The growers 
of the western Confederacy had the option of transporting their cotton 
to the Mexican border, where a specie market awaited them. Indeed, the 
specie market came to them as commission merchants traveled the plan
tations of East Texas looking to buy cotton. As Robert Kerby has noted,
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"private speculators, who were able to offer planters the highest prices for 

cotton, were rapidly cornering the stocks of cotton needed to barter for 

the goods. Without some sort of regulation, there was real danger that the 

speculators might succeed in monopolizing commerce with Mexico."2 9 

As Confederate currency lost value, the predicament for the Confed

erate states became increasingly desperate. It was becoming "More & 

more difficult Evry day," as plantation owner Robert Clark explained to 

Stillman, "to buy property unless on a specie basis." 30 Moreover, rumors 

of possible "impressment" moved some Texas planters to seek foreign 

buyers. Thus, T. A. Jackson of Brenham petitioned San Romin to claim 

Jackson's cotton: "If you can send me carts or wagons to carry two hun

dred Bales I would like for you to do so as it is impossible to get wagons 

here to carry cotton off. I have two hundred Bales here and I want you to 

claim it as there is such rumor here that the government will take all the 

cotton that is shipped to Mexico unless owned by some House in Mexico 

or some other foreign firm."3 1 

To complicate matters, Texas authorities frequently contravened or 

weakened Confederate cotton policies. In 1862, the Legislature created a 

State Military Board whose mission was to equip state militia on the basis 

of cotton purchases and exports, thus entering the state into direct com

petition with Confederate purchasing agents. Governor Lubbock and 

later Governor Murrah also proved responsive to the pleas of planters for 

exemptions from Confederate policy.  

Bureaucratic mismanagement, internal competition within the Trans

Mississippi Department, and inconsistent policies compounded the prob

lems. A prime example surfaced in early 1863. Majors Simeon Hart and 

Charles Russell, quartermasters of San Antonio and Brownsville, re

spectively, had recommended tackling the transport problem by assem

bling cotton at San Antonio, Goliad, and Santa Gertrudis and permitting 

Mexican merchants to come for it. The plan was put into operation in 

January 1863, but the following month Gen. John B. Magruder, com

manding officer of the District of Texas, issued regulations forbidding 

cotton export by anyone other than authorized government agents, thus 

effectively eliminating Mexican merchants from the trade. Magruder was 

reaffirming an earlier prohibition.  

This elicited a strong protest from Gov. Santiago Vidaurri of Nuevo 

Le6n on behalf of Mexican merchants. Vidaurri followed up by refusing 

to let Mexican carts cross over into Texas. The policy tempest was settled 

when the Confederate War Department issued an order forbidding inter

ference with the cotton trade west of the Mississippi by the Confeder-
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ate military command. According to Davenport, General Magruder and 
other Confederate officers resented the order, considering it "a sop to 
the speculators who had been buying Confederate cotton at high prices 
for cash." As a result, Magruder, not having any interest in guarding a 
speculative trade, basically left Brownsville unprotected.32 The federal 
army would take Brownsville in November 1863 without encountering 
any resistance.  

In Davenport's dismissive summary, the handling of the cotton trade 
illustrates "the progressive stupidity of the Confederate Government." 
The Confederate government looked to Matamoros for essential supplies 
but never developed a comprehensive plan for managing this trade. In
stead, the Brownsville-Santa Gertrudis area was occupied "by an army of 
incompetent 'agents,' each of whom had authority to sell cotton and buy 
supplies, though destitute of business experience, common honesty, and 
ordinary good sense."" 

The competing interests of growers, commission merchants, state 
politicians, and military officials made for a chaotic and ever-changing 
cotton market in the western Confederacy. Mexican interests also acted 
to counter any tight Confederate regulation of cotton export, much as 
English and French interests had acted to challenge the Union's seizure of 
"foreign-owned" cotton. Thus, domestic and international considerations 
allowed for the unrestricted flow of southern cotton as Mexican cotton.  
Foreign ownership protected southern cotton from Confederate confis
cation on land and from Union confiscation at sea.  

Mexican Merchants and the Cotton Trade 

U. S. naval intelligence was correct that many Brownsville merchants had 
taken on a Mexican hue simply to evade any problem with the blockade.  
Confederate citizens and supporters involved in the export trade were 
under pressure to disguise their property interests. Some merchants, like 
"Connecticut Yankee" Charles Stillman, followed a sort of market neu
trality and attempted to maintain trade with both North and South in 
spite of hostilities. Thus, shortly after the outbreak of war, Stillman was 
receiving advice from his business partner in New York that wool for 
army blankets would be in high demand. But the Matamoros trade was 
coming under scrutiny, so along with the market advice came a caution 
that he ship goods "in name of some mesican or Foreigner":
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New York August 28. 1861 

Friend Charley 
We have just received word from the Costom house that they will clear 

our vessel. which is a relief to us I don't beleav they will clear any more.  

My opinion is you could not do so well aney whear [else] with your 

Wool. For all the Woolen manufacters are to [make?] for Government 

on coars goods & [Starr?] Blankets for the army ... dont ship the Wool 

in your name ship it in name of some mesican or Foreigner. Be careful 

what you write for we are watched on all sides.34 

Heeding this advice, Stillman began to use Jeremiah Galvin and San

tiago Yturria as fronts, or "cutouts," in order to disguise the nature of his 

transactions. A few months later, Mifflin Kenedy and Richard King, busi

ness partners of Stillman's, transferred ownership of their riverboats to 

Mexican registry. The three were heavily involved in los algodones (cotton), 

with King's rancho functioning as a depot for Confederate cotton during 

most of the war period. The new owners of the riverboats were Mexican 

friends of Stillman's, Kenedy's, and King's. This semiclandestine business 

of Stillman and associates hints at an intriguing tale about the triumph of 

the market over sectionalism and war. My focus here is on the so-called 

Mexican friends who made this possible.  

The House of Yturria 

The Mexican merchants, it turns out, were not simply front men. Jere

miah Galvin and Santiago Yturria were successful merchants in their own 

right. One account estimates that Galvin was taking in $150,000 in re

ceipts per month; Yturria was doing even better. Strategically positioned 

as the British vice-consul in Matamoros, Galvan facilitated the business 

affairs of his older brother Francisco. Bernardo, the youngest of the three 

Yturria brothers, was assigned to Houston to act as Francisco's agent.  

The Yturria brothers were a powerful mercantile clan in Brownsville

Matamoros. While supportive of their friend Carlos Stillman, they did 

not hesitate to become directly involved in the Texas cotton trade. The 

Yturria family memoir provides an interesting account of one of their 

commission merchants working from Alleyton, a major shipping point 

on the cotton road.35 Rafael Alderete was Francisco Yturria's roving agent 

in 1862 and 1863, traveling throughout Central and East Texas, Arkan-
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sas, and western Louisiana, selling Yturria's merchandise and buying and 
shipping cotton to Matamoros. In April 1862, he was at Alleyton, bargain
ing for the best deals in a chaotic cotton market and keeping an eye out 
for a rumored Yankee invasion following the fall of New Orleans. The 
ensuing panic had moved planters to sell at bargain rates: "There would 
be nothing to lose because every day it will be cheaper, due as much to the 
lack of freighters as to the fear that it will be lost when it is seized by the 
enemy or [ordered] burnt [by Confederate officials]. The enemy is now 
able to come ashore whenever it wants . . . so all cotton near the shore is 
very exposed."36 Six weeks later, in mid-July 1862, Alderete's warning had 
been realized. "Not only have [the Yankees] seized the boats that were ar
riving with cotton," he wrote, "but they have also come ashore and taken 
said item." Alderete was referring to the Union blockading the fleet off 
Galveston.37 

Compounding the situation was competition with other merchants at 
Alleyton: "This has become a stopping place for peddlers, many coming 
from San Antonio with cloth, bagging, and Mexican rope and shoes and 
some other items." Alderete wanted to take Yturria's merchandise to 
Houston, where "we can get better prices than here.... But it is some
what difficult to take and bring a load to Houston because of the poor 
condition of the railroad. Still, I hope to load up two or three cars when 
I put together the rest of our goods and by these same means bring the 
cotton which we have over there." 38 

Later, on the way back from Houston, the Yturria cotton "escaped 
a great fire on the railroad. Only our cotton was saved. The agent is a 
friend of mine, and he puts our cotton on the covered cars whenever he is 
able to." 39 

After a year of weathering such difficulties on the road, the pressure 
finally got to Alderete. In one of his final letters from the road, written 
May 27, 1863, from Columbus (across from Alleyton), Alderete bluntly 
tells Yturria that "life here is intolerable, and even more so considering 
that it is not in your best interest, given the rise of [prices for] cotton and 
freight. As for myself, I am quite convinced that, the economic advan
tages notwithstanding, all of this is not worth it. No amount of money can 
compensate for what I am suffering physically and emotionally." 4 0 

When Brownsville fell to the Union forces in November of 1863, mo
mentarily slowing the cotton trade, Alderete left the commission business 
and returned to the Yturria home in Camargo.41
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The House of San Roman 

Arguably the most prominent merchant of the "twin cities," overshadow

ing even the well-known figure of Charles Stillman, was Jos6 San Romin.  

Although San Roman and many of his associates were Spaniards, their 

base of operation in northern Mexico - as well as their Spanish culture 

made them Mexican merchants whenever they crossed into the Texas in

terior. In Texas, Spaniards were often seen as high-class Mexicans, in part 

because many Mexican-born elite members claimed to be Spanish rather 

than Mexican. In a region that had changed hands four times in forty 

years-from Spain to Mexico (1821) to the Republic of Texas (1836) to 

the United States (1845) and then to the Confederacy (i861)-the ques

tion of citizenship was not likely to count as much as cultural identity or 

skin coloration. On this frontier, the distinction between "Hispanic" and 

"Mexican" was tenuous and at times irrelevant. In short, like the identity 

of Mexican cotton, the identity of the Mexican merchant was a construc

tion of sorts.  

San Roman's mercantile network was quite extensive, with significant 

commercial relations throughout northern Mexico and Europe, with 

Monterrey, New Orleans, Havana, New York, Manchester, and London 

as key centers. M. Echeverria & Co. was San Romin's agent in New York, 

Joseph Railton & Sons in Manchester. J. A. Bances and Genaro del Re

gato watched over San Romin's interests in Havana. In Mexico, Her

nandez Hermanos of Monterrey and Somohano of Vera Cruz were im

portant relationships. In fact, for the elites of northern Mexico and the 

Lower Rio Grande Valley, San Roman was the pivotal merchant.42 

After mid-1861, as cotton became the dominant export item of his 

business, his contacts in Texas expanded beyond the Lower Rio Grande 

Valley to Houston, Victoria, Brenham. The San Roman papers of this 

period are filled with advice to Texas planters, as well as to his Mexican 

associates, that cotton was beginning to be exported through Matamoros 

to Europe. Also prominent in the San Roman papers are inquiries or en

treaties from Texas merchants and planters regarding carts and cartmen.  

The request of John Lang of Houston, who had 450 bales near the Colo

rado River, to gather the teams and drivers for their transport to the bor

der, was commonplace.43 

San Roman had intended to begin shipping cotton to New York in 

February 1862, but the appearance of a U.S. frigate effectively stopped all 

shipping from Bagdad. When trading resumed in mid-1862, San Romin,
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perhaps in a testing of the waters, at first shipped cotton to Liverpool via 
New York City. By the end of 1862, he was shipping Mexican cotton for 
sale on the New York market. San Romin meticulously followed the let
ter of international law and secured any necessary diplomatic permission.  
His shipments to New York included the "certificado del U.S. Consul."44 

Economic historian Mario Cerutti has compiled a list of San Romin's 
cotton shipments for 1863, giving us an excellent idea of the scope of 
his international trade.45 In that year, Jose San Roman exported slightly 
more than io,ooo bales (10,469) under his insignia. The bulk of the cot
ton, some 7,000 bales, went to Havana, where it was stored and sold at 
a later date to the highest bidder. Slightly more than 3,000 bales were 
consigned to Liverpool. Slightly fewer than 300 bales were consigned to 
New York, and about 150 went to Barcelona. To put this in perspective, 
if all the cotton sent to Havana were later sold to Liverpool, then San 
Roman would have had an ownership interest in fully 6 percent (10,469 
of 172,126 bales) of all the Mexican cotton arriving in the United King
dom in 1863. In short, San Roman had an impressive share of the Bagdad 
export market.  

What is clear is that San Romin's northern Mexican mercantile net
work joined in the purchase of southern cotton and its resale as Mexi
can cotton. It was a potentially lucrative, if speculative, investment. It 
was worth taking a risk. As San Roman noted in a letter to his New York 
agent, M. Echeverria, Don Bernardino Garcia had spoken to him, "and 
he has told me that he is going to consign Cotton to you and that you 
shouldn't have any fear." Hernandez Hermanos of Monterrey and Somo
hano of Vera Cruz were also regular investors in the cotton trade.46 

The merchants of northern Mexico, as we have seen, did not limit their 
buying to the border. By early 1863, many were traveling to Alleyton and 
Columbus in Southeast Texas to purchase cotton directly from the plant
ers. Commission merchant Joseph Kleiber wrote Jos6 San Roman from 
Columbus, noting that "there are plenty parties here from Mexico who 
cannot or do not know how to get Cotton." Kleiber was trying to impress 
upon San Romin that he, on the other hand, did know how to get cot
ton.47 Kleiber, who also served as a government cotton agent, was well 
positioned to procure cotton and the required military permits. He was 
one among many influentials that San Roman could call upon to deal with 
intransigent military officials.  

Such a case arose in April 1863, when Jose Fernandes of Monterrey 
wrote from Alleyton, asking San Roman to secure permission to cross the 
cotton to Mexico:
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Senor D. Jos6 S. Romin 

Brownsville 

My Dear Sir 
Included in this I remit to You two receipts one of 45 bales, and the other 

of io, altogether 55 bales cotton, that on the 23rd past were carted from 

here [by] D. Margarito Martines and D. Francisco Gutierres. .. and I 

ask of You to inform Monterey about what you have delivered, recording 

the receipt that they carry so that I can pay them in Monterey and in case 

that I'm not there that it be done in my place by Messrs. D. Jos6 Pala

cio and Co who are already aware of this, as are the freighters. I have not 

been able to renew the permits given by General Bee.48 

Fernandes, who was having difficulty securing the required Confederate 

permits to take the cotton to Monterrey, ended his letter on an optimistic 

note: "because up to now it has been difficult, in this case You will see if 

you can pass them, and if not let them be by the edge of the river because 

some day they will pass." 49 Fernandes was convinced that "some day" the 

cotton would be allowed to cross.  

Mexican Teamsters on the Cotton Road 

Only two months after the first Battle of Bull Run, we begin to find com

mentaries in Texas newspapers about a "loose" and "floating" popula

tion of Mexicans engaged in the cotton trade or in various liberal bands 

fighting French imperial troops in northern Mexico. These wars-the 

American Civil War and the Mexican War against French Intervention 

created severe labor shortages along the border; they simultaneously ab

sorbed manpower for their armies while stimulating cross-border trade.  

Such trade required teamsters and teams of mules and wagons. The de

mand for teamsters and wagons was such that it created a scarcity of wag

ons in Monterrey (in November 1862) because many teamsters had gone 

to Texas. "The northward migration of freighters seeking higher earnings 

often reached levels that depleted labor supplies in Mexico," Gonzalez 

Quiroga has noted. 50 Thus the generals and the merchants competed for 

the human and animal means of transportation.  

Teamster wages in Texas reflected the scarcity of both manpower and 

teams. A sure sign of a labor shortage was a strike of "salt hands" in 1861 

on Charles Stillman's Los Laureles Ranch. In September 1861, they de

manded one dollar a day wages instead of the seventy-five cents they were
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receiving." The ranch management was hopeful that lack of work would 
drive them back to work at fifty cents a day, but it was wishful thinking.  
Freighting paid more. Through the 1850s, drivers had been paid one dol
lar for carrying one hundred pounds one hundred miles. This rate re
mained in effect until 1861. By 1863, the rate had increased to between 
five and six dollars. In 1864, a freighter could earn between six hundred 
and fifteen hundred dollars, depending on the size of the wagon, for haul
ing cotton from San Antonio to Matamoros, nearly three hundred miles 
distant. Their services were so much in demand, in fact, that teamsters 
could negotiate advances and payment in specie rather than in Confeder
ate money. Robert Clark wrote Stillman from Victoria, Texas, that "there 
is a great demand for Wagons at 7 cts specie. The tendency in prices is 
upward. Paper is out of the question with teamsters, they won't have it. In 
fact it may be said in general to be fast failing here as a medium of circu
lation except as far as the Government is Concerned."" 

The invoices and letters in the Stillman and San Romin papers make 
clear the complete dependence on Mexican teamsters for the trans
port of cotton. San Roman and Stillman employed hundreds of Mexi
can freighters to haul goods on both sides of the border. A majority of 
Stillman's teamsters came from the Mexican towns along the Lower Rio 
Grande, whereas San Roman drew most of his workers from the interior 
of Mexico, particularly from Tamaulipas and Nuevo Le6n. Richard King 
and Mifflin Kenedy used their own ranch hands to cart cotton and sup
plies throughout the trans-Mississippi Confederacy. Prominent mer
chants in San Antonio such as the Vance brothers, Jean Baptiste Lacoste, 
and John Twohig would contract with other merchants or agents situated 
on the Rio Grande to recruit Mexican freighters and arrange other trans
portation needs. The firm of Attrill-Lacoste of San Antonio employed 
the services of John Leyendecker of Laredo. The house of Twohig had 
agents Friedrich Groos and Daniel Murphy in Piedras Negras and Mon
terrey, respectively." Preliminary indications suggest that Mexican team
sters could be found all along the cotton road, at points as far away as 
Arkansas and Louisiana. Their presence became increasingly pronounced 
as the Civil War wore on.  

By late 1862, in the words of Robert Kerby, the Confederate army "was 
fast running out of spare white men." Military commanders began to im
press Negro laborers to prepare defense fortifications, freeing soldiers for 
combat duty. In early 1863, Texas and Arkansas enacted tough conscrip
tion laws and formed local "home guards" to enforce them.54 And the
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Confederate government revoked the exemption from military conscrip

tion that had been given to teamsters.  

This exemption had meant that there was no shortage of youngsters 

and men wanting to be teamsters. As former teamster John Hunter re

called, "For these trains there was no dearth of teamsters before reaching 

Brownsville. That point once reached, many would escape into Mexico 

and the return trips were always short on drivers. The outbound trains had 

no difficulty securing teamsters. The Conscript law was in force and thou

sands preferred driving an ox team to service in the army. School teachers, 

college professors, society dudes became ox drivers.""5 The young John 

Hunter himself had taken advantage of the exemption to leave his North 

Texas home for the questionable security of neutral Matamoros.  

As the American Civil War entered its third year, however, the ex

emption for teamsters was rescinded, and local authorities created home 

guards, made up of young boys and old men who were to enforce the 

tightened conscript regulations. The popular term for them, John Hunter 

recalled, was "heel flies," but these flies, with their police powers, could 

prove to be more than a nuisance. 56 The Fort Brown Flag noted with ap

proval what could happen to those who flaunted the conscript law: "A 

Mexican who claimed to be neutral and refused to be conscripted was put 

in the guard house on Wednesday night. Not liking the quarters, he at

tempted to escape, when a musket ball settled the matter in short order.  

Death is a supreme remedy for neutrality."" 

Any adult Mexican male living in or traveling through Texas in the 

last two years of the Civil War had to have proper papers, or permisos.  
This was particularly the case in the major towns along the Texas cotton 

road-Columbus, Clinton, Goliad, Beeville, San Patricio - and on the 

King Ranch, each of which had organized local home guards. The Mexi

cans working the oxcart trains were subject to searches and interrogation.  

What had given merchant Rafael Alderete considerable freedom to travel 

through East Texas was the fact that he himself was a captain in his local 

home guard.  

At the same time that the Confederate States of American (CSA) 

ordered that conscripts would no longer be furloughed as teamsters, it 

issued a decree explicitly protecting Mexican teamsters. The CSA circu

lar, issued January 31, 1863, read as follows: 

VII. Mexicans, and other foreigners, bringing supplies into the county, 

will not be interfered with in any manner whatever but, on the contrary,
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it is hereby made the duty of every officer, or agent of the Govt. to afford 
them ample protection.  

Such Mexicans, or foreigners, however, will only be employed in haul
ing cotton out of the country, by the Govt., or State of Tex, through 
their authorized agents, or by direct authority from these HeadQtrs., or 
by permits signed by Brigadier General Bee, or Major S. Hart.58 

This CSA order not only sanctioned the employment of Mexican 
teamsters, an already existing reality, but also permitted merchants from 
northern Mexico to participate directly in the wartime commerce of Texas 
and the South. The decree, and the reality it recognized, was all the more 
striking because it represented a change in policy in the Anglo settlements 
of Central and East Texas. Many of the counties through which Mexican 
teamsters had to traverse -Matagorda, Colorado, Guadalupe, Travis 
had passed ordinances in the mid-185 os expelling their "low class, peon" 
Mexican population from the area. Moreover, vigilante attacks against 
Mexican teamsters in 1857 had attempted to drive out Mexican compe
tition from the freighting business between San Antonio and the Gulf 
Coast. Now in 1863 and 1864, the provision of local goods and the export 
of local cotton depended almost entirely on Mexican teamsters.  

The extent of Mexican involvement in carting cotton? The huge ox
carts, with seven-foot-high wooden wheels, had beds approximately fif
teen feet long and six feet wide. According to Frank Yturria, a scion of the 
Yturria mercantile clan, each cart could carry twenty bales, or about ten 
thousand pounds of cotton. The cotton trains consisted of ten to fifteen 
carts hauling the cotton of several planters or merchants. John Hunter, 
an erstwhile teamster, described trains of twenty-five wagons with loads 
of ten to twelve bales apiece.59 

These large trains of ten or more carts were usually "long-distance" 
trains. The Stillman and San Romin papers indicate that many cotton 
trains were "small"-four to six carts, or whatever was available-and 
rarely carted maximum loads. Considerations of speed and the availability 
of oxen or mule teams may have called for lesser loads. Distance was un
doubtedly a factor as well.  

If we extrapolate from my earlier count of cotton bales sent to the 
United Kingdom-again keeping in mind that much cotton went else
where -we can arrive at rough but suggestive estimates of the number of 
oxcarts that were used in los algodones. By creating a range of high and low 
estimates based on whether carts carried a maximum load of twenty bales
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Table 4.2. Carts on Texas Cotton Road 

1862 1863 1864 1865 1866 

No. of bales 

U.K. imports (bales) from 

Mexican ports 27,960 172,126 227,854 326,640 3,145 

Capacity No. of Carts 

20 bales/cart 1,398 8,606 11,392 16,320 157 

10 bales/cart 2,796 17,212 22,784 32,664 314 

Source: Number of bales from Table 4.1. Cart numbers, author's calculations.  

apiece or a lesser load of ten bales, we get a glimpse of what was an im

mense traffic flow (see Table 4.2).  
If all cotton imported into the United Kingdom in 1863 had been 

carried by carts with a load of twenty bales, then more than eight thou

sand carts must have been put in service; in 1864, more than eleven thou

sand carts; and in 1865, more than sixteen thousand. If ten bales had been 

the average load, then in 1863, more than seventeen thousand carts had 

been used; in 1864, more than twenty-two thousand; and in 1865, more 

than thirty-two thousand. To put it another way, in 1865, somewhere be

tween forty-five and ninety carts arrived in Brownsville-Matamoros on a 

daily basis. These numbers provide a conservative view of the great traffic 

that coursed back and forth from Alleyton to the Rio Grande.  

These estimates of the number of carts also suggest the number of 

Mexican teamsters involved in the cotton trade. Beginning in 1863, the 

cartmen, with few exceptions, were Mexican; the heel flies made sure of 

that. Thus one can estimate that in 1863, between eight thousand and 

seventeen thousand Mexicans teamsters carted "trans-Mississippi" cotton 

to the Rio Bravo, a range that increases in 1864 to eleven thousand and 

twenty-two thousand. In 1865, between sixteen thousand and thirty-two 

thousand Mexican teamsters may have carted southern cotton! 60 These 

are admittedly surprising figures that merit further research.  

The key assumption here is of one cart delivery per year. If the carts 

made two trips up and down the cotton road per year, then the above fig

ures for both carts and teamsters would be reduced by half. On the other
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hand, since it was commonplace for teamsters to complete only one or 
two of the three legs of the cotton road, the above estimates might also 
undercount the number of teamsters and carts involved in freighting. San 
Antonio, Victoria- Goliad, and the King Ranch served as depositories and 
way stations where outbound wagon trains could drop off their cotton 
loads and return homeward with goods imported from Mexico, Europe, 
and New York, while inbound trains did the reverse. There was a circu
lation of teamsters and carts between the various legs of the cotton road 
that my estimates cannot adequately capture. One point should be clear, 
however: by the third year of the Civil War, Mexican teamsters were the 
backbone of the market system of the trans-Mississippi Confederacy.  

A Concluding Note 

The economic life of the trans-Mississippi Confederacy can hardly be 
understood without recognizing the critical role played by Mexico and 
Mexicans. The Mexican port of Bagdad at the mouth of the Rio Grande 
was the South's outlet to world markets during the Civil War. Foreign 
ownership of southern cotton - called Mexican cotton - afforded a veneer 
of protection from confiscations by either Confederate or Union forces.  
Mexican merchants in Texas and in northern Mexico were not simply 
front men, however; they were independent entrepreneurs who became 
indispensable factors in organizing the export of cotton and the import 
of goods. Indeed, it was their claim of ownership, along with the claims 
and interests of European merchants, that allowed Texas cotton to be ex
ported in spite of the wartime blockade.  

Even more critical was the veritable army of Mexican teamsters who 
hauled merchandise up and down the cotton road of Texas. In fact, as the 
Civil War wore on and labor became increasingly scarce, Mexican team
sters became the dominant freighting workforce of the western Confed
eracy. Given the conflictual relations between Anglos and Mexicans dur
ing the previous decade, the presence of an estimated fifteen thousand or 
so Mexican teamsters points to the increasingly desperate straits of the 
Confederacy after 1862. This was a case where economic and military 
needs subordinated, for a few years, the animosities between Anglo and 
Mexican in Texas.  

After the defeat of the Confederacy, Charles Stillman would take his 
profits to New York and found National City Bank; Jose San Roman and 
other Mexican cotton merchants took their capital and consolidated their
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trades in Monterrey-helping it become the capitalist powerhouse of the 

Mexican North. Most Mexican carters and teamsters faded from sight, 

struggling to find transport contracts or returning to their small ranches 

as railroads began to marginalize them on both sides of the border.  

The Texas cotton road disappeared, but the strategic importance of the 

U. S. -Mexican borderlands as a commercial corridor, especially for com

modities of questionable or suspect identity, had been established.  
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CHAPTER 5

Making Americans and Mexicans 

in the Arizona Borderlands 

KATHERINE BENTON-COHEN 

Midnight, July 12, 1917. In a remote mountain town near the Arizona

Mexico border, Sheriff Harry Wheeler quietly appointed as many as two 

thousand temporary deputies. Just before dawn, the gun-toting men 

emerged "as if by magic," as the front page of the New York Times reported 

the following day.' They swarmed the steep, narrow streets, rounding 

up well over a thousand residents who were suspected participants and 

sympathizers in a strike by the radical Industrial Workers of the World 

(known as the Wobblies) against the copper mines of the town of Bisbee, 

in Cochise County, Arizona.  

The Wobblies-who welcomed workers of all skills, races, sexes, and 

nationalities-were among the nation's most vocal and hated antiwar 

activists. The first line of their union constitution begins, "The work

ing class and the employing class have nothing in common." Wobblies 

had participated in many high-profile strikes and free-speech battles that 

year. In Bisbee, the union's most shocking demand was for a wage increase 

for surface workers - almost all of them of Mexican origin - to within 

fifty cents of what "white" miners underground made.  

The majority of those rounded up on July 12 were young, single men.  

Ninety percent were immigrants, and a majority of these, Mexicans or 

Slavs. Under the hot July sun, the captives were marched at gunpoint 

through town, past the mines, to a baseball field two miles away. There, 

local residents watched as the deputies loaded their charges into twenty

three boxcars, to be shipped nearly two hundred miles to the middle of the 

New Mexico desert. An army camp in nearby Columbus, New Mexico, 

saved the deported men from thirst and starvation. The event captured 

national headlines and became known across the country as the Bisbee 

Deportation.
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Pres. Woodrow Wilson was embarrassed into launching a federal in
vestigation. Sheriff Wheeler told investigators that he was protecting his 
nation and doing his manly duty to save "white women" from "foreigners." 
It came down to asking himself, he explained, "Are you an American, or 
are you not?"2 

Ninety years later, another Cochise County citizen posse grabbed na
tional headlines. In the late 199os, the U.S. Border Patrol stopped more 
undocumented migrants along the county's eighty-mile border than 
at any other section of the U. S.-Mexico boundary. In 2004, the Bor
der Patrol made 235,648 apprehensions of undocumented immigrants 
in Cochise County, about double the county's entire permanent popu
lation. During the 2008-2010 economic downturn, apprehensions have 
fallen, but the Border Patrol -augmented in the twenty-first century by 
National Guard troops - has remained nearly ubiquitous, with about one 
agent in the county for every seven residents of present-day Bisbee.3 

Unauthorized civilians patrolled the border, too, among them the 
Minutemen Civil Defense Corps, founded in 2004 in nearby Tomb
stone by newspaper publisher and gunfight reenactor Chris Simcox. The 
Minutemen say they oppose violence, but many carry arms. At least one 
has been convicted of murder.4 Supporters of the Minutemen believe they 
are restoring the geographical border to the racial border it once was.  

The truth, of course, is that the border as a racial line is a fiction, and 
always has been. A hundred years ago, people in the region belonged to 
what many people understood to be different "races" and fought for equal 
inclusion in the mining and agricultural communities of the Arizona bor
der region. Ethnic Mexicans could be white, and Italians could fail to be.  
Rich and poor, immigrant and native, miner and farmer, manager and 
worker, man and woman - they all fought over how race would be defined 
and who would benefit from these definitions. The Minutemen's notori
ety and today's racialized debates over immigration demonstrate that this 
is a history still vitally relevant.  

This chapter traces the racial system that emerged in Cochise County, 
Arizona, from 1881 until the New Deal. Cochise County encompasses the 
southeastern corner of Arizona, bordering New Mexico and Mexico. The 
county was home to Geronimo and the Chiricahua Apaches, one of Ari
zona's most important ranching regions, the silver camp of Tombstone, 
and the industrial copper town of Bisbee. The county has inspired hun
dreds of popular histories and westerns (including a best-selling mystery 
series starring a woman sheriff). The confluence of the typical and the
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infamous or spectacular in Cochise County makes it particularly fertile 

ground for investigating the relationships between class, nation, region, 

and gender in formulating racial definitions.5 Its history reminds us that 

the old black-white racial narrative fails to capture race's true complexity 

in the United States.  

Sheriff Wheeler's question hints at this complexity: Who counts as 

an American? This question begs others: How did immigration from 

Europe, Mexico, and China shape the meanings of race? How did ideas 

about race vary over space and time? The persistent calls to be a man, or 

to protect women and children, make us ask: How did ideas about man

hood and womanhood shape ideas about race? By examining these ques

tions in the framework of Cochise County's history, we can learn a great 

deal about how "Mexican" and "white American" came to seem like op

posing ideas to so many people in the early twentieth century.  

My study of Cochise County depends on two central premises. The first 

is that to talk about racial divisions between Mexicans and whites in the 

U. S.-Mexico borderlands requires an understanding that these categories 

themselves have a history. "Mexican" was hardly a self-evident category.  

The casta distinctions of New Spain recognized gradations of ancestry 

and color, but the categories were already blurry in the North by the late 

eighteenth century and no longer legally recognized in Mexico after 1812.6 

Equally fluid - and never codified - was calidad, roughly, one's reputation, 

which was defined in reference to origin, skin color, class position, family 

reputation, and comportment. And in the United States, the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Gadsden Purchase, which offered U.S. citi

zenship to residents of the ceded territories, made Mexicans legally white.  

Yet over time, these meanings became increasingly invisible to "Anglos," 

a group who themselves inhabited an invented category. ("Anglo," a term 

that emerged by the 1930s, was the southwestern version of "white.") Be

cause racial distinctions were largely regional, the Irish, for example, were 

safely white in the American West long before their status was secure 

farther east, the topic explored by Linda Gordon's study of the Arizona 

copper town of Clifton-Morenci. 7 

A deep historiography both informs and ignores questions about racial 

categories, class, and social position in the Southwest. Pioneering Chi

cano community studies of the 1970s and 198os documented the impor

tance of landownership and capitalist transformations in the reshaping 

of relations between Mexicans and Anglos.8 Recent work has shown that 

conflict with native peoples shaped racial status among both Mexicans 

and Americans as well as the relations between them.9 But most of these
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formative studies consider the division between Mexican and Anglo as 
a priori complete.10 (David Montejano's fine book is called Anglos and 
Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, not MakingAnglos and Mexicans 
in Texas.) 

So more questions remain. Upon closer examination, the racial status 
of the people drawn to industrial mining and small business opportunities 
in the copper borderlands grows blurrier rather than clearer. If Mexicans 
were legally white yet not white, what were Serbian miners? What about 
Italian grocers? Always white? Sometimes? Why? How did the answers to 
these questions change over time, and why? Why in the post-9/II world 
are so many Americans surprised that people from all over the world tra
verse our border with Mexico? This phenomenon is not new. A border
land that was a magnet for worldwide immigration - a tangled web of 
transcontinental, transatlantic, and transpacific crossings-became per
ceived as a literal and racial line in the sand, albeit one easily crossed." 

Since the late 1990s, many scholars have demonstrated how new immi
grants and new scientific and social theories of race redefined whiteness.  
Much of the early literature focused on "new immigrants" in the North
east and industrial Midwest like Italians, Eastern European Jews, and 
Slavs. Scholars of the American South have also conducted some search
ing investigations of what it meant to be white in the part of the country 
where race appears to be the most clear cut.12 

Some historians have begun to assess the relationship of ethnic Mexi
cans to whiteness. Yet few examine the making of white Anglos -a cate
gory that explicitly excludes ethnic Mexicans - in the West.' 3 This lacuna 
is surprising for any number of reasons, to name just one: the stereotype 
of remaking oneself on the frontier. What more thorough way to remake 
oneself than to go from being racially in-between to white? Two light
skinned African American friends of mine (both Louisiana Creoles) told 
me they had family members who passed as white. Both noticed that these 
folks passing as white always seemed to move to California, a place they 
saw as a site of racial as well as personal reinvention.' 4 

California has garnered the most scholarly attention to the West's star
tling diversity. Studies about Mexicans, native peoples, Jews, Asians, and 
African Americans there have underscored California's uniqueness, not 
its typicality." 

Arizona is not California. In the 185os, after California's gold rush 
boom, only a few thousand people lived in Arizona, which was still part 
of New Mexico territory and largely ignored by the Spanish, Mexicans, 
and Americans. So while California's history offers crucial insights, it can-
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not substitute for more sustained investigations of other parts of the U. S.

Mexico borderlands (also true for New Mexico, in its own way as sui 

generis as California).16 

If my first goal is to take seriously the history of whiteness on the bor

der, my second is to uncover the ways that women and gender are central 

to the history of race in the borderlands. People understand categories 

like gender and race reflexively and simultaneously, so a history of race or 

gender is necessarily both. Many scholars have explored how ideas about 

gender and sexuality-and, not least, how women themselves-shaped 

racial interactions and racial divisions in the borderlands. White women, 

both as symbols and as active agents, had surprising power to mold the 

racial worlds of possibilities in the American Southwest. And men have 

gender, too: any examination of gender in the American West has to 

reckon with what I have elsewhere called the racial hierarchy of manli

ness. As Susan L. Johnson has noted, no other "place has been so consis

tently identified" with white masculinity. What this meant in practice is 

that unwhiteness was often perceived as unmanly.17 

Race, gender, place: all these combined in the reputation of Bis

bee, Cochise County's largest city, as a "white man's camp." There, a 

nineteenth-century world of many "races" - Chinese, Apache, Mexican, 

Italian, Irish, Jewish-gave way, by the 1930s, to a strict racial border be

tween Mexicans and white Americans (or Anglos).  

Funneling several racial categories into just two happened in two ways: 

by removal and by redefinition. The first way, removal, applied to the 

two local populations whose roots were closest and farthest from Cochise 

County: the Chiricahua Apaches and the Chinese. In 1886, the federal 

government banished every Chiricahua Apache it could find to two dank 

army forts in Florida after the surrender of Geronimo. In the same years 

as the Apache Wars, local Chinese exclusion campaigns reduced the 

county's Chinese population dramatically, though not entirely. (Much as 

Cochise County's border became one of the busiest crossing points for 

undocumented migrants in the 1990s, so it was for Chinese immigrants 

a century earlier in the aftermath of the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882, 

which barred all but a handful of elite Chinese from entry into the United 

States.)' 8 

The removal of Apaches and Chinese made possible the transfor

mation of other racial categories. A camaraderie among Mexicans and 

"Americans" bred by the dangers of the Apache Wars disappeared. Then 

Mexican workers replaced Chinese and Indians at the bottom of twinned
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racial and labor hierarchies. 19 After 1900, a copper boom ramped up the 
power of industrial mining operations to define labor relations and, with 
them, racial definitions. An older ranching and farming economy in which 
Mexicans could find economic autonomy and civic inclusion through 
landownership could not compete with the mining juggernaut and the 
powerful elites who oversaw it. In the early twentieth century, the arrival 
of new immigrants from over three dozen countries to work in the re
gion's copper mines created new contention over who was white, even as 
it pushed Mexicans farther to the racial margins. Along the way, concep
tions of manliness, family economies, and proper womanhood informed 
these debates and redefined whiteness.  

The microhistory of the border region of Cochise County helps us 
understand the ways that the complexities of race in the American South
west became funneled into the false binaries of racial ideas in the United 
States. Three key moments in Cochise County's history illustrate this 
narrowing of racial possibilities. The first is 1881, the year the county was 
created, and a time when diverse communities still harbored multiple 
racial possibilities. The second illustrative moment is 1917, the year of the 
Bisbee Deportation. In retrospect, that fateful year closed off the pos
sibility of many racial futures for Cochise County, though that was not 
immediately clear. I conclude with a brief coda on 1934. The depression 
devastated southern Arizona's agricultural and mining economies, yet it 
did so in ways that increased the power of the biggest mining corpora
tions. The New Deal gave local elites federal money to implement racially 
segregated programs, often administered by white women whose con
siderable gains had come at the expense of racial minorities. In the end, 
then, the binary of Mexican (regardless of nativity or citizenship) and 
white American became firmly entrenched at the expense of more fluid 
possibilities.  

1881: Year of Possibilities 

In 1881, Cochise County was carved from Tucson's Pima County to ac
commodate Tombstone's spectacular growth. In the new county, race re
lations could differ even over a few miles' distance. Three communities
the farm and ranch settlement of Tres Alamos, the silver boomtown of 
Tombstone, and the copper camp of Bisbee - demonstrated the diversity 
of ways of defining race and racial boundaries in the new county.
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Tres Alamos 

The oldest and least known of the three communities no longer exists: 

Tres Alamos, located along the San Pedro River in what became the north

western corner of the county. As a place based on agriculture, here land

ownership and water rights-not race, national origin, or even sex-were 

the crucial status markers.20 In Tres Alamos, connections between Mexi

cans and Euro-Americans were everywhere-in water rights agreements, 
shared school governance, intermarriage, and, especially, in the warfare 

against the Chiricahua Apaches that persisted until 1886. It was a place of 

irrigation, ethnic mixing, and substantial landownership by women-all 

traditions of Spanish North America. 21 

The Tres Alamos site, well-watered and fertile, had been inhabited 

intermittently for centuries by native peoples and Spanish settlers. It was 

abandoned during the Civil War, but in 1865, a few Mexicans and Euro

Americans from Tucson began resettling along the river, flanked by army 

troops to protect against the Chiricahua Apaches. By the early 1870s, 
close to two hundred people lived on small farms there and grew wheat, 
barley, maize, and beans.22 In the 1870s and 188os, Spanish-surnamed
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people constituted close to 25 percent of those who bought public land 
and 13 to 15 percent of those who filed successful homestead claims.23 

Other farmers included Euro-American migrants from places like Maine 
and Missouri, German immigrants, and at least two African Americans.  

The life of Tres Alamos' first successful homesteader, Antonio Gri
jalba, illustrates how the culture and economy of Tres Alamos operated.  
Grijalba was the descendant of a prominent Tucson family dating to the 
Spanish era; he began his career as a merchant in Tucson. He was related 
to several other river landowners, also with roots in Tucson. In 1881, he 
kept about two hundred head of cattle and farmed seventy to one hun
dred acres of corn, beans, and grain. When he died in 1906, his real estate, 
water rights, livestock, and other investments were worth over $7,000, a 
sizable sum in the frontier West. Grijalba also traveled in cosmopolitan 
circles. He held accounts with two German immigrants, several German 
Jews, a Spanish-surnamed attorney in Bisbee, and a Chinese merchant 
married to a Mexican woman. He inhabited a complex and, for lack of a 
better word, integrated social world.24 

These kinds of connections among Tres Alamos residents were evident 
from childhood through death. In 1875, local men of both Mexican and 
Anglo descent created one of Arizona's first school districts and a one
room school. Its children, school board members (including Grijalba), 
and teachers included both Mexicans and Americans. When Tres Alamos 
residents died, executors and examiners of both Mexican and American 
origin presided over their friends' and neighbors' probate proceedings." 

Nowhere was the complementarity and complexity of life in Tres 
Alamos more evident than in the use of water, the desert's most precious 
commodity. Tres Alamos' farmers, Grijalba included, pooled their re
sources to build the cooperative irrigation canals common to the South
west known as acequias. Tres Alamos' first canal agreement, in 1866, was 
created by a Mexican American man and his Anglo son-in-law, two other 
Mexican Americans, an African American, a German immigrant, and an 
elderly Illinois native who was the wealthiest man in Arizona. A decade 
later, a Mexican American woman, Maria Ruiz, who was daughter to one 
owner and the widow of another, became via inheritance a farmer and 
owner of water rights alongside all these men.  

Conflicts over water rights were endemic, but they did not divide by 
national origin. A descendant of the intermarried Ruiz-Montgomery 
family, for example, recalled that "Simon Madrid and [Thomas] Dun
bar were our families' mortal enemies." Lawsuits over water (including 
a nasty case involving Grijalba) pitted neighbor against neighbor, but
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not Mexican against Anglo. Nor were these agreements-and disagree

ments -only among men. A Montgomery family descendant recalled, "I 

guess my great grandma [Maria Ruiz de Montgomery] threatened Dun

bar to have him locked up for stealing her water." 26 

In Tres Alamos, the only important social division was between 

Apaches and everyone else. Before 1886, San Pedro farmers and traders 

frequently banded together as "unofficial militias" to defend their land 

from Apache raids. Schoolteacher Mary Bernard Aguirre remembered 

being awakened one morning by "a hoarse voice saying, 'Los indios, los 

indios"' at her window. Chiricahua Apaches had reportedly killed three 

men on a ranch six miles away.27 In 1872, after another Apache raid on 

Tres Alamos, "a party of fourteen men mounted [their] animals" to follow 

the Indians' trail. One resident reported, "The little force of citizens was 

forced to retire with the loss of one of their companions killed - Ram6n 

Altamirano." 28 In response, thirty-five men-native Mexicans and Ameri

can migrants-teamed up and set out. After yet another raid, the same 

resident reported that "the people are saddling up to follow them ... and 

will be on their trail in a few minutes." 29 It is safe to say that "the people" 

were both Mexican and Anglo.  

While the people of the militias were men only, Mexican women 

played an important role in expanding Mexican families' landownership 

and forging ties with Euro-American settlers. Before 1900, 14 percent 

of Mexican American homesteaders were women. After 19oo, this per

centage increased to about one-third. Their actual numbers were small, 

but this was twice as high a proportion as that of women among Euro

Americans during their peak years of homesteading. Historians have over

looked Mexican American women homesteaders, but Arizona's civil law 

provisions protected married women's property rights,30 and homestead

ing could expand family landholding. The law forbade married women 

from filing homestead claims, but single or widowed women could do so, 

then tie the knot and bring the land to the marriage." 

Women's land was usually connected to larger family landholdings, but 

they also held some control over their land and property. When landowner 

Maria Ruiz de Montgomery was widowed, she managed and farmed her 

land herself. "I don't know how long she has been cultivating," her son ex

plained in 1889, "but a long time." She hired people to work the land she 

controlled, but this was standard practice for male "farmers," too.32 Sev

eral Mexican women recorded and used their own cattle brands.33 

Many Mexican women combined landownership with intermarriage.  

Maria Ruiz de Montgomery is one example. German immigrant William
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Ohnesorgen married a Mexican woman, possibly another Ruiz, and mem
bers of the Dunbar and Soto families also intermarried.34 In the 187os, al
most a quarter of all marriages in Pima County, which still included Tres 
Alamos, were between Anglos and people with Spanish surnames. Half of 
the prominent Americans who founded the Arizona Pioneers' Historical 
Society in 1885 had married Mexican women.35 

Intermarriage does not create or imply racial, economic, or gender 
equality. Gender and race are relations of power, and marriage is rarely a 
partnership of equals.36 Yet, as many scholars have shown, intermarriage 
can tell us something about the history of race in a region. Unlike in al
most every other non-European ethnic group in the American West, mar
riage between Mexicans and Anglos has never been illegal.37 It actually 
could not be because, legally, Mexicans were white. Former Mexican citi
zens in the acquired territory were guaranteed U. S. citizenship and prop
erty rights. In theory, this was guaranteed regardless of racial status such 
as mestizo, indio, or even afrorestizo. Early Arizona law offered voting 
rights to "every white male citizen of the United States, and every white 
male citizen of Mexico" who had "elected to become" a U.S. citizen by 
right of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo or the Gadsden Purchase.38 At 
least on paper, the category "Mexican" remained a national, rather than a 
racial, label.  

But citizenship and suffrage rights are not coterminous (as woman 
suffrage advocates were busy reminding their fellow Americans). Even 
after the Fourteenth Amendment, loopholes restricted the voting rights 
of nonwhites. Western territories and states withheld voting rights from 
Mexicans by arguing they were mestizo, and thus partly if not wholly 
"Indian." In the twentieth century, Mexican Americans across the West 
resorted to the courts to prove their whiteness. In 1884, only 29 out of 
2,836 registered voters in Cochise County were Mexican American. 39 

They faced the double burden of proving whiteness and U.S. citizenship.  
Yet homesteaders represented the lion's share of those Mexican Ameri
cans on the voting rolls.40 

Homesteaders were a self-selected group, comfortable claiming Ameri
can citizenship and willing to have it scrutinized. For all its concern over 
the racial status of Mexicans, Arizona law failed to define whiteness
which meant that the assumption of someone's whiteness amounted to 
their actual possession of it. This was a decidedly Latin view of race.4 ' 
Legal cases from around the country in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries demonstrate this "I know it when I see it" jurispru
dence of race. Many of Arizona's Mexican American homesteaders be-
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longed to families widely considered to be Spanish, and thus white. Per

haps they expected no trouble on this score, or maybe they thought that 

homesteading settled the matter. In fact, very few people of "pure" Span

ish descent lived on the Arizona frontier, but limpieza de sangre (blood 

purity) was historically negotiable on New Spain's and Mexico's northern 

frontiers. Landowning often led to Spanish status.42 

In 1881 Tres Alamos (and a handful of similar places across Arizona 

Territory), integration, cooperation, and family consolidation flourished 

among people of Mexican and European descent. Landownership, not 

"race," was the key component of status. Combining past tradition and 

present-day realities, the people of Tres Alamos created an integrated en

clave that represented a possible, plausible future for southern Arizona.  

Yet their world was also fragile, for their delicate balance of cooperation 

and coexistence depended on a land-based economy and, ironically, the 

thing they most dreaded -Apache warfare. By 188i, huge changes to the 

region-the arrival of the Southern Pacific Railroad, the boom at Tomb

stone, the recommitment to destroying Apache autonomy-were shifting 

the lives of Tres Alamos residents.  

Tombstone 

In 1877, prospector Ed Schieffelin discovered silver at the place he dubbed 

Tombstone in response to critics who claimed he would find only his own 

grave. News of the lode traveled slowly at first. But by 1881, Tombstone 

had exploded into a rambunctious and bustling urban sprawl of perhaps 

ten thousand people. Prospectors from California and Nevada brought 

the racial mores of mining camps with them to Tombstone and supported 

a fervent, though unsuccessful, anti-Chinese campaign in 188o.  

However, this campaign and other controversies were overshadowed by 

a gunfight on October 26, 1881, which pitted the Earp brothers and their 

friend "Doc" Holliday against the Clanton and McLaury brothers, part 

of a group known as the "Cowboys." This event, when scrubbed of dime

novel gore, turns out to be a remarkable episode in U. S.-Mexico relations.  

Unlike Tres Alamos, Tombstone was dominated by Euro-Americans. In 

contrast to their attitudes about the Chinese, however, many local resi

dents demonstrated remarkable solidarity with their neighbors in Mexico 

victimized by the renegade Cowboys.  

Tombstone was a typical polyglot mining camp. Almost half of its resi

dents were born outside the United States. Yet, in spite of the renowned



182 Katherine Benton-Cohen

mining skills of Sonorans, in 188o, less than i percent of Tombstone's 
miners were Mexican. This hinted at discrimination, exacerbated by in
dustrialization that rendered traditional Spanish-Mexican mining tech
niques obsolete.43 Tombstone did remain closely tied to Mexico's mining 
industry as an ore-processing and supply depot, at a time when Pres. Por
firio Diaz was aggressively courting American business investment. As a 
result, in the 188os, the border remained utterly permeable to the flow of 
both financial and human capital.44 

This situation worked out nicely for businessmen, but also for crimi
nals. The wide-open borderlands supported a band of "desperadoes and 
outlaws" conducting a "reign of terror" on both sides of the border, 
stealing cattle and horses, holding up stagecoaches, and murdering their 
mostly Mexican victims.45 The American bandits were known as Cow
boys, and they numbered anywhere from 30 to 380, depending on who was 
counting.46 The Clantons and McLaurys were among their leaders, but 
these men had a respectable side, too, as Democratic activists and parti
sans of the local county sheriff, Johnny Behan.  

The Earps, in contrast, were Republicans who opposed Behan (and 
to make matters worse, Wyatt Earp stole Behan's girlfriend), but most 
important for this chapter was the fact that this conflict became a na
tional and diplomatic emergency. A firestorm erupted in Washington, 
D.C., over the Cowboys' raids into Mexico. Months before the shootout, 
Sonora's governor, Luis Torres, complained to U. S. federal officials that 
"our border is in continuous alarm,"4 7 and warned that Mexican citizens 
"threaten to take matter into their own hands if they are not protected" 
by the United States government." 48 

A war of tit-for-tat between Cowboys and Mexicans had racked up sev
eral murders on both sides of the border. One of them, in the summer of 
1881, involved the Clanton family. In retaliation for a Cowboy raid that 
killed four men, Newman "Old Man" Clanton (father of the OK Cor
ral gunfighters) and six other men were ambushed during the night. Five 
men, including the Clanton patriarch, were killed. The shootings were 
likely committed by Sonoran soldiers retaliating for a recent altercation 
between the Cowboys and Mexican troops. 49 

Even before the incident at Guadalupe Canyon, complaints about 
Cowboy attacks on Mexicans were escalating. In June 1881, Arizona's U.S.  
attorney, C. B. Pomroy, warned the federal government that "citizens of 
the United States are constantly committing depredations of the most 
barbarous character" on Mexican citizens. If not stopped, these crimes 
and trespasses "may lead to an open rupture between that country and
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our own, at any time." Pomroy worried that the Cowboy raids would lead 

to "an international controversy, if not war."50 The failure to use troops 

to put down the Cowboys, warned commanding general of the U. S.  

Army William Tecumseh Sherman, might leave the United States "com

promised with our neighbor Mexico."" Another official called the Mexi

can government "very much incensed at our seeming neglect." Governor 

Torres implored U. S. officials "to act promptly" and placed three hundred 

Mexican troops on his side of the line.52 

It was not a good time for a fight. After years of warfare and tense re

lations between Mexico and the United States, the ascension of the dic

tator Porfirio Diaz in 1876 had brought friendlier diplomacy and mas

sive investments that high-ranking officials wanted to protect. The acting 

governor of Arizona warned the attorney general that if something was 

not done, "the cow-boy will come to control and 'run' that part of our 

Territory with terror and destruction and probably cause serious compli

cations with our sister Republic Mexico, with which we are now in fullest 

peace."" The United States was indebted to Mexico's good graces, and 

both locals and officials knew it. Had these crimes "been inflicted upon 

our people by Mexicans," U. S. Attorney Pomroy admitted, it would have 

"aroused a whirlwind of indignation from the Rio Grande to the Gulf of 

California, and doubtless long ago led to an invasion of Mexican soil."54 

Foreign investors wanted a border permeable to international capital, 

but not to Cowboy raiders. Arizona's chief U. S. marshal informed the 

U. S. attorney general that "raiding robbing and murdering on the border 

. . . is causing great injury to the business interests of our growing terri

tory."55 A Tucson newspaper editorial noted that "Sonora is rapidly filling 

up with Americans," but that violence threatened to erase the "advantages 

to be devised from co[m]mercial and social intercourse between the two 

countries."56 

Local Euro-American residents expressed genuine sympathy for 

both Mexican citizens and their government. In February 1881, Tucson's 

Democratic paper implored readers to "let our Mexican neighbors under

stand that our people are determined to rid them and Arizona of these 

outlaws and they will be protected in following them across the line into 

our borders, and treating them in a summary manner." 57 The last com

ment appears to endorse Mexican authorities shooting down American 

Cowboys on U.S. soil! 

In Tombstone, defenders of the Mexican attack on Clanton's party at 

Guadalupe Canyon were not hard to find. As Earp partisan George Par

sons wrote in his diary, "This killing business by the Mexicans, in my
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mind, was perfectly justifiable, as it was in retaliation." Local journalist 
Clara Brown observed that, while no one was happy about "the great mas
sacre," "the Mexicans were not the first to inaugurate the present unhappy 
state of affairs.... The Mexicans have lost a great deal of stock, and some 
of their countrymen have been murdered."58 

The campaign against the Cowboys turns many stereotypes about 
western race relations and allegiances on their head. Vigilante justice in 
the West was often racially motivated and directed, just as it was in the 
American South.59 Tombstone had its fair share of racial prejudice, yet 
here was a case where calls for vigilantism were directed against white 
Cowboys, whose attacks were mainly against Mexicans. At one point, fed
eral authorities even considered using the army's Apache scouts to chase 
down the Cowboys. Using scouts, wrote one proponent, the Cowboys' 
"ranches can be entirely surrounded and the occupants captured, pro
vided proper secrecy can be maintained." 60 

Indians chasing Cowboys with army approval? Military and civilian 
law enforcement scotched the plan after word of a renewed Apache War 
outbreak. In the end, it took Pres. Chester Arthur's threat of martial law 
and a rash of vigilante murders by the Earps and their sympathizers to put 
down the Cowboy threat.  

Here is the backstory of the shootout at the OK Corral. In the early 
188os, American criminals-not Mexican immigrants-made the Arizona 
border a site of controversy and danger. General Sherman visited Tomb
stone in April 1882 and called for greater federal power to patrol the bor
der, not because of illegal immigration (a concept that barely existed and 
was in reference to the Chinese), but because "the cowboys make use of 
the boundary line to escape pursuit first on the one side & then on the 
other."61 Arizona governor Frederick Tritle pleaded for a "mounted bor
der patrol" decades before the U. S. Border Patrol was officially estab
lished in 1925, but he wanted the men to chase American outlaws, not 
Mexican immigrants.62 Many Americans in Tombstone sympathized with 
and saw as their allies those Mexicans caught in the Cowboys' cross fire.  

Bisbee 

Even as Tombstone residents were taking sides with Mexico against 
American Cowboys, the copper camp of Bisbee, twenty-five miles away, 
was securing a reputation as a "white man's camp." This was a term used 
across the West, with varied meanings.6 3 Bisbee's version meant that no 
Chinese could live or work there and that Mexicans were restricted to



Making Americans and Mexicans in the Arizona Borderlands i85

the most menial mine labor and lowest pay. In 1881, the venerable New 

York brass trading firm of Phelps, Dodge & Co. purchased Bisbee's Cop

per Queen Mine, which became the company's first copper mine. The 

white man's camp ideology would define labor and race relations in Bisbee 

for sixty years, while the Copper Queen-which produced 40 percent of 

the state's copper and 12 percent of the nation's by the early twentieth 

century-would transform Phelps Dodge into one of the most powerful 

mining corporations in the world and a guiding force in Arizona's econ

omy and government. 64 

In 1881, Bisbee was still a tiny camp of two hundred people, unimpres

sive compared to bustling Tombstone. Yet the smaller settlement was al

ready a functional mining and smelter center reliant on wage labor. U/hose 

wage labor, however, was a growing concern to the area's skilled miners, 

many of Cornish, Irish, and Welsh descent. Over half of Bisbee's two 

hundred residents were foreign-born, same as in Tombstone. Unlike Tres 

Alamos and Tombstone, though, as much as two-thirds of Bisbee's popu

lation was "Mexican" (including, of course, American citizens of Mexican 

descent).65 Yet Bisbee's Mexican population did not enjoy the equanimity 

of class and social relations fostered in Tres Alamos, or the sympathies 

expressed by Tombstone residents for Mexicans across the border.  

Local lore dates Bisbee's self-identification as a white man's camp to a 

meeting in the back of John "Pie" Allen's general store on Christmas Eve, 

1880.66 There local men worked up a district code -a social compact and 

set of laws to enforce "law and order." Similar legal codes, which were not 

bound by statute but were meant to "keep the peace" in rough mining 

camps, had originated in the mining regions of Cornwall (whence many of 

Bisbee's residents had come), but their technicalities also relied -without 

acknowledgment-on Spanish and Mexican legal traditions. These quasi

legal district codes also governed the gold diggings in California and the 

silver camps of Colorado, where they were often used to exclude Chinese 

and Latin American miners, in other words, to create white man's camps.  

Arizona's earliest-known white man's camp had an 1863 code that barred 

"Asiatics & Sonorians . .. from working this district." 

Exclusionary pacts generally appeared in new settlements with no in

digenous Mexican landowners and merchants. Where Mexican "pioneers" 

did exist, exceptions could be made. One code decreed that "no citizens of 

Mexico shall hold or work claims in this District except the boy Lorenzo 

Para who is one of the original discoverers." Lines of demarcation were 

not always clear, however: one group of miners who excluded Mexicans 

later added an amendment to their code decreeing that a three-man com-
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mittee "shall decide who are & who are not Mexicans." 67 These variations 
underscored the permeability and local specificity of racial boundaries.  

The code created at Pie Allen's store did not explicitly declare Bis
bee to be a white man's camp, at least not in the public record. Yet from 
its earliest years Bisbee's reputation as a white man's camp enjoyed, as 
one local reporter explained, "unanimous unwritten consent."68 Some 
people characterized Bisbee's anti-Chinese rule as a defense of women's 
work, "made for the protection of the widows from foreign countries who 
had made the mining camp their home. They were honorable and good 
people and had families of small children." 69 Since many-indeed, most
laundresses were Mexican, this rule could presumably protect Mexican 
women. When a Chinese man attempted to run a laundry in Bisbee, local 
residents reportedly burned a Chinese dummy in effigy; the man left.  

Sex taboos also enforced anti-Chinese rules. Early Bisbee resident 
Juanita Tarin remembered some Chinese men being run out of town for 
doing "what they wanted" with a "white girl, a lady, it was a white lady." 
The "law found out and they were deported from here." 70 This rumor had 
a powerful meaning, regardless of its veracity.  

The second rule of the white man's camp - more subtle than the anti
Chinese rule - proscribed Mexican men from working at the better-paying 
underground mining jobs. Mexican men were clustered in backbreaking 
and unrewarding surface work, and thus were known as "topmen." This 
work paid less than mining jobs underground. It was equally dirty and 
almost as dangerous, but it was less lucrative and less respected.  

In addition to being segregated into Mexican jobs, Mexican men also 
earned lower pay even when they performed the same work as other men.  
A race-based wage scale, known as the dual-wage system, was common 
even in so-called Mexican camps like Clifton-Morenci, where Mexicans 
performed all but the supervisory work.7' Copper Queen payrolls from 
1885 (the earliest available) until the 1920s explicitly list Mexican and 
white wages separately,72 even for the same job description. In 1885, a job 
wheeling adobe bricks, to name just one example, earned whites at the 
Copper Queen $2.25 a day, and Mexicans $a.5o.73 

One argument for the lower wages was that Mexicans were unskilled 
miners. As early as 1882, the foreman of the Copper Queen Mine claimed 
that Mexicans in Bisbee had no mining experience.74 Such claims were an 
abrupt turnabout from the colonial and early U. S. periods, when Sono
rans were prized for their mining skills. Lamented one Mexican observer 
in 1889, "Work for Mexicans is very scarce and pay is low... . What hope 
do we have living in a country where we are looked at with such preju-
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dice, where justice isn't for us, and where we are treated as the lowest of 

the human race?" 75 

The rules of the white man's camp constituted a kind of ideology. They 

categorized jobs and wages by race, but in doing so they also structured 

local citizenship and hierarchy and values. The rules helped some people 

and harmed others, yet implied neutrality by invoking explanations that 

they reflected the natural order of things. As theorists Trevor Purvis and 

Alan Hunt have observed, an ideology "always works to favor some and 

disadvantage others" and makes this disparity seem "natural."76 

Natural, yes, but they still needed justifications. As historians like 

Yvette Huginnie and Linda Gordon have shown, defenders argued that 

Mexican workers had a lower standard of living than other workers. The 

seasonal migration patterns of Mexican immigrants that created high 

rates of turnover and a majority male population, their low wages, and 

thus dismal living conditions, all became fodder for arguments about their 

racial inferiority. One government investigator concluded in 1908 that 

"the wants of the Mexican peon are hardly more complex than those of 

the Indian from whom he is descended," and therefore low wages did not 

harm him.77 White workers and managers interpreted circular migration 

and dismal living conditions of Mexican immigrants as racial characteris

tics that justified Mexicans' lower wages and their exclusion from skilled 

mining jobs. This reasoning's tautology did not diminish its power, nor 

did the failure to distinguish between recently arrived or migrant immi

grants from Mexico and Mexican Americans rooted in the United States.  

Nor did it give any pause to the Copper Queen's new owners. Although 

they did not invent the racial system, they did adopt it. Soon after Phelps 

Dodge took over, Mexican wages, but not white ones, declined.78 Still, it 

is worth remembering that in Bisbee, home of Phelps Dodge's first mine, 

it was rough prospectors and early skilled miners, not New York man

agers, who first created the rules of racial division and social stratification.  

Phelps Dodge and other copper-mining corporations and sympathetic 

white workers preserved the dual-wage system until the 195os, even in the 

face of strikes, federal investigations, and Supreme Court cases.  

With its ardent opposition to unionization, Phelps Dodge acquiesced 

to and elaborated on the rules of the white man's camp in exchange for 

no labor trouble. The rules of the white man's camp constituted a kind 

of "gentlemen's agreement" between elite Western European miners and 

their corporate employers. When union organizers came to Bisbee in 1903 
and 1907, they found a chilly-even chilling-reception. During an abor

tive strike in 1907, general manager Walter Douglas promised to shut
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down the mines if unions came to town. 7 9 By 1917, he and many others 
were willing to go farther still.  

1917: A Turning Point 

The year 1917 was a turning point not just for Bisbee but for Arizona. The 
brute force of the Bisbee Deportation-which involved perhaps one-fifth 
of the adult male population of the town - crushed an increasingly power
ful labor movement in mining camps across Arizona. In the early twenti
eth century, many white unionists campaigned for laws that discriminated 
against immigrants' employment, but after several commanding strikes 
by Mexicans in other mining camps, white unionists grew more sympa
thetic to their once-maligned coworkers.  

Yet this was a very controversial alliance. By 1917, Mexicans had long 
been second-class citizens in the white man's camp, and the decision of 
Mexican topmen to join the strike -and demand white men's wages 
outraged many local residents. The Mexican Revolution, which prompted 
bloody skirmishes in the border towns of Naco and Agua Prieta near Bis
bee in 1911, 1914, and 1915, only made local law enforcement officers and 
mining executives more hostile to Mexican immigrants. In early 1917, the 
revelation of the Zimmermann telegram, in which Germany promised to 
return the American Southwest to Mexico in exchange for its war sup
port, had given border residents new reasons to fear the ongoing Mexi
can Revolution. Then in April, the United States officially entered World 
War I, three years after it began, amidst much domestic dissension and 
controversy. In 1917, the U. S. Congress implemented a literacy test for 
immigrants, although Mexicans were exempted through the course of the 
war,80 and racial and labor conflicts like the East Saint Louis riots and 
thousands of strikes erupted across the United States.  

The world had changed. But to understand the significance of 1917 as 
a local watershed requires an understanding of how Bisbee had changed 
since 1881. By 1917, Bisbee was a booming metropolis of perhaps twenty
five thousand people from at least thirty-four countries. This popula
tion-still predominantly male, but with thousands of women and fami
lies, too-was bursting at the seams in crowded rooming houses, at least 
twenty distinct neighborhoods, and in mine payrolls that numbered in the 
thousands. In response to the war effort, mine production was ramped up 
like never before, with shifts working around the clock.  

Since 1881, the industry had changed, and the meanings of the white
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man's camp had changed alongside it. The exclusion of Chinese persisted, 

as did the relegation of Mexicans to low-paying jobs. But now Eastern and 

Southern European newcomers were also gathering by the hundreds in 

Bisbee. In May of 1903, the Bisbee Daily Review had reported, "a question 

of great moment is agitating the miners - that is, the American miners 

of Bisbee: viz., the employment of Italian and Slavonic [sic] workmen in 

some of the mines and the readiness with which they are employed by 

some of the foremen." Then the story invoked Bisbee's vaunted repu

tation: "The American miners contend that Bisbee has always been a 

'White Man's Camp,' and much feeling is being manifested by the men 

who are, as they say, unable to secure employment by the influx of foreign 

labor." By 1903, in other words, "American miners" were using the ideol

ogy of the white man's camp not only to exclude the Chinese and segre

gate Mexicans, but also to lobby against the employment of Eastern and 

Southern European "foreigners." Their language betrayed the slippage 

between "white" and "American," and this could only be bad news for 

Mexicans in a town eight miles from the Mexico border. It put men from 

Eastern and Southern Europe in a strange, unsettled position, and re

vealed the growing fault lines between corporate managers and the white 

miners. One mine's general manager, John Merrill, insisted, "If Italian 

miners come, I will hire them, as I must have men to work." 81 

Bisbee's white workers opposed foreign labor by invoking the "Ameri

can standard of living," a term that national trade unionists had been de

veloping since the Jacksonian era.82 Bisbee's white workers complained 

that "the foreign element can live on a mere pittance to what a white man 

can.... [N]orth of the Catholic church and in an oblong building [are] 

... a bunch of Italians living as no white man can." White versus foreign; 

an "oblong building," not a house; a "bunch of Italians," rather than a 

family.  
As these dialectics reveal, the putative ideal was a married, white, 

"American" man in a single-family home full of children. Corporate poli

cies encouraged this ideal. The mines kept married workers on during 

slow times and let single men go. Company managers funded schools and 

playgrounds in hopes of securing family workers. In 1907, the Copper 

Queen's first major competitor built an entire suburb and created gen

erous home-financing plans for miners, because the company believed 

homeowners were less likely to strike.83 The company's town site man

ager claimed to have "learned from experience that the robust American 

with a growing family is a better man for us than a man without these 

things."84
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Ten years later, racialized assumptions about marriage, family, nation, 
and household saturated the rhetoric of the Bisbee Deportation. Sheriff 
Harry Wheeler, in particular, defended his role in the Deportation loudly 
and often by claiming his aim was to protect white (American) women.  
According to Wheeler, a group of female laundry workers "were so ter
rorized by visitations of a committee of Mexicans [to organize the laun
dry] ... that the women one day left in a body in abject terror. Think of 
white women in an American town so terrorized by foreigners that they 
were compelled to quit work in terror of their lives." 85 In Wheeler's mind, 
protecting white womanhood was just as natural as self-defense; both ac
tions were at the heart of his understanding of manhood and the defense 
of an American town.  

The characteristics of the deputies and deportees also reflected the 
politics of race, nation, and family status. About 90 percent of the men 
rounded up on July 12 were immigrants. About half of these were Mexi
can or Slavic. Many were suspected sympathizers who were not even mine 
workers or strikers. The demographics of the deputies were the reverse.  
Ninety percent of the identifiable "deputies" were U.S. citizens, two
thirds of these native-born Americans. Only one in four deportees was 
married, compared to three out of four of the deputies. Twenty-eight per
cent of the deportees had children compared to 62 percent of the deputies 
(statistics on marriage and fatherhood were partly a function of age, as the 
deportees also tended to be younger).86 

If the goal of the Bisbee Deportation was to purge foreigners and 
single men, then it was a resounding success. A large sample of depor
tees and deputies reveals that almost 40 percent (192 of 503 names) of the 
identifiable deputies from 1917 had stayed in Bisbee until 1920, despite a 
serious recession after the war ended. In contrast, the near-total erasure 
of the deportees is shocking. Just 6 percent of the deportees- 61 of 1,003 
identifiable names -were in a city directory published months after the 
Deportation. By 1920, only somewhere between 34 and 45 of that original 
1,003 appeared in the local census.87 Some men probably returned to town 
and changed their names to avoid blacklisting, but hardly enough to make 
a meaningful difference. As one deportee explained, "It is not that the 
men are determined to live in the town from which they were expelled.  
In fact, they appear without exception to realize that under any circum
stances life would be made, in one way or another, unendurable for them 
in Bisbee, and it is altogether likely that even those with established homes 
would soon move away, rather than endure the persecution." 88 Another 
man recalled that "the [single] fellas moved out, and it became more of
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a family town after that."89 An unsuccessful civil suit against the depu

ties contained only a handful of Mexican surnames among 500 plaintiffs; 

no doubt, they simply left the region, knowing they had little chance at 

justice.
90 

The effect of the Deportation on Bisbee's immigrant communities was 

dramatic. By the fall of 1917, the Calumet & Arizona (C&A) Company's 

underground workforce was over 70 percent American, compared to just 

under So percent a year earlier. The percentage of Serbs working there 

fell by more than half, from 3.4 to 1.5. The number of "Austrians," a cate

gory that was in fact heavily Slavic, fell by the largest percentage, from 

14.7 to 3.8.91 Six months after the Deportation, Bisbee's new city direc

tory claimed that "no foreign labor is employed in the mines, thus making 

Bisbee stand out as the leading American industrial center of the South

west." 92 By 1920, census figures suggest that perhaps half of Bisbee's large 

Slavic population, 20 percent of the Italians, and almost all of the Finns 

were gone.93 The number of Mexican residents did not change as much 

as that of other ethnic groups, in part because they could be replenished 

from across the border. But they remained restricted to surface labor.  

In 1918, Fred Sutter, a Bisbee attorney turned state senator, praised the 

deportation in a speech at the state capitol: 

And what are the results in Bisbee since the deportation? They are ...  

a practically one hundred per cent American Camp. A foreigner to get a 

job there today has to give a pretty good account of himself; an increase 

of thirty-three percent in the number of children attending school; the 

erection of three new school buildings and the completion of over three 

hundred new dwelling houses. More miners own their homes ... than in 

any other mining camp in the United States. The mines are today pro

ducing more copper than ever before and we are a quiet, peaceful, law

abiding community.94 

The Deportation cast a long shadow. In later years, Bisbee was feted for 

avoiding "Mexicanization." 95 As late as 1929, a promotion in the Arizona 

LaborJournal boasted that Bisbee was the "last stand of the white miner." 96 

In the end, purging racially questionable foreigners increased the 

divide between Mexican and American. The white man's camp became 

known as the "American camp," with European immigrants counting as 

American. The Bisbee Deportation marked the death of racial subtle

ties, in part by literally removing many of the most racially ambiguous: 

radical Slavic, Italian, and Finnish immigrants. Those who chose to stay
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were in essence pronouncing their loyalty to the mining companies. A few 
Serbs and Finns even began buying homes in the American suburb. A new 
Catholic church and public schools segregated whites and Mexicans, but 
not foreigners.  

Yet for all of this, even in 1917, the county still harbored multiple racial 
possibilities. Tres Alamos dwindled away, but a couple of other settle
ments snaked along the San Pedro River, where Mexican American fami
lies continued to homestead, ranch, and farm. They maintained their own 
schools and filled the newspaper social pages in the nearby railroad town 
of Benson.97 In contrast, the Bisbee Daily Review, which was owned by 
Phelps-Dodge, rarely mentioned Mexicans outside of the crime reports.  
In Benson, Mexican Americans served on civic committees, were reg
istered to vote in higher proportions than in Bisbee, and attended inte
grated schools. In 1917, less than two months before the Deportation, the 
son of pioneer San Pedro River homesteaders Francisco Soza was valedic
torian of Benson High School. 98 Tucson's middle-class Mexican Ameri
cans, to whom the Tres Alamos homesteaders were closely related, op
posed the Wobblies' strike in 1917 and carefully publicized their loyalty to 
the United States during World War I.99 Shortly afterward, the Mexican 
American settlement of Cascabel fought off a challenge by Anglo new
comers to take over their school. The parents signed a petition to save the 
school in which they emphasized their landownership and rights as citi
zens: "We have maintained our homes here for many years.... As good 
citizens, we claim the right of tutelage for our children, and as reasonable 
persons," we want to keep the district out of "the hands of ... those care
less of our rights." The Anglo teacher they had hired concurred: "The 
people here own the land along the river," she wrote to the county super
intendent. "[F]ew 'white people' would work so hard to maintain their 
land and raise their corn, beans, and hay and grain." 100 

Yet middle-class Mexican Americans' tiny base of power-based in 
landholding and mercantile interests-could hardly compete with the 
corporate juggernaut of the copper companies, and the decline in race re
lations would make this clear.  

1934: New Deal Coda 

A brief coda about where things stood by 1934 concludes the story of 
Cochise County's racial transformations. World War I turned out to have
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been the high point of the county's prosperity and political influence.  

Afterward, a mining recession and glutted agricultural markets devas

tated the county. The mining industry remained unsteady throughout 

the 192os, and during the depression, mine and smelter payrolls fell by the 

thousands. From 1917 to 1940, the county's population fell by 30 percent, 

from around fifty thousand to around thirty-five thousand.101 Bisbee lost 

a third of its population, while several rural settlements completely disap

peared as prices for alfalfa hay and beef cattle fell by more than half from 

the 1920S to the 1930s.102 In desperate times, Phelps Dodge gained power 

by buying out smaller, undercapitalized competitors.' 03 

The ascendance of corporate control across the county unified the 

once-diverse local racial systems. By the 1930s, it was quite clear that 

Phelps Dodge called the shots in Cochise County, and that meant that 

the division between Mexican and white American became the operative 

racial system across the county. New Deal programs provided assistance 

to the needy, but their administration by local elites ensured that corpo

rate mining's power would increase, and that the strict divisions between 

Mexican and white American enforced in mining wage scales would be 

instituted across the county in work and reform programs. White women 

reformers who represented what I call the "corporate maternalist" wing 

of the mining companies were hired to administer county New Deal pro

grams and spread the inequalities and segregation of the dual-wage sys

tem across the county.  

Of the years that organize this chapter, 1934 is admittedly the most 

arbitrary-a moment in a continuum rather than a landmark or water

shed. Yet 1934 is a year that offers tidbits with great symbolic value. The 

most poignant is the 1934 yearbook of Bisbee High School (which, as the 

only public high school in town, had to admit Mexican Americans and 

African Americans, though lower grades were segregated). The senior 

pictures of a handful of Mexican American students and of two lonely 

African American young women occupy a separate page after the photo 

section for whites.104 

Other 1934 anecdotes tell a similar story. In March of that year, the 

Arizona State Welfare Board-which distributed federal relief funds

reclassified relief wages based on local prevailing rates, which in Cochise 

County were of course created by Phelps Dodge. The mechanics of wage 

determination also weighed heavily in the mining industry's favor. Pro
gram rules required a county wage classification committee and grievance 

committee, in addition to the county board of welfare. The state board 

ruled, however, that the county public welfare boards could simply serve
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in all three capacities. In other words, the same committee set policy, dis
tributed relief, and handled complaints.1 05 Phelps Dodge partisans, in
cluding the superintendent of the Phelps Dodge smelter, dominated the 
board.106 In the aftermath, Cochise County resident A. C. Garcia wrote 
to Washington to complain about "gross irregularity on the distribution 
of relief work in this district." "Spanish-American citizens are being dis
criminated against, whether native born or naturalized," he explained.  
"This fact is shown on the posted lists and freely admitted by our relief 
boards." He went on: "We as Americans desire and demand this injustice 
be abolished."'107 

The copper fiefdoms of Bisbee and smelter town Douglas got the lion's 
share of county New Deal allocations, sometimes ten times as much. In 
April 1934, for instance, the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 
(FERA) funded twenty-eight projects in Cochise County. Eight projects, 
all in northern Cochise County, received just over $io,ooo. Nine others
totaling $176,148-were allotted to the Bisbee metropolitan area; one 
funded a golf course. Funds evened out slightly over time, but Bisbee and 
Douglas continued to monopolize federal work funds. When a Works 
Progress Administration (WPA) administrator mistakenly mentioned 
"Bisbee County" in official correspondence, it was a revealing slip.108 

White women reformers were critical to New Deal programming, and 
they tended to replicate corporate inequalities. The popular Home Ex
tension Service, a federal program for rural women that dated to the Pro
gressive Era, had since 1917 retreated from work with Mexican Ameri
can women. In 1934, home extension agent Bertha Virmond observed 
that "the 1918, 1919, and 1920 reports show much work with the Mexican 
girls and mothers in Douglas and Bisbee," but this trend, she noted, had 
not continued. WPA sewing rooms for women were segregated across 
the county, regardless of local race relations, and Mexican women were 
shunted into domestic aid programs to work for white volunteer em
ployers. By focusing on Anglo women and segregating much of their 
programming, women reformers gave government sanction to deepening 
class, race, and religious divisions among women.' 09 

The greatest injustice of the New Deal, though, was the policy that 
assigned explicitly lower relief funds and public works wages for Mexi
can Americans. In July 1934, a group calling itself the Latin-American 
Club of Cochise County complained to the State Board of Public Welfare 
about the "amount of relief given to Mexicans as compared to other fami
lies." One program gave Mexican and Indian families $3.66 per month, 
while whites received $6.69. The state board replied that "relief was given



Making Americans and Mexicans in the Arizona Borderlands 195

on the basis of need only."110 This was a sly answer that did not deny the 

club's allegation - because state administrators widely agreed that Mexi

cans had less need than did whites, just as defenders of the companies' 

dual-wage system did.  

Those few aid programs that did not discriminate annoyed white re

cipients and administrators, both of whom took the dual-wage economy's 

racial assumptions for granted. In the same month as the Latin-American 

Club's complaint, an Anglo resident of the county complained that funds 

distributed to family breadwinners based on the number of their depen

dents actually favored Mexican Americans, who tended to have larger 

families."1' In 1934, State Board of Public Welfare secretary Florence 

Warner urged FERA's national director to increase the number of pro

fessional projects in Arizona. "It has been bitter for the educated people," 

she argued, "to have to see the peon type of Mexican receiving the same 

relief as they." Thousands of Mexican American workers, she explained, 

have a "standard of living [that] is very low but if they are citizens we 

are obliged to give them the same amount of relief as the people who 

have a high standard of living. Consequently, many American-Mexicans 

are living fatter than they have for a good many years. . . . On the other 

hand we have a group of people whose morale is almost at the breaking 

point."' 2 She saw equal wages and relief not as simple justice but as a 

degradation of Anglos.  

Countywide WPA programs, administered by mining company elites, 

overpowered local variations in race relations. On the one hand, some 

local racial integration persisted. While Mexican American students ap

peared on a separate page from white students (who included many Serbs) 

in Bisbee High's yearbook, Benson teenagers elected classmate William 

Molina to two different student council offices." 3 Benson also included 

Mexican Americans in its depression relief planning, while Bisbee did not.  

Benson's local National Recovery Administration (NRA) advisory com

mittee included Paul Blanco, a Southern Pacific Railway employee with 

deep family roots in both Arizona and Mexico, and Ed Ohnesorgen, the 

grandson of German and Mexican pioneers at Tres Alamos. Both men 

represented Mexican mutual-aid societies. 14 

On the other hand, Benson got sucked into the same segregated New 

Deal orbit, whose center of gravity was the copper mines. In 1934, FERA 

(whose board was dominated by mining administrators) sponsored sum

mer camps for children on relief rolls. Forty American children from the 

Benson area attended one week, with forty Spanish children to attend 

separately." 5 Which camp might the children of Benson's New Deal com-
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mittee members have attended? If high school students attended, would 
William Molina have gone a different week from the rest of the student 
council? Though it was hardly the largest racial injustice in the county's 
history, the irony of William Molina's election as a class officer even as the 
New Deal brought segregation to his hometown seems especially bitter.  
It speaks volumes about the commitment of adults to maintaining social 
systems they insisted were natural in the face of contradictory evidence 
from their own children.  

But there is hope in the year 1934 as well, and not just in the student 
council election. A nascent American Federation of Labor (AFL) local 
in Bisbee had begun organizing after the passage in 1933 of the National 
Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA), whose Section 7(a) guaranteed the 
right of collective bargaining.1 16 By 1935, it would launch a strike that 
ended in a landmark antiblacklisting decision by the U.S. Supreme Court.  
Smelter workers challenged the dual-wage system again, and the federal 
Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) investigated complaints 
about wage discrimination in 1942 and 1943. When one supervisor in the 
smelter town of Douglas told a Mexican American worker, "We have to 
save all of the best jobs for the Americans. . . that's the rule of the com
pany," he meant that a Mexican (even if he was a native-born U.S. citizen) 
could not really be an American." 7 This was one of dozens of complaints 
filed with the FEPC.118 

Although the FEPC complaints did not lead to sanctions against 
Phelps Dodge in the short term, they marked the beginning of the end 
for the dual-wage system. Mexican American workers, joined by a few 
Anglos belonging to International Union of Mine, Mill, and Smelter 
Workers (Mine-Mill) locals, began to push hard for its demise. These 
copper workers understood their battles were part of a broader attack 
on discrimination across the Southwest. The mining towns of Arizona 
would become bulwarks of Mexican American working-class political 
power; the sons and daughters of copper miners helped launch Arizona's 
Chicano/a movement in the early 1970s. One of them, Raul Castro, be
came Arizona's first Mexican American governor; another, Ed Pastor, 
became its first Mexican American member of Congress (where he still 
serves).  

These stories are not yet well known, but they are a triumphant rebut
tal of the assumptions that guided the ordinary and elite men and women 
who created a world of two separate and unequal races-Mexican and 
white American - from a diverse set of nineteenth-century possibilities in



Making Americans and Mexicans in the Arizona Borderlands 197

Cochise County and across the Southwest. It shows, as Ram6n Gutierrez' 

chapter reminds us, that we should continue to explore the persistent pos

sibilities of MexAmerica.  
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CHAPTER 6

Keeping Community, Challenging Boundaries: 
Indigenous Migrants, Internationalist Workers, 
and Mexican Revolutionaries, 1900-1920 

DEVRA WEBER 

Rosendo A. Dorare 
1879-1932 

Phoenix IWW Local 272 
"An injury to one is an injury to all." 
GRAVESTONE IN EVERGREEN CEMETERY, EAST LOS ANGELES 

Since the 198os, writers have noted that globalization has intensified 
international migration, and studies of Mexican migration have recorded 
the growing number of indigenous people from Mexico in the binational 
labor market. Scholars have documented how migration has altered com
munities and relations within and among them and has simultaneously 
changed and reinforced cultures. Analysts have explored how people are 
responding, adapting, manipulating, and shaping cultural tools within the 
frameworks of hegemonic and institutional structures. Others have dis
cussed the impact of migration on binational social relations, and mi
grants' role in binational social organizations and movements. Yet in
digenous migrations from Mexico, binational connections, manipulation 
of cultural signals and racial constructions, and the role of Mexican mi
grants in shaping binational social movements have deep historical roots 
in Mexico and the United States.  

Mexican workers have been part of the making of the United States 
since, as the saying goes, the border crossed them, when the United States 
claimed half of Mexico at the conclusion to the War of 1848.1 But it was 
the expanding industrial capitalism of the late nineteenth and early twen
tieth centuries that propelled an increasing number of Mexican migrants 
across the relocated border to work. Within Mexico and in the United 
States, the growth of mining, railroad, and agricultural industries and
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of cities and their infrastructures created a demand for workers often 

filled by Mexicans. Technological innovations in communication and 

transportation were accelerating the speed of movement and revolution

izing the relationship between time and space. The new conditions of 

modernity elicited new kinds of resistant social movements, which took 

the form of social revolution, internationalist unions, and local uprisings.  

Some responses were simultaneously local in their application and inter

national in their influence and implications.  

Yet a history of Mexican migrants constructed from their perspective 

is missing in accounts of the early twentieth century. There are under

standable reasons. Documents on these earlier migrants are scant. An 

overreliance on English-language documents by U. S. historians and theo

retical paradigms shaped by the narrow boundaries of the nation-state 

have truncated, or erased, any understanding of Mexican migrants of this 

period. Their absence in most U.S. histories has left us without histori

cal perspective on current Mexican migrants and their diversity, often

binational community and social networks, and the social movements of 

which they are a part.  

Early-twentieth-century Mexicans who migrated into the United 

States were diverse. Many were from indigenous communities, spoke in

digenous languages, and were tied to families and social networks which 

still considered themselves indigenous. These social relations shaped mi

gration and work and were cornerstones of developing communities.  

Mexicans were also part of an international group of workers laboring 

in the United States. Some Mexicans joined internationalist social move

ments such as the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM), which was orga

nizing for a social revolution in Mexico. Others, usually members of the 

PLM, worked with the Industrial Workers of the World. Their members 

were often called Wobblies. Unlike the American Federation of Labor, the 

IWW was virtually the only major union which openly admitted Mexi

can workers. The Magonistas - so named after the PLM leader, Ricardo 

Flores Mag6n-helped shape Spanish-speaking locals of the IWW.  

Mexican Magonistas who joined the IWW challenge the IWW histo

riography, which too often excludes these workers. Their participations 

suggest the need for multilingual research into workers whose commu

nities and political concerns shaped local organizing. Much as indige

nous people in the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberaci6n Nacional (EZLN) of 

Chiapas led the first uprising against NAFTA's neoliberal agenda in 1994, 
indigenous Mexicans were part of internationalist responses to the rav

ages of early-twentieth-century globalization. 2
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Mexican workers such as Rosendo Dorame, whose epitaph opens this 
chapter, are emblematic of Magonista Wobblies in the early twentieth 
century. Rosendo was born to a Mexican family from Sonora that had 
moved to Florence, Arizona.3 He was possibly an Opata Indian. He found 
work where he could - as a barber, a miner, a carpenter, even serving a 
brief stint as an Arizona sheriff. Piecing together shards of information, 
we know he worked in Texas, found jobs across Arizona, in Colorado and 
California, and possibly labored in northern Mexico. Somewhere in these 
travels, he joined the Western Federation of Miners and participated in 
Colorado's Cripple Creek mining strike, which lasted from 1903 to 1905.4 

He joined the IWW. Like many Mexicans, he worked with other or
ganizations open to Mexicans and was a candidate on the Socialist Party 
ticket for its constitutional convention in 1910. This bilingual Mexican 
(for he was "Mexican" in the Southwest, regardless of his U. S. citizenship) 
also belonged to the Partido Liberal Mexicano.  

In 1911, Dorame recruited Mexican men from mining camps across 
Arizona and led one arm of a coordinated invasion into Mexico that the 
PLM hoped would trigger a revolutions He was arrested and, convicted 
of violating neutrality laws, spent a year in Leavenworth Prison. He orga
nized an IWW strike in an El Paso smelter and in 1917 was part of orga
nizing the Bisbee, Arizona, copper strike.6 

Racial Categorizations and Mexican Migrants 

Who were the early-twentieth-century Mexican migrants? Since the 
1980s, scholarly and popular literature on migration has often focused on 
indigenous migrants. But is indigenous migration new, or does this atten
tion reflect an increased visibility? Certainly, there is a growing migration 
from recognized indigenous areas such as Oaxaca in southern Mexico. Yet 
the visibility of indigenous peoples also stems from indigenous political 
changes. In 1992, panindigenous organizing across the Americas trans
formed a planned celebration of Columbus' "discovery" of the Ameri
cas into a public recognition of the five hundred years of genocide that 
followed his arrival. In 1994, the EZLN took the first shot at NAFTA's 
neoliberal policies, simultaneously asserting an indigenous presence on 
the international stage and joining local community demands with inter
nationalist concerns about global economic and political policies. Grow
ing numbers of Mexicans publicly identify as indigenous, and indigenous
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demands for political autonomy and economic self-determination have 

shifted political dialogue and public discourse in the Americas.  

I first began thinking about historical indigenous migration in the 

1980s after a conversation with Edward Banales. He had migrated to Cali

fornia in the early 1920S from Angumacutiro, Michoacin, in Mexico's 

central plateau. I had interviewed him several times before he mentioned, 
in passing, that his father was a Purdpecha (Tarascan) from an "Indian 

town . . . just like all the other Mexicanos living here."7 Over years of 

interviewing people in this California town, nobody had mentioned in

digenous connections to me, and I had never asked. I returned to Mexico 

to visit Angumacutiro. Mexican academic friends insisted the town and 

its surroundings were mestizo. Historical documents agreed, and the 1940
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census states, "The only racial group that exists in this municipality is the 
mestizo. There is only one pure blooded Indian."8 However, people who 
lived in Angumacutiro in the 198os (including the sizable Banales family) 
were clear that they, and their town, were Purepecha.  

The relative paucity of historical works about indigenous roots of 

earlier migrants such as the Banales family stems in part from racial cate
gorizations of both Mexico and the United States. In the early twentieth 

century, each country was articulating the nation-state in racial terms, 
albeit in very different ways. Racial categories contributed to disjunctures 
between imposed definitions, and more complex ways people identified 
themselves. Assumptions about race and the racialization of citizenship 
in each nation-state shaped historical records, popular perceptions, and 
written history in the twentieth century. As a result, historians-and I in
clude myself-tended to homogenize "Mexican" in ways that obliterated 
the diverse ethnic and cultural connections of earlier migrants.  

In Mexico, narrow definitions of "Indian" downplayed or erased in

digenous roots. The term "Indian" itself homogenized diverse peoples, 
societies, and cultures into one category defined only in relation to the 

"European." The Spanish colonial casta system recognized mixture, or 

"mestizaje," and divided people into racial categories of Spaniard, Indian, 
African, and degrees of mixture. As racial categories became more fluid, 
increasingly defined by culture and class, people could and did change 

their racial classifications. External perceptions of Indian became dictated 

more by dress, language, the trappings of religion, and the appearance of 

class. Indians who adopted Spanish, Catholicism, and "non-Indian" man

ners and dress were considered mestizo, Hispanicized Indians, or "not 
Indian."9 

The liberal project of the mid-nineteenth century, which ushered in 

Mexican independence and nationhood, also encouraged encroachment 

on Indian lands and limited indigenous peoples' citizenship in the con
ceptualization of the modern nation-state. By the 1920s, "indigenista" 
writers such as Jose Vasconcelos and Manuel Gamio celebrated the mes

tizo, born of Indian and European parents, as the quintessential Mexican.  

Living Indians were viewed as antithetical to the national project, while 
the Aztec and Mayan empires were elevated to iconic status. To be truly 

Mexican, living Indians had to disappear and become mestizo.1 0 Indians 
who refused this Faustian bargain were regarded as backward, degenerate, 
and outside the modern Mexican state." 

Indians began to disappear through redefinition. By i910, the Mexi

can census claimed that only a third of the population was indigenous,
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and by the 192os, rural communities, hoping to present a "modern" face, 

began to make political demands on the state for land as campesinos, not 

Indians. By the late 192os, the increase in campesino communities began 

to obscure that many were also indigenous, and by mid-century many 

communities classified as indigenous in the early twentieth century were 

considered mestizo and/or campesino.' 2 

In the early twentieth century, the United States was also focusing on 

definitions of its citizenry and working to convert "foreign" immigrants 

into "Americans," a project that was both racial and national. The binary 

U. S. racial system recognized black and white but saw mixture - in the 

"one-drop rule"-as threatening "miscegenation" or "mongrelization." 

A more fluid system prevailed in the southwestern borderlands until the 

late nineteenth century; problems of water, land, and war overrode racial 

concerns.  

Yet the coming of the railroad, large-scale capital interests, and a larger 

population changed communities by the 188os. Racial categories shifted 

and hardened, and the terms "Mexican" and "American" obliterated more 

nuanced distinctions which had earlier existed among the indigenous 

population, mestizos, Mexican immigrants, Anglo-Americans, Euro

peans, Chinese, and other immigrants. In one area of Southern Califor

nia, for example, Juanenos (Indians from Mission San Juan Capistrano), 

Californios (Mexicans with historical roots in California before U.S. an

nexation), and recent immigrants from Mexico were crammed into a ho

mogenizing box as "Mexicans," a shift in racial categories articulated in 

the imposition of spatial segregation.  

In Arizona mining areas, racial designations were also in flux. Although 

racial systems differed by community-Clifton-Morenci, for example, 

was different from nearby Bisbee-mining towns were moving toward 

a system in which Mexicans (legally defined as "white") were being re

defined as both nonwhite and noncitizens, regardless of birth. 3 

Writers also tended to view Mexican migrants narrowly, usually in re

lation to specific economic or social concerns. In the United States, Mexi

cans were viewed through the lenses of industrial labor needs, potential 

for union activism, alleged social costs, and ongoing conflicts over race, 

legality, and restrictive immigration legislation. Writers in Mexico fo

cused on emigration and how returning workers' experiences with indus

trial work and work habits could contribute to the growth of the Mexican 

nation. Certainly, reports by social workers, health inspectors, employers, 

and some journalists noted that some of these Mexicans were Indians.  

Yet increasingly, Mexican became understood as some kind of mixture,
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largely Indian. A Los Angeles doctor, discussing the high incidence of 
tuberculosis, blamed Mexicans' "extremely low racial immunity," due to 
their "large admixture of Indian blood," more than the wretched condi
tions of work and housing.'4 

In the 197os, historians began to research women, workers, people of 
color, and others who had been ignored in written history. Oral histories 
began to explore peoples' perspectives on their own lives and the political 
and social context in which they lived. Chicano historians began to write 
the history of Mexicanos in the North and the development of Mexican 
communities which preceded the U.S. invasion. The history of Chicanos 
challenged the national U. S. narrative in important ways, and the ques
tions these historians raised were shaped by long-standing problems with 
racism, ongoing violations of civil and other rights of Chicano commu
nities, and pressing political and cultural issues." Studies thus focused 
on recovering a Chicano history within the context of U. S. imperialism, 
U.S. relations with Mexico, and a long history of racism in the United 
States. Some poetically and analytically explored Chicano culture. While 
the Chicano movement recognized indigenous roots, activists focused on 
the iconic Aztecs. Within this political and culture framework, little at
tention was paid to the historical indigenous roots of migrants.  

Yet many Mexican migrants of the early twentieth century were con
nected to indigenous communities, spoke an indigenous language, and 
considered themselves indigenous. How many were indigenous is un
clear.' 6 Anthropologist Manuel Gamio disagreed with the 1910 cen
sus, arguing that areas defined as mestizo - such as the populous central 
plateau-were indigenous, and that Indians were closer to two-thirds 
(and thus a majority) of Mexico's population. Furthermore, he argued 
that the largest numbers of migrants to the United States came from 
heavily indigenous areas and, he surmised, were a "large proportion" of 
immigrants.' 7 

As Indians joined the industrial, mining, and agricultural workforces 
in the late nineteenth century, they had begun to shed visible markers by 
which Mexican society defined them as Indian. They exchanged huara
ches for shoes, sombreros for workers' hats, and white pants for workers' 
overalls. Workers migrated to other parts of Mexico and the United 
States, learned Spanish, and met, worked with, and married people from 
other parts of Mexico. As a result, many Indians no longer conformed to 
Mexico's categorical definition of Indian.  

Racism toward Indians, conflicts with the Mexican government, and 
attempts at regulating indigenous behavior contributed to some indige-
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nous people's desire to be seen as non-Indian. Some denied they spoke an 

indigenous language, some parents encouraged children to speak Span

ish, and some changed their name to sound "more Mexican." Repression 

and subterfuge made it difficult to distinguish between an appearance of 

acculturation as mestizo and the degree to which aspects of Western cul

ture were actually adopted or adapted. 18 

Clearly, there was a disjuncture between externally imposed racial 

categories and how people thought of themselves and lived. Indians, like 

many Mexicans of the time, defined themselves "as belonging to an orga

nized collectivity, a group, a society, a village . . . [whose] cultural heri

tage [had been] formed and transmitted through history by successive 

generations." 19 As Bartolom6 argues, people were bound not so much by 

race as by ties of emotion, loyalty, and reciprocity created from partici

pating in a mutually shared "moral universe." 20 Historically, these pro

cesses varied unevenly across Mexico, influenced by historical relations 

with the Spanish colonial power and, later, with the Mexican govern

ment, national cultural conflicts and changes, and the economic context.  

In the early twentieth century, there was only a nascent sense of a Mexi

can identity. Mexican migrants had stronger ties to community than to 

the nation-state, and some had conflictual relations with the Mexican as 

well as the U.S. nation-state. As David Gutierrez suggests, they developed 

ideas of collective "identity and solidarity that were only tangentially re

lated to broader notions of formal nationality or citizenship."" 

Migration replicated aspects of home communities en route, at work 

sites, and in new communities where people settled. Many workers mi

grated at least part of the year and covered hundreds of miles. Some, 

such as the Yaquis, created broad transnational circuits, which, as Samuel 

Truett explains, stretched from the mines and smelters of Cananea and 

Nacozari to villages along the Yaqui River and into the copper towns on 

both sides of the border.22 Migrants tended to travel with friends and 

family members, in effect reproducing social networks from home - and, 

over time, from migrations and work-which were crucial in deciding 

where and how people migrated, found jobs, learned skills, and nego

tiated life in new communities. Migrants gravitated to where they had 

family and friends, re-creating aspects of community in social and cul

tural enclaves.23 

Thus the notion of community should be considered to encompass 

home communities, segments of community in the process of migra

tion, and enclaves at work sites and in communities north of the border.  

Yaqui and Mayo workers, for example, lived in the labor camps of Chi-
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vatera and Buenavista in the copper-mining company town of Cananea, 
Mexico, where they shared a common language, Yoeme, migrated from 
neighboring areas of Sinaloa and Sonora, and shared similar histories not 
only as mine workers but as parts of indigenous societies. Refugio Savala's 
family migrated from Sonora to Tucson and Yuma, Arizona, then to Cali
fornia, their route following Yaqui enclaves at work sites, cotton fields, 
and the traveling work camps of the Southern Pacific Railway. Rosalio 
Moises recalls that his home was "a meeting place for Yaquis," whether in 
Hermosillo or Colorada, Mexico; Arizona's multiethnic mining camps; or 
a multiethnic but Yaqui-dominated barrio of Tucson.2 4 

People often migrated in ways which re-created aspects of layered 
social relations from home communities. Purdpechas from Michoacan, 
for example, such as the Banales family, formed a chain of community 
enclaves as some settled in the Casa Blanca barrio in Riverside and in 
San Fernando, California. People originally from Angumacutiro living in 
Southern California formed labor crews and signed on with contractors 
they had known in Mexico to migrate to pick cotton in the San Joaquin 
Valley. Some contractors had been village leaders in Mexico who had 
marshaled people from their communities to work on Mexican haciendas.  
Thus the haciendas' hierarchical and paternalistic relations where trans
ferred, in part, to the fields of California. Yet these relations were simul
taneously modified by conceptions of communal labor, mutualism, and 
social relations which enhanced a contractor's ability to supply workers 
yet also engaged him in relations with his workers bounded by reciprocity 
and social obligations." 

While a broader discussion is outside the scope of this chapter, dis
parate views of history, space, and time coexisted for many indigenous 
workers, who maintained their cognitive systems and cultures even while 
simultaneously participating in and negotiating the social and cultural 
systems of the United States and Mexico. Refugio Savala (born in 1904 
in Magdalena, Sonora), for example, worked the railroads and picked 
cotton in the southwestern United States. His Autobiography of a Yaqui 
Poet traces his cartography as Yaqui and worker, marking industry and 
work sites, paths of migration, and modern political borders through a 
particularly Yaqui lens. Savala seemed to move easily between different 
conceptions of time. As a railroad worker, he carried a pocket watch and 
timetable to accurately pinpoint arrivals and departures, yet he also par
ticipated in ceremonies based on cyclical conceptions of time that re
turned him to Yaqui communities and reasserted community-binding 
rituals.26
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Social ties and emotional bonds stretched across the border, deep into 
Mexico, to hometowns and workplaces that dotted trails of migration.  

People sent home messages and money and returned periodically to their 
hometowns. They maintained a broad - if, for some, increasingly attenu
ated - relation to and sense of their home community. The disruption of 

the Mexican revolution of 1910-1920 would sunder these connections, 
sometimes permanently, but many maintained them. Purdpechas in San 
Fernando, California, remained connected enough to Angumacutiro, Mi

choacan, that their marriages, births, and deaths were registered in the 

church there. In the 198os, an elderly Banales in the Purdpecha town re
membered Edward Banales correctly as "the barber," although Edward 
had left sixty years before.  

Indigenous collective interests could shape decisions about work, as 
most strikingly illustrated by Yaqui workers. Yaquis from the northern 

state of Sonora, despite a long history of interaction with Jesuit missions 
and work in silver mines, had maintained a strong sense of cultural iden
tity and political independence. When Mexicans began to encroach on 

their lands in the mid-nineteenth century, Yaquis responded with a series 
of rebellions against the government which lasted into the twentieth cen
tury. Mexican troops attacked Yaqui communities, rounded up Yaqui 
workers on haciendas and mines, arrested and killed hundreds of Yaquis, 

and deported hundreds more to work as virtual slaves in the Yucatin. By 

the late nineteenth century, Yaquis, long regarded in Mexico as excellent 
workers and skilled miners, began to work in Arizona mines, on railroads, 
and in construction.  

As Mexican attacks against Yaquis escalated, work in the United States 
became part of a larger strategy in the ongoing battle. Worried Mexican 
officials followed the movement of Yaquis, tracing links between Yaqui 
workers in Arizona and the ongoing guerrilla movement. Mine owners, 
concerned about an unsteady work force, were by the 1900s complaining 
that Yaquis worked the mines only long enough to raise money to buy 

guns, ammunition, and supplies for Yaqui guerrillas.27 Mexican officials 
complained to their U.S. counterparts that Yaquis were buying guns in 
the United States to use against the Mexican government. Yaquis side
stepped the ban on selling guns to Indians, pointed out by the Arizona 

Republican, which warned in 1906 that "many of the Yaquis may be easily 
mistaken for Mexicans, [and will use this] in order to purchase guns." 28 

Yaquis also established de facto panindigenous alliances with Tohono 
O'odham and Maricopa rancherias near the border, which offered Yaquis 
places to stay and cover from Mexican armies.
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I make no case that Yaquis were typical. They were at war with the 
Mexican government and persecuted. Yet their relatively well documented 
decisions suggest how concerns of indigenous communities helped shape 
(in significant ways) patterns of migration and work in the United States.  

Mexicans Reenvisioning the Industrial Workers of the World 

Mexicans were a critical part of the workforce that built the expanding 
industrial United States, yet they were also an underrecognized part of 
organized efforts to improve working conditions through unions and so
cial movements. Some Mexicans joined and organized with the IWW, 
which research connects directly to the Partido Liberal Mexicano. The 
PLM acted as a de facto recruiting tool for the IWW and "paved the way 
for the powerful IWW movement among the Mexican workers, both in 
America [sic] and Mexico," as a 1911 letter noted in the IWW newspaper, 
The Industrial Worker.2 9 The Industrial Workers of the World, founded 
in 1905, was an industrial union open to all workers; it organized among 
workers excluded from the segregated trade unions.  

Mexican participation in the PLM and the IWW illuminates a critical 
history of Mexicans in the United States and suggests the need to reexam
ine the historyof the IWW.30 Many studies have viewed the IWW through 
a paradigmatic lens of what it was not: a geographically rooted union, 
bounded by the U. S. nation-state, and composed of Anglo-Americans 
or immigrants in the process of "becoming American." Understandably, 
this lens has yielded an IWW that failed: failed to develop as a permanent 
union, failed to understand the nature of U.S. workers' "job conscious
ness," and failed to lastingly change the United States. This view, built 
on assumptions about unidirectional paths of migration and processes of 
"Americanization," ignores the messy multiethnic and linguistic reality of 
those who felt themselves part of "One Big Union." Stability-conscious 
paradigms dominated by questions of the "uprooted" perceived mobility 
and migration as only disruptive and ignored how migration expanded 
the spatial reach of groups and increased interaction among workers from 
disparate areas. This perspective also overlooks how the IWW worked in 
local areas, and how workers shaped the IWW for their own needs.  

Migration is an important part of this story. This period was one of in
tense mobility, as the insecurity of jobs forced laborers to move in search 
of work. The IWW reflected the movement of workers and was as much
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in motion and en route as it was rooted in a factory town, rural area, or 

city. These movements were embodied in the IWW membership card, 

which became the de facto ticket to ride the rails: those without the card 

could be summarily removed from train cars by other Wobblies. The 

IWW traveled with workers and with traveling organizer-propagandists 

who carried the newspapers.  

Through its newspaper, the Industrial Worker, the IWW could mobi

lize over large areas. The effect of this IWW in motion can be seen in 

actions such as the cry to join free-speech fights in western cities, which 

led to an influx of Wobblies. The IWW also traveled with workers across 

national boundaries. Italian and Swedish Wobblies returning home (for 

a visit or longer) formed grassroots internationalist ties. Among Mexi

cans, the experience with the PLM and the IWW, as they understood it, 

traveled back with some of them to villages, settlements, and work sites in 

Mexico.  

Although unrecognized in most histories, Mexicans were a crucial part 

of building the IWW, especially in the Southwest. Within a year of the 

IWW's 1905 founding, Mexican organizers were working among Mexi

can laborers in the borderlands of northern Mexico and the southwestern 

United States. Rosendo Dorame and an Arizona-born blacksmith, Fer

nando Velarde, cofounded the Phoenix IWW Local 272 in 1906. Three 

years later, they started the first Spanish-language IWW newspaper, La 

Uni6n Industrial. Mexicans were among the Wobbly traveling organizers 

and propagandists, the lifeblood of the organization, who connected dis

parate groups of workers into an organizational network. For example, by 

1905, Fernando Palomarez, a Mayo from Sinaloa, was organizing Mexican 

workers into the IWW in Arizona while meeting with Yaquis and Mayos 

in Cananea mining camps forty-some miles away.  

Despite ongoing perceptions by Anglo workers, and many observers in 

the United States, that Mexican workers were peons untutored in orga

nization, Mexicans joined the IWW and in some areas were a substantial 

part or majority of the membership. By 1909, "the bulk of [the Phoenix 

local's] membership was 'Spanish speaking.""' In 1909 Los Angeles, the 

number of Mexican Wobblies had increased so much that the IWW local 

expected "to almost double our number" when it formed an all-Mexican 

branch.32 While exact numbers are elusive, Mexican Wobblies were visible 

enough to inspire the Los Angeles Times (in hysteria-based inflation) to 

report that "15,ooo Mexicans belong to this branch of this malcontent 

order," although more reliable sources put the number at about 500.33
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In 1910, a labor march of io,ooo in the city sported a group of an esti
mated 2,000 "unskilled" men and women, mostly Mexican, who marched 
under the banner of "Workers of the World Unite" along with Russian 
workers.34 

Yet Mexicans' work with, and support for, the IWW was part of other 
strategies and concerns about Mexico. All Mexican Wobblies I have en
countered in research were also members of the Partido Liberal Mexicano 
and were often known as Magonistas, after the PLM leader and theore
tician, Ricardo Flores Mag6n. The PLM had been founded in Mexico 
in 1902 as part of the liberal opposition to Mexican president Porfirio 
Diaz. Facing increasing repression in Mexico, the organization relocated 
to the United States, eventually moving to Los Angeles. The PLM mem
bership drew primarily from artisans, industrial workers, and a nascent 
middle class in the United States and Mexico and had a substantial fol
lowing north of the border, with strong enclaves in California, Texas, and 
New Mexico. The circulation of its newspaper, Regeneracion, was 30,000 in 
1906, and in 1914, past the organization's heyday, the Los Angeles chap
ter's membership alone was 6,ooo. 35 

Through its newspaper, the PLM focused on abuses suffered by rural 
and urban workers, attacked U.S. capitalist incursions in Mexico, de
fended indigenous rights to communal land, and called for a social revolu
tion in Mexico. They found support among Anglos and left-wing organi
zations, among them the Western Federation of Miners and the Socialist 
Party. From 1909 to 1911, the PLM was a popular cause of the left in the 
United States, finding its staunchest allies in the IWW.  

The PLM made several attempts to create revolts in Mexico, in 1906, 
1908, and 1910-1911. Its continued attempts to foment a revolution in 
Mexico were increasingly impeded by coordinated efforts of the U.S.  
and Mexican governments, which worked to either incarcerate or assas
sinate leading Magonistas. A number of Magonistas, including Ricardo 
Flores Mag6n, were jailed by the U. S. government on charges of violating 
neutrality laws. Flores Mag6n would die in Leavenworth Prison in 1920 
under circumstances that led to widespread suspicion that he had been 
murdered.36 

Magonista-Wobblies shaped some locals into de facto syndicalist arms 
of the PLM. They were ubiquitous enough that in Bisbee, Arizona, in 
1917, where the head of the Mexican IWW local also sold Regeneraci6n, 
sheriffs used the terms "Magonistas" and "Mexican IWW" as substi
tutes for each other.37 Meeting places were used interchangeably, and a
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meeting of one organization easily overlapped with a meeting focusing 

on concerns of the other. Arizona mining hubs such as Douglas, Clifton

Morenci, and Bisbee often held clandestine and open locals of both orga

nizations, often with common members.  
By 1909, the PLM had formed Grupo Regeneraci6n, a network of 

small clubs established to raise money and increase sales for the PLM's 

newspaper and to spread PLM ideas. These clubs popped up in small 

towns as well as cities and formed de facto organizing foci for Magonistas.  

These small groups seem to have met regularly. Some appear to have 

formed discussion groups, which read Regeneracion aloud, fueled petition 

campaigns, scrounged for arms, and in some areas, especially along the 

border, were part of ongoing battles. They also worked with IWW locals.  

In a number of cities and towns, women formed all-female branches.  

Mexican women were among the Magonistas, although again docu

mentation is relatively slim. It is unclear how many women actually joined 

the IWW, as did Isabel Fierro, a well-known IWW member in the Cali

fornia border town of Calexico, adjacent to Mexicali on the Mexican side.  

Fierro was a Magonista and member of the local Grupo Regeneraci6n.38 

Women who worked in the fields, ran boardinghouses, cooked, cleaned 

clothes, and raised children also supported workers' strikes and the PLM 

in various ways. Some made tamales and coffee and prepared food for 

fund-raisers, typed, sang, and passed out literature at rallies. They raised 
money. They smuggled letters in and out of jails and smuggled guns and 

ammunition across the border. They made flags, visited prisoners, and 

helped with plans for revolution. Activist partners of traveling organizer

propagandists continued political work while caring for children and 

households while their partners were away. Eloise Monreal Velarde, wife 

of Magonista Wobbly Fernando Velarde, hid organizers escaping the law 

in their California home, fed them, and organized a memorial in their 

home on the day the Swedish Wobbly Joe Hill was executed. Some prob
ably read regular columns about women in Regeneracidn. Some fought.  

Margarita Ortega, a Magonista in Mexicali, fought against Mexican 

troops and in 1913 was captured, tortured, and killed by the Mexican mili
tia. Some, such as Maria Talavera and Sara Estela Ramirez, were intellec

tuals who wrote and published articles in Regeneracidn. Teresa and Andrea 

Villareal published La Mujer Moderna in Texas.  
As an organization, the PLM was more progressive than the IWW in 

its statements calling for women's liberation from bourgeois conceptual

izations of gender relations. Mag6n's statement on women, "A la mujer,"
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argued for the liberation of women. Yet most PLM pronouncements, 
similar to those of the IWW, implicitly or explicitly assumed a female 
"nature." 39 

Women's involvement in the PLM was reported in Magonista news
papers, but more research is needed to more thoroughly excavate political 
activities and familial dynamics of Magonista Wobblies. Politics was often 
a family affair. For example, Josefina Amador Fierro Arancibia, whose 
brother and father were Magonista Wobblies, sang Magonista songs at 
political rallies. She ran Winchester rifles across the border at Mexicali in 
a baby carriage. Another example is Basiliza Franco, the daughter of Ma
gonista parents, who would marry another Magonista, Fernando Palomi
rez. Basiliza formed a support group for Magonista Wobblies imprisoned 
in Leavenworth Prison, among them her father, Efran Franco y Palomi
rez. Her mother, Josefa, was the group's treasurer. Basiliza made the red 
flags that Magonistas used in the subsequent "red flag revolt" of 1911 and 
led an all-female Grupo Regeneraci6n in El Paso, Texas. She smuggled 
Regeneracidn and PLM literature across the border, and in 1914, Basiliza, 
with her infant, was arrested and held overnight during one of these for
ays. She may well have contributed to Fernando's organizing with the 
IWW in an El Paso smelter and his later work in Los Angeles with the 
PLM and the IWW.40 

Mexicans published Spanish-language newspapers that were Wobbly 
papers which featured articles about PLM plans for revolution. Phoe
nix Local 272, under Fernando Velarde and Rosendo Dorame, published 
La Union Industrial, which advertised itself as "the only Spanish paper in 
the United States teaching revolutionary industrial unionism." Mexican 
Wobblies in Los Angles published Huelga General between 1912 and 1914, 
and El Rebelde, which ran from 1915 to 1919.41 The PLM newspaper Re
generaci6n often ran news of IWW strikes and organizing, which helped 
build support for the union among Mexicans. The newspapers found a 
receptive audience, and an Anglo organizer in Arizona wrote, "Only a 
very limited number of them can read, but those that can sure can eat up 
the literature we can get to them in their own language." 4 2 Newspapers 
would be passed "from hand to hand and from one town to another until 
they fell to pieces from use. One man who could read would meet with 
others in a house or small hut, and there by the light of a candle, he 
would read the paper to them."43 Newspapers were read aloud in homes, 
towns, public squares, and workplaces. A Mexican worker interviewed 
in the 1920S said he had picked up anarchism by listening to speakers 
in the old plaza of downtown Los Angeles, visiting the local hall of the
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Spanish-language IWW (which sported a library of anarchist literature), 

and reading newspapers.44 

Anglo-American workers, many employers, and observers appear to 

have been imbued with the racialized notion that most Mexican workers 

were peons, unlikely to organize. Yet among Mexican migrants moving 

north of the border were those who knew about or had been involved in 

the Liberal movement in Mexico, indigenous rebellions, and early labor 

organizing in Mexico. Some had been involved in strikes, such as mine 

workers who had been in the Cananea copper strike of 1906 in Sonora.  

Some Mexicans born north of the border knew about (and some may have 

participated in) organizing by the Knights of Labor (called Los Caballe

ros de Trabajo in Spanish) in the nineteenth century, who participated 

in limited binational organizing. Mexicans in the United States became 

involved in strikes in agriculture, the mines, the railroad, smelters, and 

other sites where they worked. Mexicans picking crops joined Japanese 

workers and went on strike in 1903 in Oxnard, California. Up to four

teen hundred Mexican track workers building the Los Angeles streetcar 

network went on a series of strikes from 1903 to 1911.4 Mexican mine 

workers in the binational copper-mining triangle that spanned northern 

Mexico, Arizona, and New Mexico contested the dual-labor system that 

paid Mexicans half what their Anglo counterparts earned, and they were 

part of large and bitter strikes in 1903, 1906, 1907, 1909, 1915, and 1917, as 

well as of smaller work stoppages that became so frequent that they were 

dubbed "strikitos."46 In 1907, an organizer in Clifton-Morenci, Arizona, 

remarked that Mexicans and Italians had a "strong sentiment for organi

zation" and argued that those who "most require education along indus

trial lines are not wage workers of alien races but the so called 'intelligent 

American skilled workers." 4 7 Another wrote from California that "con

trary to the accepted notion that Mexicans won't stick . . . the majority 

of [strikers] were Mexicans [and are] . . . setting a good example of soli

darity."4 8 The Los Angeles Labor Press said of the 1915 Arizona miners' 

strike that "everyone knows it was the Mexican miners that won the strike 

... by standing like a stone wall until the bosses came to terms." 49 

Magonista Wobblies circulated within a larger international group

ing of workers and immigrants. Mexicans rubbed shoulders with Swedes, 

Lithuanians, Greeks, Russians, Italians, and workers from other back

grounds - at work, on the streets of cities such as Los Angeles, in towns, 

and on the road. Regeneraci6n carried greetings of solidarity from Cuba, 

France, and Italy; printed news of the general strike in Sweden; and fol

lowed Yaqui battles against Mexican government troops. In downtown
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Los Angeles multiethnic meetings were held in the old Los Angeles plaza, 
bounded by Chinatown on one side, Main Street on another-filled with 
bars, pool halls, and employment agencies-and the old plaza Catholic 
church. The Italian Hall, host to many multinational gatherings, was half 
a block away. This core of Los Angeles was a hub for international orga
nizing for early-twentieth-century revolutions. By 1904, Sun Yat Sen was 
organizing Chinese in Los Angeles' Chinatown to join a revolution in 
China which would break out in 1911. A few years later, Magonista rallies 
called for the fall of Mexican president Diaz and a social revolution in 
Mexico. Similar rallies were held at the Italian Hall and nearby Burbank 
Hall, where meetings for the PLM boasted speakers in Spanish, Italian, 
"Hebrew" (probably Yiddish), and German.50 

Smaller towns echoed this internationalism. In the dusty desert town 
of Holtville, in California's Imperial Valley near the Mexican border, Re
generacion reported "real internationalism and solidarity" as French, Ital
ian, Mexican, Argentinean, and North American Wobblies constructed a 
new labor temple in the agricultural town. 5' 

Certainly, working together and living in proximity did not erase pre
vious prejudices, animosities, and hostilities. Employers did successfully 
pit groups of workers against one another. Yet the conditions of work and 
migration encouraged a burgeoning sense of internationalism.  

Fernando Palomarez: Leaving a "Trail of Powder" 

Biography can trace the lives of Mexican organizers and suggest how 
working with the IWW was part of binational strategies. Mexican travel
ing organizer-propagandists were descendants of tramping artisans and 
the lifeblood of the PLM and the IWW. One of these, Fernando Palomi
rez, likened his work to "leaving a trail of powder," a reference to an in
cendiary mix of ideas, similar in effect to dynamite. Palomarez came from 
a Mayo Indian family near the small enclave of Mayocoba, Sinaloa. The 
trilingual Palomirez-he spoke Yoeme, Spanish, and English-joined the 
PLM in 1902. Sent by the PLM to the copper-mining town of Cananea in 
1903, he worked with the liberal underground and organized miners, espe
cially in Yaqui and Mayo labor camps. By 1905, he had joined the IWW 
and became a prominent traveling organizer and propagandist with both 
organizations. He was known as a Mayo, signing letters to Flores Mag6n 
with "el indio mayo."52 

Palomarez, as one Anglo Wobbly wrote, was "well known to all Cali-
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fornia IWW men."53 He served as a bridge between Magonistas and 

monolingual English-speaking allies. Palomarez was a dedicated IWW 

organizer, yet his primary loyalty was to the PLM and Flores Mag6n. In 

1908, for example, Palomirez and Juan Olivares published a short-lived 

"independent liberal newspaper" in Los Angeles called Libertady Tra

bajo for Spanish-speaking Wobblies and Magonistas. It included news 

of the IWW and noted that the local Club Tierra Igualdad y Justicia 

had cosponsored a ball with the IWW to raise money for the enterprise.  

Libertady Trabajo "had quite a circulation, largely owing to the efforts of 

Local 12, IWW, of which Palomarez was a member."54 Yet articles were 

more focused on the PLM, and many were penned, under pseudonyms, 

by Flores Mag6n and Magonistas. Libertady Trabajo lasted a few months 

but was jettisoned when Palomirez and Olivares abruptly left to organize 

for a long-planned PLM revolutionary uprising in Mexico.55 

Palomarez' departure marked the beginning of a trip that lasted from 

1908 to 1910 and took him from Southern California, through northern 

and central Mexico, and back into the United States and across the Mid

west, the Southwest, and the Pacific Northwest. This trip is the only jour

ney of a traveling organizer of the time that is relatively well documented.  

It offers a window onto the scope of these travels, suggests how Magonista 

Wobblies combined work for both organizations, and suggests how in

digenous tactics may have helped shape those of the PLM and the IWW.  

The Mexican trip was a critical part of Flores Mag6n's plan for an up

rising in Mexico in 1908. Flores Mag6n had appointed Palomirez as the 

designated delegate to work with Mayos and Yaquis in northern Mexico.  

In Mexico, Palomirez met with Magonista supporters organizing for 

the planned uprising. Walking some of the way, hopping trains when he 

could, he met with contacts, targeted workers in particular areas, dis

tributed newspapers and literature-he carried copies of the PLM 1906 

manifesto and Regeneracidn - and delivered clandestine plans and letters.  

Over four months, Palomarez made his way through northwest and cen

tral Mexico, speaking with workers, meeting with PLM cadres, and mov

ing between safe houses, where he collected mail and money and wrote re

ports back to the PLM leadership. When the attempted revolution failed, 

he moved south, stopping at small settlements and staying among workers 

in factories, small towns, and larger cities.  

Palomarez told the details of his trip to socialist ally and friend Ethel 

Duffy Turner, the wife of John Kenneth Turner, author of Barbarous 

Mexico. She was, for a short time, editor of the English page of Rege

neracidn. Details of the trip suggest how indigenous activists used racial-
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ized assumptions about indigenous persons to their advantage and drew 
on tactics which the latter may have developed over years of dealing with 
Spanish and, later, Mexican authorities.  

To avoid being captured by Mexican forces following him, Palomarez 
disguised himself as an Indian by changing into huaraches, white pants, a 
blanket, and a rosary, consciously using the social invisibility of Indians 
to hide in plain sight. His disguise worked. Although police arrested him 
for looking suspicious (they thought he was trying to rob a bank), it did 
not occur to them that this scruffy Indian could be the Magonista they 
were hunting. As a result, they did not search him, enabling Palomarez to 
destroy the documents tied to his leg that called for armed revolution. He 
was released before they realized, belatedly, who he was.  

His network of political contacts in Mexico included PLM groups, 
but in Sinaloa, he relied on Mayo relatives. His family appeared to have 
been liberals. One uncle had fought for Mexican liberal and later presi
dent Benito Juirez against French invaders; he had taken Fernando to live 
and work with him at a nearby internationalist utopian colony. Another 
relative, Pedro Felician, became a PLM delegate for Sinaloa who may well 
have been in contact with Palomarez during this trip.56 As Mexican sol
diers followed him, Palomarez found refuge at the home of his uncle Hi
lario Felician. Felician hid the 5'8" Palomirez in a pit dug under the floor 
of the main room, concealing him so well that he remained undetected.  
When Fernando departed, his uncle gave Palomarez sandals designed in 
such a way that the footprints they left would suggest to any tracker that 
the wearer was walking in the opposite direction.  

These were not impromptu preparations. Deep pits and ingenious san
dals suggest experience in tactics of hiding and evasion that were part of 
his uncle's (and possibly Mayo) "cultural baggage." These examples raise 
the probability that tactics developed by indigenous communities may 
have been reformulated and used by Magonista Wobblies north of the 
border.57 

Although Duffy-Turner's account does not address the importance of 
language, Palomarez' use of Yoeme was critical for communication with 
Yoeme speakers, the Yaquis and Mayos, yet also signified shared bonds and 
reasserted aspects of culture and common understandings. A documented 
example of the underexplored importance of language is the multilingual 
Primo Tapia de la Cruz, a Pur6pecha Magonista Wobbly. One Purdpecha 
remembered that Primo Tapia "always used to talk to us in [Purdpecha]" 
and took time to carefully explain the precepts of anarcho-syndicalism 
and communism in the Pur6pecha language and within the context of a



Keeping Community, Challenging Boundaries 227

Purdpecha worldview. Indigenous languages could be used to communi

cate privately in the presence of Spanish and English speakers, be they 

employers, police, landlords, or others.58 

When Palomarez crossed back into the United States, he first moved 

north across Texas, into Oklahoma, Kansas, Nebraska, then west into 

Wyoming, Colorado, Utah, and Nevada; north again into the mining 

areas of Montana, across into Washington, and then down into Oregon 

and California, where he crisscrossed between the interior and the coast.  

His itinerary was probably driven by prearranged meetings with groups of 

Magonistas and an interest in covering specific areas and industries where 

Mexicans worked, such as sugar beet farms, cotton farms, railroad camps, 

or mining camps. Some travel was dictated by specific tasks. In Denver, he 

served as an envoy of Flores Mag6n to formally thank Bill Haywood and 

Charles Moyer of the IWW for the support they extended to Cananea 

strikers in 1906 who were members of the Western Federation of Miners.  

His route into Washington and Montana suggests he may have been fol

lowing IWW free-speech fights which were erupting in 1909; in Seattle 

he met with William Z. Foster, a leader in the Spokane free-speech fight.  

He may have met with Magonista Blas Lara, who worked at a coal mine 

near Seattle, or with Mexicans who surfaced in the Spokane free-speech 

fights in 1909, or some who were later among the fifteen hundred Mexi

cans who joined the Seattle general strike of 1919."9 

Organizing for the PLM revolutionary efforts in Mexico coalesced in 

preparations for a 1910-1911 PLM/IWW invasion into Baja California.  
The focal points for organizing were the desert areas of the Imperial Val

ley of California and the adjacent Mexicali Valley of Baja California. By 

1910, the valley was being transformed into a rich binational agricultural 

area dominated by U. S. investors and tended by a multinational work

force.60 The Imperial Valley became the IWW's first foray into agricul

tural organizing in 1908. By late 1910, the multiethnic IWW Local 437 in 

the Imperial Valley town of Holtville had a Spanish-speaking organizer 

and was doing "great field work . . . among the Mexicans."6
1 Yet Mexi

cans were clearly already organizing. Regeneracidn reported that PLM sup

porters in the area-numbering at least one hundred-all belonged to 

the IWW by 1911. Magonista-Wobbly organizers already in the valley, 

who would help organize the Baja invasion, were probably part of IWW 

organizing.62 

Indigenous workers, and their knowledge of land, terrain, and people, 

are highlighted in preparation for this invasion. In 1910, Flores Mag6n 

delegated Fernando Palomarez, Camilo Jimenez, and Pedro Ramirez
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Caule, who had organized with Palomarez in Cananea, to organize for 
the invasion, including mapping the terrain, obtaining arms, and recruit
ing Indians from both sides of the border.63 Jimenez helped shape organi
zational strategies of the PLM. He was a Cocopah, an indigenous group 
that lives in the borderlands of northern Mexico, southern Arizona, and 
California. Jimenez lived in Holtville during agricultural seasons and re
turned to his Cocopah community when the season ended. He was an 
early member of the IWW whom Flores Mag6n called a connoisseur of 
the people, communities, land, roads, trails, water sources, and moun
tains of the border areas, and a "strategist, a master of geographic detail." 
Camilo recruited for the invasion, holding initial planning meetings in his 
Holtville home and, as the group grew, the newly constructed IWW hall.  
Working together, the group recruited indigenous people from the area, 
planned strategy based on Jimenez' knowledge, and, ultimately, Jimenez 
organized "a small cavalry" of about 350 Cocopahs, who formed what one 
writer estimated to be about a third of the expeditionary force in the im
mediate borderlands.64 

At this same time, Palomirez was in San Diego organizing a Spanish
speaking IWW local.65 Going by his pseudonym, Francisco Martinez, 
he had begun organizing in San Diego in 1910. One Wobbly noted ap
preciatively that "since Fellow Worker Martinez . . . came here, the local 
IWW movement is getting lively." According to Regeneracidn, night after 
night unnamed orators in San Diego were "instructing their brothers 
in their rights as the producing class" and through "their sincerity and 
truth of their words" maintained "the spirit of struggle." Palomirez led 
a multiethnic -strike among the city's gas workers, doubling the size of 
the IWW and creating a Spanish-speaking public service workers' local 
of the IWW. This spirit was simultaneously directed toward organiz
ing for the Baja invasion. An anonymous letter from the San Diego local 
pressed IWW leadership to support the revolution, pointing out that 
Mexican Wobblies were preparing to "cooperate with their fellow slaves 
in Mexico." 66 Tellingly, the union local abruptly dissolved itself in 1911: 
the reason for disbanding read simply, "Mexican Revolution." 67 Several 
other Magonistas were in charge of the overall invasion and led a multi
ethnic group into the fray. The attempt to take Baja California for the 
Revolution was ultimately a failure, yet these preparations provide a win
dow onto Magonista Wobblies and the importance of indigenous orga
nizers and workers in this period.  

Indigenous Magonistas who returned to Mexico had a binational in
fluence, although more research is needed. This influence was not uni-
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directional. One of the best examples is Primo Tapia de la Cruz, who em
bodied intertwined multidimensional influences on organizing in both 
the United States and Mexico. Tapia came from a family of prominent 
activists for indigenous rights and agrarian reform which had been active 
in Liberal clubs opposing Diaz. Tapia migrated to Los Angeles in 1907, 
worked as a bodyguard for Ricardo Flores Mag6n, and probably lived in 
the PLM house. He learned English and may well have participated in 
Spanish-language study groups reading Kropotkin and other anarchists.  
By 1911, he had joined the IWW. He translated IWW songs into Span
ish, which he belted out while accompanying himself on the guitar. Tapia 
formed what he called a "revolutionary junta" of the IWW, which was 
composed of two cousins and a friend from his hometown of Naranja, 
Michoacin. This community-based group of Purdpechas worked in beet 
fields, construction, and on the railroad of the Western and Rocky Moun
tain states.  

By 1916, these Purdpecha Magonista Wobblies were organizing among 
an international group of unskilled and migrant workers across the Rocky 
Mountain states and the wheat belt. The ties of family, community, shared 
experience, language, and shared understandings (and possibly conflicts 
as well) no doubt contributed to their ability to operate as a cohesive 
group. Yet Tapia was clearly concerned with communicating across lin
guistic boundaries. He learned English in the United States and report
edly was studying Russian to better communicate with Russian workers in 
Bayard, Nebraska, where his junta established an IWW local composed 
of five hundred Mexican, Greek, and Russian sugar beet workers.  

Tapia's influence upon his return to Mexico suggests the influence 
of returning Mexican migrants. In 1921, he returned to his hometown 
and organized the largest campesino union to work with the fledgling 
Mexican Communist Party. The movement he led was pivotal to ener
gizing agrarian reform in Purepecha regions of Michoacin before he was 
assassinated in 1926.68 It is not beyond the realm of possibility that his 
cousins returned with him to Mexico and played a part in the union, as 
did one young nephew (who may have also joined the Mexican Commu
nist Party).69 

More research is needed on Mexican migrants' influence in shaping 
grassroots organizing in both the United States and Mexico. I want to 
stress that this influence was multidirectional. Mexican workers brought 
with them experience with struggles in Mexico which helped shape orga
nizing north of the border, and those who returned helped develop re
sponses to social change in Mexico. Tapia was not alone. A worker inter-
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viewed for Manuel Gamio's 1926 study on Mexican immigrants to the 
United States planned to return to Mexico in the 1920s as part of a colony.  
He remarked that among those returning were "a group of radicals who 
have the ideas of the anarchists that we all ought to work for each and 
each for all" and planned to apply these principles to the new colony in 
Mexico.70 

Conclusion 

As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, Mexican workers helped 
shape communities, culture, and politics in the United States as well as 
in Mexico. Indigenous workers have been a part of Mexican migration to 
the United States since at least the late nineteenth century. Many were 
not recognized as indigenous and fell between the conceptual cracks in 
both countries. Written history has not yet fully explored the people, in
digenous and mestizo, who were part of this early emigration, and their 

social relations, histories, and cultures, their diverse ways of knowing, the 
cognitive systems they drew upon, as well as their participation in social 
movements on both sides of the border. Works about Chicano history 
have yet to be fully considered in rewriting older paradigms of United 
States history.  

This returns us to the headstone of Rosendo Dorame. Gilbert Dorame, 
Rosendo's grandson and a union organizer, erected this headstone in the 
East Los Angeles cemetery. The headstone is indicative not just of his
tory, but of persistent memories and influences of Magonista Wobblies 
among families and segments of Mexican origin. Magonista-Wobblies 
became a touchstone for a younger generation and influenced activists 
in the 1930s, who, in turn, educated activists of the 196os. Some Mexican 

families boast multigenerational legacies of social activism: Magonista
Wobblies, members of the Communist Party, activists in the United Farm 
Workers, the Chicano movement, and in current immigration struggles.  

Josefina Amador Fierro Arancibia, for example, later joined the Commu
nist Party of the USA, and her daughter, Josefina Fierro Bright, helped 
form the Spanish Speaking People's Congress in the late 1930s and 1940s.  

Fernando Velarde's son, Guillermo, helped form and lead the success
ful agricultural union, the Confederaci6n de Uniones de Campesinos y 
Obreros Mexicanos (CUCOM), a union active in the 1930s in Southern 

California that eventually became part of the national CIO agricultural 

union. 7 '
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Magonista Wobblies provide a window into the diverse history of 

Mexicans who migrated to the United States and into the historical roots 

of many Chicano families and communities. They challenged economic 

structures and fought to launch a social revolution in Mexico. While their 

vision of revolution did not succeed in the way they envisioned, they are 

the familial and ideological links to earlier binational movements and 

provide historical perspectives and connections to binational visions and 

organizing for social change in the twenty-first century.  
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CHAPTER 7

Transnational Triangulation: Mexico, the 
United States, and the Emergence of a 
Mexican American Middle Class 

JOSE E. LIMON 

During and since the election of Barack Obama to the presidency, the 
American middle class has been at the center of a wrenching national de
bate relative to the economy in general and taxation policy in particular.  
All political figures, pundit commentary, and tavern debates sooner or 
later make reference to the well-being of the "middle class" as the objec
tive of any particular view or position in these debates.  

Such a recurring and almost venerating reference clearly suggests 
something that we have always known, namely, that this is the largest and 
most politically active class in our polity even as it is also its economic, 
social, and even cultural bedrock, or in anthropologist Sherry Ortner's 
definition, "simply all those Americans who have signed up for the Ameri
can dream, who believe in a kind of decent life of work and family, in the 
worth of the 'individual' and the importance of 'freedom,' and who strive 
for a moderate amount of material success. It is everybody except the very 
rich and the very poor." 1 Later, we shall flesh out this general definition 
with more substantive data.  

However, it also seems to be the case that this American and largely 
white middle class is also the target audience for another wrenching na
tional debate, that concerning undocumented immigration, largely from 
Mexico, which is of course intimately linked to the first-that of the econ
omy. In 2o1, as unemployment remains high and governmental entities 
are experiencing severe budget shortfalls, such immigrants are accused of 
taking American jobs and draining governmental resources especially in 
health care and education. Beyond such possibly quantifiable measures, 
for some, possibly many, white middle-class Americans, there is also the 
more emotionally subjective cultural anxiety created by more dark people 
entering their environment, people also speaking a foreign language.
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In what follows, I want to propose that this binary between the Ameri

can middle class - at the heart of the United States - and immigration 

largely from a socially fraught Mexico -. needs to be triangulated to take 

account of another distinctive set of players, namely, Mexican Ameri

cans - U. S. citizens - many over several generations, many themselves 

members of the middle class. Their real and potential role in the immi

gration debate but also in a whole host of social issues before us merits a 

more careful attention to this class formation than has been offered in the 

past.  

Erasing the Middle Class 

For indeed, it is interesting in and of itself how little sustained attention 

has been paid to the Mexican American middle class. In large part this 

inattention has much to do with what one senses is a general antipathy 

that many intellectuals and artists feel toward the middle class, especially 

within those disciplines and discourses that today are loosely grouped 

under the rubric of "cultural studies" rather than, let us say, sociology or 

economics, which almost by necessity must always at least posit the cate

gory of the middle class. It is from cultural studies, then, that the middle 

class remains largely omitted, although when it is recognized, it is usually 

as a negative phenomenon. This omission/negation has its own history 

in the West.  

Though neither of them specifically used the term "middle class," the 

nineteenth century thinkers Matthew Arnold and Karl Marx, writing at 

about the same moment and generally in the same place, offer the first 

sustained but vexed recognition and characterization of such a class. For 

both it is a negatively valenced formation. For Arnold, such a class is one 

of the sites of what he calls "philistine" culture, with its inferior or non

existent tastes in the arts and learning.2 Marx and Engels also lent support 

to such a characterization, but for them, the middle-class petty bourgeoi

sie also takes on an additional negative valence, namely, its ambivalent re

lation to the emerging revolutionary working class, and the possible pro

pensity of this petty bourgeoisie to ally itself with those in true and full 

control of the means of production.3 

These disparaging left and right perspectives continue at the heart of 

much cultural commentary into the twentieth century; on the right one 

need only recall the Englishman F. R. Leavis, the American T. S. Eliot, 

and the Spaniard Ortega y Gasset, and much of leftist European modern-
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ism through the Frankfurt School. Indeed, Ortega y Gasset drew a corre
lation between Nazism and the German middle class.4 

From these principal and European origin points (although no doubt 
with antecedents as far back as the early modern period), the intellec
tually/artistically maligned middle class made its way to our shores. But 
even as this class began to form in the United States, it did so in a con
tinuing state of intellectual and artistic repression save for parody, satire, 
or sarcasm, whether at the hands of Mark Twain in Huckleberry Finn, Sin
clair Lewis by way of Main Street, Andy Warhol by way of Campbell soup 
(after all, the mainstay dietary fuel of the American middle class), or the 
New York intellectuals associated with the Partisan Review.  

Many of us in academia and the arts have inherited this disparaging 
legacy, which is to say, we - most of us-simply do not like the middle 
class and can speak its name only with a slight sneer. Yet, in spite of these 
continuing repressions and evasions by and from cultural elites (save per
haps Norman Rockwell), the American middle class was expanding apace 
especially after the end of World War II. As with all such proposals, there 
are interesting exceptions but principally from social scientists. One 
thinks in the past of Lynd's Middletown and, later, the work of Herbert 
Gans. 5 Here we see again sociologists in action although engaged in more 
qualitative research. More recently, we can also note a plethora of work
empirical, historical, and theoretical-on the middle class, again, princi
pally from sociologists and anthropologists, and I shall draw on these in 
my final section.  

A Further Erasure 

Unfortunately, Mexican American cultural studies has also inherited this 
bias against the middle class within Mexican American society. The most 
coherent and abundant such work, encompassing both scholarship and 
the arts, began in the 196os and did so under the impetus of the Chicano 
movement of those years, the political effort to seek redress for the mar
ginalized state of Mexicans in the United States at that moment and to 
assert their cultural presence. But as productive as this movement was in 
these terms, it generated a less-than-comprehensive, less-than-complex 
view of Mexican America as it largely overlooked the middle class. More
over, current postmovement activity, for all of its theoretical sophisti
cation, continues to have this skewed vision, all of which is to say that 
the broader Western intellectual legacy of maligning the middle class has
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also been true of the Chicano/Chicana intelligentsia of Mexican America, 

which is to say, people like myself.  

Elsewhere I have closely examined the manner in which much Chicano 

movement-inspired scholarship and cultural expression avoid the middle 

class in marked favor of two principal subjects and sets of imagery: the 

urban barrio dweller, more specifically, the character of the street-gang 

adolescent-the pachuco; and that of the farmworker.6 Such scholarship 

included the field of social history where labor and union activity were 

the dominant subjects. 7 We, too, have not particularly liked our middle 

class, and we can speak its name only with some contempt and derision.  

At a West Los Angeles, West Austin, or Berkeley cocktail party, many of 

us who are Mexican American might proudly claim that our parents or 

grandparents were farmworkers; however, precious few might admit to a 

now possibly larger reality, namely, that our mom or dad sold insurance 

for State Farm.  

To be sure, the middle class was somewhat noted during the Chi

cano movement and still is today, but, as I say, usually as an elitist and 

retrograde force. Such notice occurred principally in political histories 

that, negatively and critically, identified a small, allegedly middle-class 

and allegedly assimilationist grouping called the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC).8 

Other kinds of studies also exhibit this attitude even as they grudg

ingly admit to the existence of such a growing class formation. For ex

ample, an ethnomusicological study by Manuel Pena focuses on a par

ticular popular musical aggregation and style, an ensemble consisting of 

accordion, rhythm, and guitars predominantly playing fast-tempo polka 

music based on northern Mexican music. 9 It is a music closely identified 

with the Mexican American working class in the twentieth century, par

ticularly in Texas. However, to make his affirmative, admiring case on be

half of conjunto, Pena feels obligated both to identify and to attack another 

musical style, one based on an American-style big band ensemble, and 

which he identifies with an assimilative Mexican American middle class.  

One can debate the merits of his argument, but what I find germane to my 

present purpose is, first, that he even identifies a middle class at all, and 

then that he thinks it sufficiently cohesive and developed to have its own 

musical style.  
However, within early Chicano studies, the middle class could not be 

wholly evaded or criticized. Three other important books deal with the 

middle class in more affirmative tones. Richard Garcia explores the iden

tity features of this class in detail and argues for its importance to the de-
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Table 7.1. Occupational Distribution of Spanish-Origin Population in 
Texas, 1930, 1950, 1970, and 1980 

Spanish-Origin Population 

Occupation % 1930* % 1950 % 1970 % 1980 

White collar 

Professional/technical 1.4 2.2 7.6 8.0 
Proprietor/manager 16.4 8.7 5.8 5.4 
Clerical/sales 4.2 10.2 19.3 22.4 

Skilled 

Craftsman/foreman 6.7 10.2 15.0 17.1 
Operative 5.8 17.7 21.5 18.2 

Unskilled 

Service worker/laborer 32.0 27.8 25.0 25.2 
Farmworker 33.6 23.2 5.8 3.8 

includess a small number of Native Americans and Asian Americans.  
Source: Montejano, Anglos and Mexicans, based on U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of 
the Census, Fifteenth, Seventeenth, Nineteenth, Twentieth Censuses of the United States: 
1930, 1950, 1970, 1980.  

velopment of its Mexican American community of San Antonio, Texas.' 0 

However, Garcia stresses the leadership of this class, as does Mario Garcia 
for the Southwest in general." Largely missing here, however, is a more 
sociological, economic, or anthropological assessment of the worldview 
and activities of such a class. Closer to this mark is David Montejano's 
now-classic Anglos and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, 1836-1986, a his
torical study, but one written by a sociologist. I am particularly interested 
in his closing chapter, where he offers a relatively optimistic rendering of 
the future of Mexican American social mobility in Texas, an assessment 
based on a reading of economic census data from 1930 through 1980 (see 
Table 7.1).  

Says Montejano: "By 1950 the effects of war-related industrialization 
in increasing the ranks of skilled and semiskilled laborers as well as of 
clerical workers were evident. The skilled and professional workers ac
counted for nearly half of the Texas Mexican work force, while the un
skilled made up the other half." By 1970, the occupational distribution of 
1930 had been reversed. The unskilled category of farmworkers and ser
vice workers-laborers made up slightly less than a third (30.8 percent) of 
the workforce, while the skilled and professional workers made up slightly
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more than two-thirds (69.2 percent). This occupational division of thirds 

is evident in the 1980 data, but with a further weakening of the unskilled 

categories and a strengthening of the white-collar categories. In 1980, 35.8 
percent of Texas Mexicans had white-collar occupations; 35.3 percent had 

skilled occupations; and the number with unskilled jobs had dropped to 

29 percent.' 2 

Montejano summarizes his findings thusly: "The importance of these 

occupational changes for Mexican-Anglo relations cannot be overstated.  

The general effect of an expanding white collar and skilled strata within 

the Mexican American community was the attainment of a measure of 

economic stability."' 3 

In large part, Montejano explains the social origins of this "expanding 

white collar and skilled strata within the Mexican American community" 

with reference to "war-related industries," although he specifically names 

employment at the several military bases created in Texas during World 

War II but maintained during the long period of the Cold War.' 4 Large 

numbers of Mexican Americans - many of these veterans - were able to 

secure dependable, relatively well paying civilian employment under fed

eral jurisdiction and thus relatively free from the local racism that affected 

hiring and mobility in the private and local governmental sectors. Grow

ing up in South Texas at this time, I heard the expression "la base" (the 

base) uttered as an almost religious mantra of achievement and success. If 

only dad, but also mom, could secure employment there, life could change 

dramatically. Even today for a young Mexican American, the road from, 

let us say, San Antonio, to, let us say, Georgetown University or the Uni

versity of Notre Dame may have its beginnings at Kelly Air Force Base in 

San Antonio in some previous generation.  

The mobility effect of the military base complex was augmented by 

other, related, factors. Large numbers of Mexican Americans served in 

World War II, and those who survived were exposed to a wider range of 

American and also international cultural experience, but perhaps most 

decisively, to greater fluency in the English language. As Eric Avila has 

noted of Los Angeles, "Clearly, the experience of Mexican American sol

diers during the war effort heightened a sense of patriotic nationalism in 

the Chicano community and inculcated a sense of entitlement to the good 

life that burgeoned in suburban Southern California. Neighborhoods in 

the San Gabriel Valley such as Pico Rivera cradled a Chicano middle class 

during the postwar period."'5 Some of these returning veterans also took 

advantage of the GI Bill for postsecondary education of various kinds.' 6 

Attendance at research universities was probably minimal though not
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wholly absent, but the effect of local community and state colleges on 
such mobility remains greatly underresearched, especially but not exclu
sively in their production of K-12 educational personnel now to be seen 
as educators and as stable governmentally employed income earners.'7 

Yet another unexplored factor follows upon education and also upon 
a continuing bilingualism, especially along the border, namely, the in
creasing movement of Mexican Americans into the governmental and 
economic structures dealing with the Republic of Mexico, from Border 
Patrol agents to Ambassador Tony Garza.  

Montejano's findings for 1930-1980 can be updated to the present. In 
2001, the authoritative Tomis Rivera Policy Center issued a quantitative 
study of 1990 census data called The Latino Middle Class: Myth, Reality and 
Potential. Its conclusions attest far more to a reality and a potential than to 
a myth. Based on a close examination of income, education, and housing 
variables but primarily resting its case on regionally adjusted annual in
comes of $40,000 or more, the authors conclude that "frequent depic
tions of Latinos as predominantly foreign-born, uneducated, and poor 
have caused many observers to overlook appreciable gains in Latino eco
nomic status in recent years. In fact, a substantial and prosperous Latino 
middle class has emerged" (1). They note more specifically that "41 per
cent of Mexican origin. . . had reached middle class status by 1998."18 

These findings are borne out by others such as the Pew Hispanic Cen
ter's statistical compilations of "Hispanic" for 2005.'9 By these data on 
income distribution, one can see that some 32.6 percent of native-born 
Hispanics are earning $56,606 or more annually as against 43.8 percent of 
white earners, a disparity indeed (but not as large as might be expected), 
but also a finding that still speaks to a significant basis for a middle-class 
existence to which one might add the upper rungs of the third quintile.  
These figures also appear to correlate with occupational categories for 
Hispanics (Table 7.2).  

If, in the ranking of occupations, we establish a "middle-class" cut
off point at and including "Healthcare practitioners & technical," that is, 
physicians, registered nurses, skilled medical technicians, then it would 
appear that close to 2.5 million out of some 10.5 million total population 
of native-born Hispanics are employed in these "upper" categories. There 
are other additional middle-class possibilities in the "lower" levels, such 
as long-term, well-paid employees in "office & administrative support" 
(for example, the senior administrative associate for the Center for Mexi
can American Studies at my former university), highly skilled and pos
sibly unionized workers in "construction trades" (foremen, electricians,



Table 7.2. Household Income Distribution by Race and Ethnicity, 2005 

Income 

1st Quintile 2nd Quintile 3rd Quintile 4th Quintile 5th Quintile 

Race/Ethnic Category $0-$18,999 $19,000-35,999 $36,000-56,499 $57,500-89,599 $89,600+ Total 

Hispanic 3,029,753 3,210,650 2,702,402 2,147,974 1,411,737 12,502,516 

Native-born 1,402,924 1,287,358 1,194,363 1,086,825 795,390 5,766,860 

Foreign-born 1,626,829 1,923,292 1,508,039 1,061,149 616,347 6,735,656 

White alone, not Hispanic 14,016,496 15,648,752 16,599,086 17,450,080 18,614,093 82,328,509 

Black alone, not Hispanic 4,422,219 3,194,377 2,490,796 2,055,232 1,316,776 13,479,402 

Asian alone, not Hispanic 695,419 620,797 724,938 896,496 1,297,449 4,235,099 

Other, not Hispanic 578,385 473,129 433,212 396,497 313,094 2,194,317 

Total 22,742,272 23,147,705 22,950,436 22,946,279 22,953,151 114,739,843 

% Distribution 

Hispanic 24.2 25.7 21.6 17.2 11.3 100.0 

Native-born 24.3 22.3 20.7 18.8 13.8 100.0 

Foreign-born 24.2 28.6 22.4 15.8 9.2 100.0 

White alone, not Hispanic 17.0 19.0 20.2 21.2 22.6 100.0 

Black alone, not Hispanic 32.8 23.7 18.5 15.2 9.8 100.0 

Asian alone, not Hispanic 16.4 14.7 17.1 21.2 30.6 100.0 

Other, not Hispanic 26.4 21.6 19.7 18.1 14.3 100.0 

Total 19.8 20.2 20.0 20.0 20.0 100.0 

Note: Quantities are based on 2005 total household income distribution. Figures based on reported incomes, not adjusted incomes. Percentages may 

not add to 100 because of rounding.  
Source: Pew Hispanic Center tabulations of 2005 American Community Survey; Pew Hispanic Center, A Statistical Portrait of Hispanics at Mid-Decade.
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etc.), and Hispanics serving in the officer corps of the "military" category 
(see Table 7.3). We also need to recall that today's norm is the two-salary 
family, a shared double income within one residential unit not reflected 
in the Pew reports.  

Taken together, all of these additional factors would likely raise the 
middle-class figure of 2.5 million perhaps to as much as half of the total 
native-born population of 10.5 million. One might further infer that 
higher education is also a characteristic of this middle class. Other sources 
do not disagree with this emerging portrait of the middle class: "Hispanic 
households earning between $40,000 and $140,000 annually reached 2.5 
million in 1999, or about one-third of all Hispanic households nationwide 
... 64 percent of middle-class Hispanic households either owned or were 
buying a home, and 20 percent were headed by someone with a bachelor's 
or advanced degree." 20 

Perhaps more than any other urban concentration, it is Southern Cali
fornia that always evokes a predominant imagery of a wholly socially be
leaguered and besieged Mexican-origin population. And, while there is 
some considerable truth to that imaginary, sociologist Jody Agius Va
llejo's extensive fieldwork observation and interviews clearly show that 
"a Mexican middle class is thriving in Southern California and that this 
population defies the range of predicted outcomes for the children of 
Mexican immigrants."2 1 

In offering these data, my focus is indeed largely on U. S. native-born 
second-generation and after subjects. They also offer compelling evidence 
and analysis concerning those who have not reached middle-class status, 
who are at some far distance from it. These people, not too surprisingly, 
are predominantly recent Mexican immigrants. According to the Tomis 
Rivera report, beginning in 1979, "the number of poor foreign-born 
Latino households increased almost three-fold, from less than 6oo,ooo 
to over 1.6 million households, with most of the increase occurring during 
the 1990s."22 For their part, the Pew tables noted above clearly indicate 
that foreign-born "Hispanics" predominantly occupy the lowest rungs of 
the income and occupational ladders.23 As noted earlier, we are only too 
familiar with the major national debate concerning such immigration and 
the deep ambivalence of the American public toward immigration, an am
bivalence fostered indeed by commentators like Lou Dobbs but also by 
the marked anti-immigration sentiment within the Republican Party. But 
what is the role of the native-born, largely Mexican American, middle 
class as we currently know it in these debates and others?24 

Current theoretical and empirical social science scholarship on the cul-
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ture and politics of the middle class in the West may be useful in address

ing this question. Such middle-class existences are worth examining if 

only because they constitute a large part of human existence in the West.  

More important, such formations offer particularly interesting sites in 

which to examine the ambivalent and paradoxical play of culture in rela

tion to economics and politics. Moreover, within the contradictory space 

of neoliberal democracy, it is largely from this class and its cultural con

figuration that the most promising social leadership is likely to emerge on 

behalf of those structurally below them. Sociologists continue to debate 

the Marxist-inspired legacy of the middle class under the rubric of the 

"new middle class" in our contemporary late-capitalist culture and politi

cal economy, a class now defined substantially by its higher education in 

the new postindustrial economy of our time.25 In more contemporary 

language and with more nuanced analyses, the debate continues to focus 

on the role of this new middle class in the West, but, more specifically, 

in the United States, in a progressive/liberal versus reactionary/conser

vative opposition or, perhaps worse yet, a co-opted consumerist quies

cence. While there is no dominant consensus on this question, Glassman 

et al. offer the most persuasive view, namely, that "the new middle class, 

in its short history, has already exhibited forms of social action that call 

into question the extremely pessimistic view that sees only co-optation 

and self-centered withdrawal . . . members of the new middle class are 

quite active politically. . . . However, as a class it has no distinctive politi

cal orientation, being instead torn between sectors aligned to the politi

cal left and those on the right."26 However, these debates largely assume 

a predominantly white and long-term native middle class. Does this lack 

of a "distinctive political orientation" change when race, ethnicity, and/ 

or recent immigration into the United States are introduced into the 

assessment? 
Keya Ganguly ethnographically examines legalized immigrants from 

India in New Jersey who have made it into the middle class, a formation 

that she theorizes in surprising, critical Marxist terms not to damn it but 

to quietly admire its everyday practices, such as Indian food and popu

lar film. She sees not "resistance" but moments of potential postcolonial 

ethnic and political solidarity and efficacy in a still-alienating racialized 

American world even as immigrants succeed socioeconomically within it.  

She offers no evidence that such a stance translates into anything resem

bling a practical politics.27 

My own ongoing ethnographic work in South Texas among the Mexi

can American middle class is yielding similar cultural findings supported



Table 7.3. Occupation by Race and Ethnicity, 2005 

Hispanic Non-Hispanic 

Native- Foreign- White Black Asian 
Occupation Total Born Born Alone Alone Alone Other Total

Management 

Business operations 
Financial 

Computer & math 

Architecture & engineering 
Life, physical & social sciences 
Community & social services 
Legal 
Education, training & library 

Arts, design, sports,

1,046,092 611,209 434,883 12,070,602 960,837 633,230 243,830 14,954,591 
237,483 162,178 75,305 2,414,520 301,905 143,051 58,018 3,154,977 
251,340 168,658 82,682 2,790,598 306,557 295,990 57,305 3,701,790 
185,521 122,442 63,079 2,544,747 251,151 568,901 60,757 3,61 1,077 
187,073 113,385 73,688 2,412,537 155,331 303,793 48,449 3,107,183 
87,062 53,380 33,682 1,1 17,717 88,428 167,757 28,636 1,489,600 

222,833 155,442 67,391 1,732,233 454,139 76,297 64,594 2,550,096 
111,068 84,674 26,394 1,477,445 104,160 61,917 30,670 1,785,260 

741,261 505,397 235,664 7,691,727 928,337 392,308 174,214 9,927,847

entertainment, media 267,220 156,076 
Health practitioners & technical 419,437 283,278 
Health-care support 461,392 281,353

111,144 
136,159 
180,039

2,643,588 201,290 161,284 66,565 3,339,947 
5,873,802 786,050 594,008 125,743 7,799,040 
2,169,630 980,642 156,543 102,258 3,623,116



373,604 291,008 82,596 
1,816,504 656,712 1,159,792

and maint. 2,045,248 486,632 1,558,616 

Personal care & services 779,486 378,759 400,727 

Sales 2,186,754 1,315,563 871,191 
Office & admin. support 2,871,203 1,91 1,782 959,421 

Farming, fishing & forestry 569,010 79,279 489,731 

Construction trades 2,609,482 639,985 1,969,497 

Extraction workers 24,649 14,098 10,751 

Install., maint. & repair workers 779,168 359,886 419,282 

Production 2,409,744 705,293 1,704,451 

Transport & material moving 1,885,300 767,057 1,118,243 
Military 40,385 32,455 7,930 

Unemployed 303,246 159,301 143,945 
Total 22,911,765 10,495,282 12,416,483

Protective services 

Food prep & serving 

Building & grounds cleaning

Note. Universe: Household population 16 and older that worked in the past five years.  
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, A Statistical Portrait of Hispanics at Mid-Decade.

2,416,767 666,428 67,004 99,293 3,870,465 

6,072,824 1,210,545 486,554 271,996 9,858,423 

3,565,221 1,129,947 172,524 164,243 7,097,183 
3,745,520 862,394 333,901 159,620 5,880,921 

15,062,476 1,985,108 915,410 410,318 20,560,066 
18,040,686 3,181,1 15 949,484 537,989 25,580,477 

690,827 71,025 16,615 24,931 1,372,408 
7,061,465 737,776 113,725 253,628 10,776,076 

144,864 9,691 212 6,298 185,914 
4,405,062 498,285 152,578 108,596 5,943,689 

7,560,154 1,497,180 604,061 233,562 12,304,701 
6,882,1 16 1,771,322 232,292 245,058 11,016,088 

312,567 69,901 14,639 12,612 450,104 
542,223 337,820 63,546 48,562 1,295,397 

121,441,938 19,547,364 7,677,624 3,657,745 175,236,436
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by other ethnographic scholarship. In this region, a Mexican Ameri
can, largely Democratic Party, aggressive politics is evident and decisive 
everywhere, one still keyed on a sense of an ongoing "war of position" 
within an Anglo-dominant Texas.28 Such a perception is consistent with 
another Pew report, Hispanics in the 2008 Election, clearly demonstrating 
that in the 2008 national elections, Hispanics reasserted their decisive his
torical allegiance to the Democratic Party after some Republican gains 
in the 1990s: "Some 57% of registered Hispanic voters now call them
selves Democrats or say they lean to the Democratic Party while just 23% 
align with the Republican Party- meaning there is now a 34 percentage 
point gap in partisan affiliation among registered Latinos. In July, 2006, 
the same gap was just 21 percentage points-whereas back in 1999, it had 
been 33 percentage points."2 9 However, it is also the case that the marked 
difference in such party identification does drop to 21 percentage points 
(56 percent Democrat, 35 percent Republican) among households with 
$50,ooo or above annual income. Even there the difference is still deci
sive. Generally, middle-class status correlates effectively with Democratic 
Party participation.  

This participation is keyed to a variety of specific issues, among them 
the question of Mexican immigration. Here, anthropological work on 
another middle-class ethnic group may be comparatively useful. Sherry 
Ortner's work on her own native, socially mobile Jewish community in 
New Jersey suggests that African Americans have a complicated contra

epuntal role to Jewish Americans, serving as a kind of social foil for Jewish 
social mobility though not without great ambivalence and a sense of obli
gation toward marginalized African Americans manifested in a variety of 
social actions. 30 On the other hand, it is also clear that we must now rec
ognize the emergence of an African American middle class in terms much 
like those that I am setting out here for Mexican Americans. 3' But, if Jew
ish Americans project difference, ambivalence, yet support onto African 
Americans, for Mexican Americans there has been increasingly available 
since the 1970s a possibly similar site of ambivalence -the recent immi
grant Mexican. Yet here - and probably because there is no marked racial 
difference and there are shared cultural practices-there appears to be 
much less ambivalence and a higher degree of affinity. Another recent Pew 
report tells us that 

Hispanics are feeling a range of negative effects from the increased pub
lic attention and stepped up enforcement measures that have accompa

nied the growing national debate over illegal immigration. Just over half
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of Hispanics worry that they or someone close to them could be de

ported. Nearly two-thirds say the failure of Congress to enact an immi

gration reform bill has made life more difficult for all Latinos. And about 

half of all Hispanics report a specific negative impact on them personally 

as a result of heightened attention to the immigration issue. They op

pose - often by lopsided margins - many of the new enforcement mea

sures being pursued by federal and state authorities. The report finds 

Hispanics generally see illegal immigrants as a plus -both for the Latino 

community itself and for the U.S. economy in general. Foreign-born 

Latinos are significantly more positive than the native born in their views 

about the effects of illegal immigrants, but even the native born are more 

positive than negative.32 

Often this support for Mexican immigrants is articulated along kinship 

networks, as Vallejo demonstrates for Southern California, but she also 

provides ample evidence of "how a civically active group of Latino profes

sionals mobilize ethnic resources to promote the mobility of co-ethnics 

and to combat the immigrant shadow that follows them despite their class 

status."33 This support for Mexican immigrants has reached dramatic pro

portions in the very recent and ongoing struggles of middle-class Mexican 

American organizations and leaders opposing the construction of a fence 

along the U.S.-Mexico border.3 4 

From all of the foregoing, we can question any simple perception 

of the Mexican American middle class as embarked on a unilinear life 

passage from some traditional "Mexican" ethnic but also working-class 

background to some relatively new "Anglo" middle-class existence. This 

rising class does not appear to be following a simple unidirectional mo

bility path toward a full cultural assimilation into American society and 

into a right-of-center politics. Both history and contemporary analyses 

would suggest a more complex picture in which interpretation is never 

crystal clear or singular. Contrary to the modernist leftist dismissal of the 

American middle class noted at the beginning, some of its regional sectors 

have demonstrated a progressive presence historically.35 Among Mexican 

Americans, historically there is ample evidence of such a class engaging in 

a left-of-center and progressive organizational politics on issues affecting 

the larger Mexican-origin community, including recent immigrants - "en 

defensa de mi raza," in the words of one such major figure, Alonso Pera

les - even as they also voiced some ambivalence toward such immigrants.36 

With new scholarship and more nuanced interpretation, we can also now 

see that, rather than assimilationist, such efforts also correlated with a
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much closer adherence to a pro-Mexican American cultural practice in 
the United States than we had previously thought.37 

The contemporary Mexican American middle class that I am just be
ginning to examine has become such a class--most often through its own 
initiative-but also without relinquishing many aspects of its ethnic cul
tural experience, indeed, often creating new forms of itself consistent 
with its middle-class style. As I have also tried to suggest, it also continues 
to exert a progressive left-liberal pressure on the issues of the day.  

While I have lent some emphasis to immigration in these remarks, 
other issues actually appear to be of greater importance to the Hispanic 
middle-class registered voter. The aforecited Pew report by Taylor and 
Frye on the 2008 election offers this ranking order: education (94 per
cent), health care (91 percent), the economy and jobs (91 percent), crime 
(84 percent), immigration (79 percent), the war in Iraq (70 percent), al
though most if not all of these are deeply influenced by immigration. 38 

Indeed, if it is the case - and I think it is - that Mexican American U.S.  
citizens are becoming a large, viable, and socially effective middle class, 
it may be also the case that over the short and long terms, they may be 
joined by Mexican immigrants to the degree that the latter can stabi
lize their presence in this country. The latter are often represented as 
"un-American" and marginal to the economy by people like Lou Dobbs 
and, increasingly, the Republican Party as a whole. 39 Anthropologist Leo 
Chavez has done extensive fieldwork within this population and offers a 
distinctive and refreshing portrayal: "Another major theme in the reasons 
given for leaving Mexico is what I call 'the immigrant's dream' which 
is similar to 'the American dream.' Undocumented immigrants view the 
United States as the land of opportunity, where the streets are paved with 
gold, and where hard work and sacrifice can earn them upward mobility, 
at least for their children if not for themselves." "Such ideas" he continues, 
"pervaded the discussions and interviews I had with undocumented immi
grants."40 And if some think such views to be some species of fantasy or 
false consciousness, Chivez provides telling evidence of concrete achieve
ment against the odds.4 ' 

We can now imagine a contemporary Mexican immigrant contribution 
to an expanding middle class within the total Mexican-origin community 
in the United States. But I reiterate, this social achievement occurs and 
has always occurred in a continuing context of racialized adversity and 
is substantially to the credit of this total community and its social abili
ties and ambitions. In 2008, the Los Angeles Times reported on the efforts 
of NALEO, the National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed
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Officials, to naturalize undocumented Latinos so that they might gain the 

right to vote. Undoubtedly launched by middle-class Latinos, NALEO's 

efforts were mounted against a perceived effort on the part of the Bush 

administration to slow down the process. Citizenship could come soon 

enough for Mrs. Julia Moreno: "It's a long wait. Mrs. Clinton needs my 

vote. Maybe my vote will put her in the White House."42 Yet other Lati

nos grounded in the middle class have actively participated in shaping na

tional policy on immigration and other issues as well, among them Henry 

Cisneros, Gov. Bill Richardson, Amb. Tony Garza, Sec. Hilda Solis, 

Mayor Julian Castro, and Gen. Ricardo Sinchez.  

While these remarks have been offered on the economic and politi

cal side of things, elsewhere and at length I have explored the manner in 

which this Mexican American middle-class existence has recently begun 

to appear in Mexican American cultural expression, especially litera

ture and film.43 I begin to close here by bridging this disciplinary divide 
through one of the best-known Mexican American middle-class figures 

in the United States -Richard Rodriguez.  

Rodriguez is the well-known journalist, lecturer, and essayist-author 

of three books.44 He has also been a frequent commentator on the PBS 

nightly News Hour with Jim Lehrer. Mexican American cultural studies 

intellectuals severely criticized his first book, Hunger of Memory, a lyrical 

autobiography, largely for Rodriguez' seemingly conservative criticism 

of bilingualism, affirmative action, and Mexican American studies and 

his also seeming advocacy of cultural assimilation. Yet I have often won

dered if they were not also reacting to the very title of his first chapter, 

"Middle-class Pastoral," and its opening passage: "I have taken Caliban's 

advice. I have stolen their books. I will have some run of this isle. Once 

upon a time, I was a 'socially disadvantaged' child. An enchanted happy 

child. Mine was a childhood of intense family closeness. And extreme 

public alienation. Thirty years later I write this book as a middle-class 

American. Assimilated. Dark-skinned. To be seen at a Belgravia dinner 

party. Or in New York. Exotic in a tuxedo."4 5 

For many such critics, the passage and the rest of the book were but the 

words of a dissembling, modernist poseur in cool advocacy of the assimi

lation that would begin with the learned canonical reference to Shake

speare's The Tempest and the stealing of the colonizing Prospero's books, 

that is, absorbing Anglo-American culture, but eventually ending as a 

middle-class American enjoying the material and psychological reward 

of assimilation-New York, tuxedos, dinner parties, and so on-with his 

Mexican culture left far behind. 46 Elsewhere, I have criticized this criti-
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cism to suggest that Rodriguez was actually taking a critical, if discern
ing and ambivalent, stance toward Anglo-American society even in these 
early pages.47 

Yet, whatever his original stance, the same critics now see a "new" 
Richard Rodriguez in his last two books, one now more explicitly critical 
of the United States and more affirmative of his Mexicanness, including a 
position of proimmigrant advocacy.48 

For my purposes here, I only wish to underscore the original middle
class self-definition of this most important of our Mexican American so
cial critics, an enabling middle-class status not of his own making but, 
rather, one forged by his hard-working Mexican immigrant parents, fo
cused on their children's achievements in this country.  

In the aforementioned book, with its intriguing title, For Democraty: 
The Noble Character and Tragic Flaw of the Middle Class, Glassman, Swatos, 
and Kivisto have traced the presence and politics of the middle class from 
the Greeks to the present. They argue that indeed the middle class can 
have a tragic flaw, namely, its susceptibility to bureaucratization and con
servative conformity and consumerism, especially in the current moment.  
On the other hand, it can also partake of and fashion a "noble character," 
by which they mean a willingness to participate in the Aristotelian polis 
as active agents of change and sociocultural creativity. As I have argued 
here, too many of us are too willing to consign the middle class to the 
former and not grant it the possibility of the latter. These authors clearly 
see the possibilities for the latter, especially to the degree that the middle 
class is increasingly college educated.  

Such I think is the more likely possibility for the Mexican American 
middle class increasingly in possession of higher education and with an
other asset not typically associated with the larger and white American 
middle class: its recent memory of poverty, racism, and also the presence 
of Mexican immigrants as a very visible reminder of that past and there
fore possibly an arena of social obligation on the basis of that memory and 
of continuing cultural kinship. I for one - and I may be the only one - do 
not think it advisable to continue to dismiss this class with the facile adjec
tive "assimilationist" in favor of our now too dominant, ironically hege
monic, historical Mexican American studies images of farmworkers and 
barrio gangs. Rather than disparage middle-class achievement from the 
sometimes elitist vantage point of the university, I think that it is time to 
seriously examine the consciousness and the emergent formation of such 
a class.  

I am proposing that we take up the complicated analytical challenge
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that would serve to more adequately understand the Mexican American 

attorneys, journalists, businesspeople, law enforcement personnel, phar

macists, teachers, nurses, accountants, dentists, salaried skilled workers at 

local military bases- and social critics. We should think of them, indeed, 

of ourselves, as victors in the still-continuing struggle and not foreclose 

their (our) productive and progressive possibilities in the interests of a 

better Mexican America, especially with respect to their (our) kindred 
immigrant community.  

Finally, as the economy and immigration continue to be at the center 

of a heated national debate, the United States as a whole needs to be re
minded that many such successful middle-class Mexican Americans are 

often the children and grandchildren of poor and often undocumented 

Mexican immigrants who, largely through their own efforts and often 

against the American grain, have now become economically and socially 

productive citizens of the United States. A continued attack on newly ar

riving immigrants will be taken by such middle-class subjects as an attack 

on those ancestral origins and memories, and there will be political con

sequences as this middle class continually expands in size and electoral in

fluence. Consequences in other realms such as culture and the arts are less 

clear but will no doubt be fascinating to watch. We can already see some 

evidence, for example, that one highly desirable by-product of this class 

formation, especially at its upper levels, is support for Latino arts and the 

development of a museum culture.49 

The eminent historian, the late Tony Judt, wrote that "the first task of 

radical dissenters today is to remind their audience of the achievements of 

the twentieth century... the left, to be quite blunt about it, has something 

to conserve. It is the right that has inherited the ambitious modernist urge 

to destroy and innovate in the name of a universal project." He continued: 
"Social democrats, characteristically modest in style and ambition, need 

to speak more assertively of past gains. The rise of the social service state, 

the century-long construction of a public sector whose goods and services 
illustrate and promote our collective identity and common purposes, the 

institution of welfare as a matter of right and its provision as a social duty: 

these were no mean accomplishments."1 0 

Within this world of social accomplishment, both as beneficiaries and 

contributors, I would add the Mexican American middle class. I would not 

blame any who would want yet more, and I would, indeed, support that 
group. I write these words in California in 2011 as, for example, working

class Mexican American access to the California State University System 

is being effectively and severely curtailed. We must, said Judt, also protect
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what we have achieved: "That these accomplishments were no more than 
partial should not trouble us . . . others have spent the last three decades 
methodically unraveling and destabilizing those same improvements: this 
should make us much angrier than we are.... To abandon the labors of a 
century is to betray those who come before us as well as generations yet 
to come."5 1 
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CHAPTER 8

New Mexico, Mestizaje, and the 

Transnations of North America 

RAMON A. GUTIERREZ 

How has New Mexico shaped North America? As the northernmost out

post of New Spain, from the late sixteenth to the mid-nineteenth cen

turies, New Mexico was ruled by men who saw themselves as Spaniards.  

They conquered and colonized the Pueblo Indians in 1598, lived side by 

side, often mixing biologically with them, and were sustained by the trib

ute they paid in labor, food, and handicrafts. Both the Spanish colonists 

and the Pueblo Indians were themselves surrounded by nomadic peoples 

known as the Utes, Navajos, Apaches, and Comanches. Spaniards pre

sumed to rule; Pueblos sometimes adapted and sometimes resisted - often 

mixing both; and Spaniards and Pueblos, together and separately, faced 

enduring combinations of war and trade, conflict and integration. His

torically, New Mexico has been a place where people have faced endur

ing paradoxes shaped by sharpening differences and ongoing integrations.  

New Mexico has long been a marginal, out-of-the-way place in the 

popular imagination. When children in central New Spain (what became 

Mexico) were deemed particularly unruly in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, parents often warned that if they continued to misbehave they 

would be shipped to the Apacheria, to the land of the wild Apache Indians 

in the Kingdom of New Mexico. Though no child that I know of was ever 

banished to this remote spot, there were plenty of convicts, misfits, rebels, 

and adventurers who were exiled to, or sought refuge in, New Mexico to 

escape state surveillance. Crypto Jews and wayward philandering friars 

are but two of the most immediate examples that come to mind.  

Under Mexican and American rule New Mexico fared no better. A 

poor province with few resources other than salt, wool, and clay for 

making pottery, Mexico's central authorities were rarely concerned
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about and even less frequently interfered in the business affairs of the 
area's merchants and first families. Indeed, the popular mythology about 
New Mexico's American conquest in 1846 was that Gen. Stephen Watts 
Kearny, the commander of the U.S. Army of the West, simply marched 
into Santa Fe and staged a bloodless conquest, having first bribed Gov.  
Manuel Armijo to abandon his post. A land of milk and honey, of abun
dant cheap land, of a salubrious arid climate, of low taxes and little gov
ernment regulation is how the American territorial governors advertised 
New Mexico to attract Anglo-American settlers between 1848 and 1912.  

In the 1920s, New Mexico became a refuge from modernity and the ma
chine age, as artists, writers, intellectuals, and dropouts left New York and 
the industrial Northeast yearning for a simpler, more primal connection 
to a primitive American place. This was indeed the "Land of Enchant
ment" that was created for tourists; the slogan still brings them to the 
state.  

New Mexico's place in Spain's historical imagination is tied pri
marily to the grand expeditions of exploration, conquest, and settlement.  
The account of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca's 1528 shipwreck and trek 
through Texas and New Mexico in the 153os, and the 1540 journal of Fran
cisco Visquez de Coronado's gold-seeking journey through New Mexico, 
Oklahoma, and Kansas are both in all the large documentary publications 
chronicling Spain's presence in America. There the interest seems to end, 
with one exception. Spanish linguists in the 1920s began to marvel at the 
archaic Spanish lexicon still utilized in the isolated villages of northern 
New Mexico and have studied language persistence and change there ever 
since.  

For Mexico, New Mexico is primarily about humiliation, loss, and nos
talgia. "El Mexico perdido," that part of Mexico lost during the Mexican 
American War in 1846-1848, still stings national pride. Since the early 
1920s, numerous attempts have been made by Mexican presidents to recu
perate this lost terrain, if only culturally, by promoting Mexican national 
celebrations, constructing Mexican cultural centers, maintaining robust 
consular offices and staffs, even forming in the 196os a ministerial post de
voted to los mexicanos en el exterior, or Mexicans outside Mexico. Mexico 
has done everything in its capacity to cultivate a sense of national belong
ing among its emigrants to assure monetary remittances, even fostering 
dual citizenship and hometown associations to assure that mexicanos do 
not forget la patria, or the homeland.  

The triumphal narratives of the origins and growth of the United 
States of America which historians have written usually start with the for-
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mation of Jamestown in 1607, proceed to Plymouth Plantation in 1620, to 
the witchcraft craze at Salem, to colonial independence in 1776, to west

ward expansion, industrialization, and America's expansionist wars across 

the Pacific. If historians want their books to be seriously considered for 

adoption in the American Southwest, where the architecture, the lan

guage, and bodies constantly serve as reminders of Spain and Mexico's 

long cultural influence, the narrative begins with Christopher Columbus, 

mentions Hernin Cortes' conquest of the Aztecs in tones still reminis

cent of the Black Legend, and note the expeditions of Coronado into New 

Mexico and of De Soto into Florida. Of course, this is all necessary back

ground to later explain the dense concentration of Hispanics in Florida, 

Texas, New Mexico, and California post-1965. If specific mention is made 

of New Mexico, it is usually as the birthplace of the nuclear age, when the 

Manhattan Project was located in Los Alamos in 1942.  

So what can New Mexico teach us about the development of North 

America? And why, given the centuries of neglect and marginality, is this 

important now? The why now I suspect is easily answered by turning to 

the popular press. On July 12,1999, Newsweek magazine devoted its cover 

story and in-depth reporting to "Latin U.S.A." "On the last Indepen

dence Day of the millennium, a new nation is being born," the issue an

nounced. Never mind that the Fourth of July had already passed, since the 

beginning of a millennium had not, Newsweek offered some apocalyptic 

prophesies about this Latino "new nation." The year 2000 would bring a 

Latino population explosion, "ground zero for a demographic upheaval," 

the magazine warned. Chronicling transformations wrought by immigra

tion and high reproductive rates, Newsweek described a national geome

try of culture, politics, and money radiating from Miami, Los Angeles, 

and Chicago, from Santa Fe, San Jose, and New York. "By 2005, Lati

nos will be the largest U.S. minority; they're already shaping pop culture 

and presidential politics. The Latin wave will change how the country 

looks - and how it looks at itself." As a diasporic nation, diverse and dis

persed, "Latino America" was not neatly bounded territorially, with mul

tiple population hubs, extensive networks, and switching points. Calling 

the residents of "Latino U.S.A." Hispanics and Latinos interchangeably, 

Newsweek proclaimed, "Hispanics are hip, hot and making history." 

Since 1965, large numbers of immigrants, mostly from Mexico, but also 

from Central America, the Dominican Republic, and Cuba, have entered 

the United States, affecting schools, housing, labor, business, and poli

tics in complicated ways. Today there are 42.7 million Hispanics in the 

United States, or more than the total number of Canadians in Canada.
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Hispanics constitute roughly 13 percent of the total population. Through 
high rates of natural growth they are projected to represent 18 percent of 
the population by 2020, 25 percent by 2050. Already in states like New 
Mexico, California, Texas, and Florida, which historically had initial His
panic settlements and later became major destinations for Latin Ameri
can immigrants, the Hispanic proportion of the total population is much 
higher. In 2000, Hispanics accounted for 42 percent of New Mexico's 
population, 31 percent of California's, 30 percent of Texas', and 15 percent 
of Florida's. The population in the first three of these states is largely of 
Mexican origin, while Cubans and Puerto Ricans constitute the majority 
in Florida. These proportions are even higher in specific metropolitan 
areas. El Paso, Texas, in 1997 had a population that was 75 percent His
panic; San Antonio, Texas, 53 percent; Fresno, California, 42 percent; 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, 39 percent; Los Angeles, California, 39 per
cent; Miami-Fort Lauderdale, Florida, 37 percent.  

If the proportion of the minority population (that is, blacks, Asian
Pacific Islanders, American Indians, and Hispanics) in each of these states 
is aggregated, the impact of the racial transformation under way is even 
more profound. Minorities-what really are majorities in some places 
and emerging majorities in others - represent 55 percent in New Mexico, 
51 percent in California, 45 percent in Texas, and 32 percent in Florida.  
Similar calculations by city produce even more startling results. El Paso 
in 1997 had a population that was 8o percent minority; San Antonio, 62 
percent; Fresno, 58 percent; Albuquerque, 5o percent; Los Angeles 59, 
percent; and Miami-Fort Lauderdale, 59 percent.1 

These changing demographic realities and the social and cultural 
changes they portend have provoked contemporary Hispanophobic re
sponses akin to those recorded in the remote and recent past. Nativists 
railing against Mexican immigrants have used racist arguments and in
cendiary words to voice their opposition to the "browning" of America.  
Peter Brimelow's rhetoric in Alien Nation is rather typical of anti-Mexican 
sentiment: 

There is a sense in which current immigration policy is Adolf Hitler's 
posthumous revenge on America. The U. S. political elite emerged from 
the war passionately concerned to cleanse itself from all taints of racism 

or xenophobia. Eventually, it enacted the epochal Immigration Act (tech
nically, the Immigration and Nationality Act Amendments) of 1965. And 
this, quite accidentally, triggered a renewed mass immigration, so huge 
and so systematically different from anything that had gone before as to
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transform-and ultimately, perhaps even destroy-the one unquestioned 

victor of World War II: the American nation, as it had evolved by the 

middle of the twentieth century.2 

"The American nation has always had a specific core," Brimelow asserts.  

"And that core has been white." Americans, he says, have a right to de

mand that their government stop shifting the nation's racial balance. "In

deed, it seems to me that they have a right to insist that it be shifted back." 3 

Brimelow's words, though particularly incendiary, capture the tenor 

and tone of the anti-Mexican rants expressed by others such as Lawrence 

Auster in The Path to National Suicide: An Essay on Immigration and Multi

culturalism (1990), and Richard D. Lamm and Gary Imhoff in The Im
migration Time Bomb (1985). The natural result of such thinking was the 

reemergence in the 1990s of scientific racist ideas about the relationship 

between race and intelligence, dismissed a century ago. Mexican immi

grants, claim Richard J. Hernstein and Charles Murray in The Bell Curve, 

on average, score 9 percent lower than whites on IQ tests. Such disparity, 

they claim, would lower the overall intelligence of the United States and 

ultimately lead to higher crime rates, increasing female dependence on 

welfare, and single female-headed households.4 

One naturally would expect such words to hail from the conserva

tive political right, but even academic liberals have expressed similar 

concerns about America's changing racial composition. The late Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr., in 1992, decried how particularistic immigrant loyalties 

(read Mexicans) in the United States were leading to "the disuniting of 

America" and held the potential to create a separatist nationalism among 

Mexicans seeking independence for the American Southwest comparable 

to the long-standing movement among the Quebecois. Harvard profes

sor Samuel P. Huntington, the highly venerated but now deceased po

litical theorist who in 1996 anticipated the clash of civilizations in the 

Middle East, in 2004 drew attention to the Hispanic immigrant problem 

in a book titled Who Are We? The-Challenges to America's National Iden

tity. There Huntington argues that the cultural division between His

panics and Anglos will soon replace the racial division between blacks 

and whites as the most potentially incendiary cleavage in U.S. society.  

The vast majority of Hispanics, as Huntington explains, are of Mexican 

descent. Many entered the country illegally and are reproducing much 

more rapidly than whites or blacks, by a ratio of about 5 to i. They keep 

speaking Spanish in their homes and at work, refuse to learn English, are 

leading highly segregated lives among their own, and are largely confined
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in society's lowest economic rungs. These facts portend anarchy, racial 
war, and separatist possibilities, Huntington warns.  

Already, nativist whites have responded in California by approving 
punitive electoral initiatives (Propositions 187 and 209) against govern
ment benefits for illegal immigrants, affirmative action, and bilingual 
education. Some whites, like the Minutemen militia, are taking up arms 
to protect the republic from southern assault. They warn that Mexicans 
will retaliate, undoubtedly aiming to retake the southwestern states they 
lost in 1848 at the end of the U.S. Mexican War, plunging the nation 
into an unprecedented racial war. Patriots will, of course, fight to protect 
Anglo-Protestant culture and the English language from barbaric Mexi
can assault.  

The continuing arrival of large numbers of Hispanic immigrants in the 
United States and their high reproductive rates clearly have transformed 
American cities and what Carey McWilliams once called the "factories in 
the fields." Look at the people on the streets of any major city, the chil
dren in the schools, the nationalities of the stockholders of major Ameri
can companies, and the number of languages you can hear on the streets 
of Albuquerque, Los Angeles, or Dallas. The old America of memory and 
nostalgia is being remade. America is quickly becoming AmeRica.  

"AmeRica! AmeRica!" the Nuyorican poet Tato Laviera sings of his native 
Puerto Rico, a home he will not leave behind, a home he always carries 
on his lips and in his mind, while seeking his fortunes in New York. In 
Tato Laviera's Latinization, accentuation, and syncopation of the English 
word "America" as AmeRica is embedded the painful history of Puerto 
Rico's colonial and neocolonial past, yearning for nationhood, yet denied 
even statehood. In AmeRica's disruption of America, Tato Laviera draws 
our attention to AmeRica's pervasive and ongoing miscegenation, to its 
hybridity and increasing heterogeneity created by movement and mixing.  
AmeRica is complex. AmeRica is centerless. The various parts that now 
make up AmeRica are increasingly unstable.5 

What Tato Laviera describes so lyrically in poetry, Arjun Appadurai 
discusses analytically when he tells us that America has become a series 
of nodes in a postnational network of population movements. America is 
"a diasporic switching point for the world's population. Where once the 
melting pot putatively turned immigrants into Americans through assimi
lation, now immigrants living in the United States tenaciously cling to 
their places of origin through strong ideological and technological ties.  
While living in the United States they form themselves into numerous
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delocalized transnations, which no existing conception of Americanness 

can possibly contain." 6 

The process of globalization at the beginning of the twenty-first cen

tury has spawned a proliferation of different and conflicting ideological 

and economic maps of the new world order. The North American Free 

Trade Agreement, the European Community, the Pacific Rim, queer na

tionality, Islamic fundamentalism, the war on terror are but a few. The 

old Cold War division of the globe into East and West, symbolic of the 

cosmic struggle between capitalism and communism, in rubble rests, and 

the warriors who concocted such spaces in mausoleums slumber. The 

globe divided into three - a First, a Second, and a Third World-has 

been replaced by different world orderings, prompting Robert B. Reich, 

the former U. S. secretary of labor, to ask rhetorically in 1990, "Who Is 

Us?"7 Posing the same question Samuel Huntington asked above, Reich's 

answer focuses on the dynamism and innovation immigration and global

ization bring to the natural and ever-changing transformation of nations 

and states.  

In the Nine Nations of North America, Joel Garreau asks us to question 

the very logic of North America and to interrogate what states and re

gions mean today. "Forget the pious wisdom you've been handed about 

North America," Garreau enjoins: 

Forget about the borders dividing the United States, Canada, and 

Mexico, those pale barriers so thoroughly porous to money, immigrants, 

and ideas. Forget the bilge we taught you in sixth-grade geography about 

East and West, North and South, faint echoes of glorious pasts that 

never really existed save in sanitized textbooks. Forget the maze of states 

and provincial boundaries, those historical accidents and surveyors. Mis

takes ... Consider, instead the way North America really works. It is 

Nine Nations. Each has a capital and a distinctive web of power and in

fluence ... Each has a peculiar economy, each commands a certain emo

tional allegiance from its citizens. These nations look different, feel dif

ferent, and sound different from each other, and few of their boundaries 

match the political lines drawn on current maps. 8 

With Garreau's injunctive in mind, let us consider New Mexico's place 

in the development of how North America really works. From my van

tage as a historian of colonial America, what New Mexico bequeathed 

to the continent over the longue durie was a very different way of under

standing race. Quite early in the development of the English colonies
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into the United States, a binary opposition, was used to divide the popu
lation of into black and white and, later, particularly with the arrival of 
Asian immigrants, into whites and nonwhites. In Spain's colonial empire, 
in places like New Mexico, a very different interval assessment of legal 
color based on ancestry and appearance held sway. Known as "mestizaje," 
a word that poorly translates as miscegenation, this racial classification 
system was no less hierarchical or oppressive than what developed in the 
United States. But the color intervals assumed social mobility, that subject 
populations would gradually whiten and eventually enjoy fuller integra
tion into the body politic. The racial binary system of classification in the 
United States did not allow for this possibility. A person with "one drop" 
of black blood was considered black even though the other 99 percent was 
white, thus continually augmenting the number of persons classified as in
ferior on the basis of color.  

In what follows I argue that New Mexico's contribution to the making 
of North America is its theory and practice of mestizaje, which still oper
ates today among many of the Latin American immigrants who enter the 
United States. The theory of mestizaje more recently has also inspired a 
host of scholarly studies that use the concept as a cultural aesthetic for the 
hybridity and mixing that inspires writing, music, performance, even 
the writing of history in liminal zones and borderlands. To understand 
the uniqueness of mestizaje, I will briefly describe three contemporary and 
vibrant postnational spaces and then explicate how race operates in each. 9 

The first of these three I call the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard. The second 
has been variously called "MexAmerica" (Langley), "TexMex" (Patter
son), "Hispanic Nation" (Fox), and "Aztlin" (Acufa). 10 Finally, there is 
the Pacific Northwest, referred to by some writers as "Ecotopia," "Casca
dia," "Pacifica," and the "Northeast Pacific Rim" (Schell and Hamer)." 

The Eastern Atlantic Seaboard is one of the most important transnations 
of our age. It ties the eastern shore of the United States with Caribbean 
states and the republics of northern South America. Since about 1980, this 
area has been transformed by massive flows of capital, people, and ideas 
moving in both directions. New York City and Miami are now the major 
transfer nodes in this space. Forty percent of all Jamaicans, 50 percent of 
all Puerto Ricans, and half of all working adults of the Eastern Caribbean 
states live in the United States in communities dependent on the econo
mies of New York and Miami, selling skilled and unskilled labor, mov
ing legal and illegal capital within a larger area that includes much of the 
Caribbean. Moving as immigrants and workers back and forth, the resi-
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dents of this transnation practice voodoo in Saint Petersburg, play cricket 

in Kingston, and teach white kids in Florida to wear dreadlocks, even to 

celebrate West Indian carnival in New York. Because of the development 

of this transnation, the social and political boundaries that separate the 

United States and Jamaica, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and 

Barbados have little meaning- as perhaps will be the case for Cuba and 

Haiti soon.12 

Traditionally in the mainland regions of this area, race was defined 

in strict binary terms, as black and white. It was here that the one-drop 

rule was invented. The one-drop rule meant that a single drop of "black 

blood" made one black, assigning the person the status of the subordinate 

and inferior group. This descent rule is unique to the United States and, 

paradoxically, has defined millions of people who are more European than 

African as black in law and in public opinion." 

The one-drop rule appeared in the late 16oos and eventually became 

the dominant understanding of racial descent. With the end of slavery 

and the beginning of Jim Crow segregation laws, a strict separation be

tween the races was deemed necessary. A racial taxonomy that did not 

recognize intermediate hues was put in place and enforced through the 

prohibition of miscegenation. The function of antimiscegenation laws 

was to maintain the putative purity of the white race by prohibiting inter

racial unions and by defining sex between members of different races as 

a crime. Though upholding such laws required tortured legal definitions 

of who was black and who was not, sixteen states continued to ban inter

racial marriage until 1967, when the U. S. Supreme Court struck down 

such laws.  

In Louisiana, this binary system of racial classification continued, 

nevertheless, ordering that anyone with a "trace" of black ancestry be 

classed as black. As part of a "humane" reform undertaken by the state 

in 1970, Louisiana enacted the "one-thirty-second rule," by which any

one with a single black great-great-great-great-grandparent and thirty

one white great-great-great-great-grandparents was legally black. This 

regulation went unchallenged until Susie Guillory Phipps, the wife of a 

wealthy seafood importer who had always considered herself white, ob

tained a copy of her birth certificate for a passport application. The state 

had classified her as black. Phipps sued in 1982. Louisiana hired a gene

alogist to investigate her background and discovered that Phipps' great

great-great-great-grandmother had been the free black mistress of an 

Alabama plantation owner in 1760. Susie Phipps was thus three-thirty

seconds black, or black by law. In 1983, the law was repealed, though not
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without the state of Louisiana appealing the ruling all the way to the 
Supreme Court.' 4 

In Who Is Black? F. James Davis argues that, paradoxically, the rigidity 
and continued vitality of the one-drop rule in popular thinking can, at 
least since the 196os, be traced to the growth of black pride, black beauty, 
black achievement, black history, and the use of the term "black" rather 
than Negro. Whereas previous generations had placed a high value on 
whitening the race, in the 196os, African Americans increasingly valorized 
dark skin colors as emblems of pride and discouraged blacks from seek
ing closer contacts with whites. The fear that the Black Power movement 
provoked among whites further reinforced the binary color line.' 5 

How this black-white color line lives on and yet how it is significantly 
influenced by the forces of globalization was evident at Augusta, Georgia, 
on April 13, 1997. On that day Tiger Woods won the Masters' champion
ship at the Augusta National Golf course. The major television sports 
commentators immediately hailed the victory as the end of segregation in 
golf. Tiger Woods was the greatest black golfer ever, and his achievement 
was equal to Jackie Robinson's shattering of the color barrier in baseball, 
or so they said. The owners of many golf courses previously had denied 
Tiger Woods playing rights because they deemed him black. The sport's 
spectators saw him as a black. Even American blacks claimed Tiger as one 
of their own.  

Then came Oprah Winfrey. She asked Tiger Woods in an interview 
on her nationally televised show if it bothered him that he was being de
scribed as black. "It does," he replied. "Growing up, I came up with this 
name: I'm a 'Cablinasian."' Woods explained that because he was one
eighth Caucasian, one-fourth black, one-eighth American Indian, one
fourth Thai, and one-fourth Chinese, he had taken the first two letters of 
these identities to fashion an acronym for the identity that best described 
his racial past.' 6 Oprah Winfrey responded positively and with under
standing as Tiger Woods described how he felt it necessary to honor his 
Thai Buddhist immigrant mother's ancestry as well as his father's.' 7 

Prominent American blacks were not so kind. When Colin Powell 
was asked in an ABC television interview by Sam Donaldson what he 
thought of Tiger Woods' Cablinasian identity, Powell retorted: "Look at 
him. He's black. People who look like him are black, in my book." Kweisi 
Mfume, the president of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People (NAACP), recited the absurd history of how blackness 
had been defined under the one-drop rule and urged Tiger Woods and all 
African Americans of mixed race not to forget that society sees things "in
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very narrow boxes. We are either Black or White." Jesse Jackson likewise 

deemed Tiger Woods black "because he's been called n r, because he's 

been the object of race-bait jokes." Leonard Dunston, the president of the 

National Association of Black Social Workers, added that "race is a politi

cal category defined by those who are numerically in power. By definition, 

then, Tiger Woods is viewed as an African American, whether he chooses 

to accept this or not." Actress Salli Richardson summed up in altruistic 

terms the racial essentialism others had expressed when she chimed in 

on Tiger Woods' mixed identity: "That whole mixed-race category issue 

separates us more when we need to be coming together more."18 

Interestingly enough, Asian Americans claimed Tiger Woods as Asian, 

but with a perverse twist. He was acknowledged as a bright, family

centered, and community-minded man who knew his history. These char

acteristics were attributed primarily to his Asian ancestry. "Yes, he does 

seem intelligent. But remember that his mother is Asian." "Yes, it does 

seem like he cares about his parents. But that is an Asian tradition." "Yes, 

he does pay tribute to Lee Elders and others who paved his way, but re

member he is Asian and Asians are respectful." Writing in the Boston 

Globe, columnist Martin Nolan noted that an Asian American golfer he 

knew well had told him: "Tiger gets his determination from his father.  

Ahh, but his finesse comes from his Asian mother." 19 

One can only speculate about why the thinking behind the one-drop 

rule reemerged so forcefully at the end of the twentieth century as a new 

racial essentialism, only fourteen years after the last legal remnants of 

the rule were dismantled. The year 2000 ushered in not only a new mil

lennium, but also the first population count of the century. Preceding 

the count there were fierce debates in Congress about how multiracial 

individuals should be enumerated, particularly whether they merited a 

separate category. Arthur Fletcher, an African American member of the 

U.S. Commission on Civil Rights worried in 1993 about the appearance 

of a multiracial category on the census: "I can see a whole host of light

skinned black Americans running for the door the minute they have an

other choice. All of a sudden they have a way of saying, 'In this discrimi

natory culture of ours, I am something other than black."' 2 0 

In the days of slavery, the one-drop rule separated masters from slaves 

and kept the number of slaves and those physically marked by the stigma 

of slavery rising. Today, despite the extensive hybridity that exists among 

many blacks, I suspect that they proclaim a racial purity to expand their 

ranks in a similar fashion. Increased numbers translate into political clout 

and economic resources. How the government draws the racial bound-
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aries for the census has profound consequences. Clearly, the Hispanic 
and Asian populations of the United States have expanded tremendously 
since 1965, both numerically and proportionately. In comparison to these 
two groups, and by these measures, blacks are rapidly losing numerical 
ground. 21 Already Hispanics have overtaken blacks as the largest minority 
group in the United States. The moment to gain racial justice and to erase 
the stigma of color that blacks have endured since the sixteenth century 
seems to be slipping away.22 Thus many who can, pass, and those who are 
light-skinned and multiracial are seen as a threat by many blacks.23 The 
parallel to the 1870s, when those who could pass as white were so threat
ening to the fiction of white racial purity, is clear-if inverted.  

How the flow of immigrants into the United States has influenced the 
impact of the black/white binary is illustrated in the book Black Identi
ties: West Indian Immigrant Dreams and American Realities, by sociologist 
Mary Waters, on the racialization of black West Indian immigrants in 
New York. Waters focuses on people who in the West Indies are not clas
sified primarily by race but in the United States are seen only as blacks 
by most Americans. Fearing that as blacks they will be mistaken for Afri
can Americans, these immigrants go to great pains to emphasize their 
immigrant origins and their ethnic identities as Jamaicans, Haitians, and 
Trinidadians - a reaction to the overwhelming way they are viewed in 
the United States as blacks, pure and simple. Because they are "invisible 
immigrants" in relation to African Americans, they go to great lengths 
to make their ethnicity visible and audible, wearing ethnic insignias and 
dress, emphasizing their "British" Creole accents, and constantly men
tioning their immigrant origin when interacting with whites. 24 

In New York, Waters found long-standing tensions between newly ar
rived West Indians and African Americans. The immigrants saw them
selves as hardworking, ambitious, militant about their ethnic identity 
but not oversensitive or obsessed by race, and committed to education 
and family. They saw African Americans as lazy, disorganized, obsessed 
with racial slights and barriers, with a disorganized and laissez-faire atti
tude toward family life and child rearing. African Americans described 
the immigrants as arrogant, selfish, exploited in the workplace, oblivious 
to racial tensions and politics, and unfriendly and unwilling to have re
lations with black Americans. From the perspective of West Indian im
migrants, they perceived that their status was superior to that of African 
Americans and that their chances for upward mobility rested on their dis
tinctive community resources and their heightened ethnicity. The minute 
second-generation West Indians in New York abandoned their ethnic cul-
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ture, their insignias, dress, hairdos, and accents, they experienced down

ward mobility and were viewed and treated as African Americans by the 

dominant society.25 If the black-white binary of Eastern Atlantic America 

was rooted in slavery and the Jim Crow era it spawned, the polarity has 

persisted among many whites and in the solidarity of blacks who see their 

shared racial identity as the essential basis for the continued pursuit of 

rights in a globalizing world now complicated by accelerating immigra

tion from a Caribbean with distinct, more graded racial patterns.  

Unlike the binary system of racial classification that developed and oper

ates in the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard, an interval, polychromatic sys

tem operates in MexAmerica, which is densely populated by Hispanics 

and ethnic Mexicans. With capitals in Houston and Los Angeles, San 

Antonio, Phoenix, and San Francisco, it encompasses northern Mexico, 

the U.S. Southwest, and the American West. The postnational network 

centered here is based on commerce, a trade in labor, skills, and culture 

that routinely brings together Latin, Asian, Native, African, and Euro

pean Americans. This area has often been described as America's melting 

pot and as a mosaic of diverse nationalities. But in recent times the area 

has been more of a simmering cauldron that has occasionally boiled over, 

as was the case during the Los Angeles upheaval of 1992, and with the 

white nativist militias that "patrol" the U. S.-Mexico border today.  

Roughly two-thirds of the 42.7 million Hispanics in the United States 

today are concentrated in this transnation. As noted above, the demo

graphic and racial transformation under way in MexAmerica is profound.  

The Hispanic presence in what is now the United States dates from the 

original Spanish settlement of St. Augustine, Florida, in 1565. Colonists 

shortly thereafter ventured into New Mexico in 1598, forming the most 

densely populated province of frontier New Spain in the colonial period.  

Today the offspring of these original settlers call themselves Hispanos 

and, over the centuries, have been joined by millions of Mexicanos who 

have traveled northward first within New Spain and then Mexico, later 

into lands claimed by the United States, to settle and find work, legally 

and illegally. To this mix one must add immigrants from other nations in 

Central America and South America who continue to arrive.  

The Hispanic residents of MexAmerica, whether from Mexico or 

Guatemala, have lives and ties to their places of origin that daily are re

newed through communication, through telephones and fax machines, 

through e-mail, and through monetary remittances. Hispanics, whether 

living in Santa Fe or Chihuahua, do not have to forget or to homoge-
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nize their culture in either place. For many of these residents the logic of 
global capitalism defines their possibilities in Mexico, Puerto Rico, Costa 
Rica, and the United States. And it is that same logic that keeps them ac
tively engaged in hometown associations, ever informed of events and 
politics in their countries of origin through the evening Spanish-language 
television networks.  

The racial system that operates in MexAmerica is quite distinct from 
that found in other parts of the United States and particularly from the 
one depicted by the national media as hegemonic. Race in MexAmerica 
separates the population into many distinct groups measured by grada
tions and intervals. This polychromatic system establishes race by assess
ing the level of mixing (or mestizaje) among Europeans, Africans, and 
Indians. During the colonial period, legal taxonomies based on ancestry 
were established to putatively measure every conceivable mix. Though the 
legal codes created more categories than were visually perceivable, at the 
popular level determinations of race were understood as distinct pheno
types. These types spawned numerous other caricatures and stereotypes 
that endured with lives of their own in legal, learned, and popular dis
courses about racial mixing.  

Mestizaje as a process of biological mixing dates to 1492 in the Ameri
cas. When Christopher Columbus and the compatriots that followed 
conquered and colonized Mexico and Peru, they claimed that their in
tention was to win souls, but what they most wanted was gold, silver, and 
other sources of profit. What they mostly begot was children of mixed an
cestry, born often of violent acts of assault. The Spanish conquest of the 
Americas was certainly won with guns, with horses, with dogs, and with 
smallpox. But it was also through the sexual conquest of Indian women 
that the legacy of Spanish colonialism vibrantly lives on.  

The year 1492 began a massive process of biological and cultural mix
ing, of exchanges and population changes that produced in the Americas 
something quite new. When Europeans, Africans, and Amerindians pro
created and genetically mixed, they gave birth to the mestizo, to mixed
breeds who blended cultures, languages, traditions, and worldviews.  

This biological mixing emerged from relationships between Span
ish men and Indian and African slave women, and between African men 
and Indian women. Mestizaje occurred for a simple demographic reason.  
Most of the Spanish men who participated in the conquest and coloniza
tion of Spanish America were single; most of the African slaves brought 
to New Spain (and they far outnumbered Spaniards) were also single men.  
As is common in war, unmarried conquering soldiers took for their plea-
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sure the bodies of native women through acts of violence. Indeed, some 

historians maintain that the conquest of America was a "sexual conquest" 

of Indian women and the sexual exploitation of African slaves.26 To curtail 

the high levels of sexual violence against indigenous women, the Catho

lic clergy urged conquerors and other Spaniards to take Indian brides in 

sacramental marriage. Some did. Others established sexual liaisons with 

Indian women through concubinage and cohabitation, especially with do

mestic servants and African slaves. Casual encounters, promiscuity, and 

rapes, taken together with stable unions, greatly expanded the number of 

persons of mixed ancestry during the seventeenth and eighteenth cen

turies. So did the growing numbers of relationships, also mixing con

quests, liaisons, and enduring unions, between men of African ancestry 

escaping slavery and Indian women in the regions stretching from Gua

najuato to Chihuahua.27 

From roughly 1521 to the early 17oos, the Spanish Crown tolerated 

unions between Indian women and Spanish men as a necessary evil it 

hoped would stabilize colonial society, improve trade and tributary rela

tions with the Indians, cement military alliances, and promote the exten

sion of missionary work. The authorities resisted unions between people 

of African and indigenous ancestry, but could never block them in the vast 

spaces of New Spain's north. But prejudice against such mixed unions, 

and particularly against children of mixed ancestry, was always present in 

law and in elite culture and only intensified in the late eighteenth century 

as French-inspired Enlightenment ideas about social hierarchies diffused 

from Spain into the colonies. 28 

In early colonial society, children of mixed ancestry were despised as 

vibrant symbols of defilement and were often treated as outcasts by Span

iards, Indians, and Africans alike. Most were born or presumed to have 

been born of sinful relationships and illicit liaisons between Spaniard men 

and Indian and African women. Simply put, mixed children were bastards 

of illegitimate birth and so regarded in law. The Spanish legal theorist 

Juan de Sol6rzano Pereira, writing on mestizos and mulattoes in 1542, 
noted that "generally they are born in adultery and other ugly and illicit 

unions, because there are few Spaniards of honor who marry Indians or 

Negroes. This defect of their birth makes them infamous to which are 

added the stain of different color and other vices." For Sol6rzano, racial 

mixing was synonymous with illegitimacy and infamy.29 

Such negative views of miscegenation held strong in Spain. The first 

edition of the Diccionario de la Academia Espanola (1737) defines the 

word "raza" (race) to mean "caste or racial status of origin." The dic-
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tionary adds: "When speaking of persons, it usually means illegitimacy.  
Also, stain or dishonor of the lineage." The physical signs of mixed an
cestry were still equated with illegitimate birth and, by implication, with 
illicit sexual unions. This was the stigma that Spaniards placed on mesti
zos, mulattoes, and others of mixed ancestry. As groups, they were often 
generically referred to as castas, drawing the name and inspiration from 
the caste system in India.  

From 1521 to roughly 1700, many castas in Spanish America seem to 
have been amalgamated into their mothers' indigenous communities.  
Many offspring of Spanish masters and African slave mothers remained 
slaves in the households or enterprises of their master-fathers. Over time, 
and especially in northern New Spain, growing numbers, especially the 
offspring of African fathers and Indian mothers (definitionally free, as 
were their mixed children), moved into the open spaces of Spanish colo
nial society as marginals or dependent workers-often in the mines. Of 
these persons of mixed ancestry- even as they became key mine workers 
in Guanajuato and Chihuahua -little good was ever said by those who 
gained by their labors-until centuries later when Mexico declared the 
hybrid mestizo a symbol of national unity to challenge the dominance of 
pure racial types.  

The persistent denigration of the expanding populations of castas was 
rooted in medieval Spain. Noble families had guarded with great care 
their limpieza de sangre, or blood purity, determined to avoid mixture with 
Jews and Moors. In Spanish America, families of aristocratic pretense 
similarly aimed to protect their bloodlines against pollution by Indians, 
mulattoes, castas, and persons of despicable birth. They closely monitored 
the behavior of their sons and daughters, prohibiting unequal mixed mar
riages and frowning on cohabitation and its issue.  

Mestizaje nevertheless became the norm between the dominant Span
iards and Indians and Africans, slave and free, resulting in high levels of 
illegitimacy particularly throughout the eighteenth century- and notably 
in the expansive commercial societies driving north to eventually engage 
New Mexico after 1750. The regime, the church, and those who claimed 
the benefits of Spanish privilege aimed to classify the children born of 
interracial unions and liaisons in hierarchical ranks according to the de
gree of putative mixing between the races. A Spaniard and an Amerindian 
mother engendered a mestizo. A Spaniard and a black woman begot a 
mulatto. A mestizo and a Spanish woman produced a castizo. A Span
iard and a mulatto woman produced a morisco. A Spaniard and a morisco 
woman produced an albino, and so on and so on. Precise legal categories
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existed for most known combinations among Spaniards, Amerindians, 

and Africans. Yet in the north of New Spain, everyday practice and preju

dice reduced most people to three primary groups - Spaniards, Indians, 

and negros (blacks) - and their growing numbers of mixed offspring to 

two - mestizos (favoring indigenous ancestry) and mulattoes (showing 

signs of African ancestry). In sharp contrast to official presumptions and 

prescriptions, most mulattoes in northern New Spain mixed African and 

indigenous ancestry. And in the north, especially in times of boom on the 

frontiers, a few mestizos and mulattoes acquired the wealth and local re

spect to assert Spanish status.  

Rising levels of miscegenation and presumed illegitimacy in the 1700s 

were met with pronounced levels of racial prejudice emanating from En

lightenment Europe against persons of mixed ancestry. In the eighteenth 

century, "pure" Spaniards forcefully articulated elaborate explanations 

of their own superiority and, conversely, of the inferiority of castas. To 

guarantee that such notions were enforced through law, whenever a per

son stood before a civil or ecclesiastical court, his or her calidad, liter

ally "quality" or social standing, was one of the first facts that had to be 

entered into the record. A person's calidad usually began with the indi

vidual's age, sex, and place of residence, followed by race and whether of 

legitimate or illegitimate birth. The type and extent of punishment one 

could possibly receive was based on this information. Spaniards could 

not be given vile forms of punishment. Indians, by virtue of their pre

sumed childishness and irrationality, could not be held accountable for 

certain acts, particularly for heresy. Mestizos and persons of mixed an

cestry, while prohibited from ostentatious displays of pomp or wealth, 

were exempt from certain forms of tribute and work.  

Still, across Spanish America and especially in northern New Spain, 

legal prescriptions could not constrain high levels of miscegenation and 

illegitimacy during the eighteenth century. Phenotypic and physical color 

distinctions in the population rapidly began to blur, allowing individu

als to pass for members of higher and lower castes, depending on their 

wealth, social role-whatever was most in their favor. As populations 

grew in the eighteenth century and people moved about more freely, 

prestige hierarchies, at least those based on color, became much more dif

ficult to maintain and even more difficult to enforce. The Crown and local 

authorities responded by reinforcing legal color distinctions, demanding 

their mention in all legal proceedings and promulgating a number of laws 

strengthening the power of parents over their children, particularly in the 

selection of marriage partners. The state reasoned that if parents con-
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trolled the selection of marital partners for their children, social hierar
chies would be maintained and the racial integrity of elite families would 
be saved. But simultaneously a Crown strapped for cash resorted to selling 
titles and certificates that whitened stained lineages. For decades money 
had made Spaniards of the most fortunate of mixed peoples; the Crown, 
unable to prevent the process, late in the colonial era capitulated, cashed 
in, and consolidated that route to legitimate favor.30 By the early 18oos, 

the biological mixing that had taken place was so extensive that legal color 
codes were impossible to enforce, much less to recognize as distinct types 
in the population. As one Latin American republic after another declared 
its independence from Spain between 18io and 1821, legal color categories 
were abolished, but color consciousness as measured through intervals re
mained intact.  

New Mexico lived a unique local variant of mestizaje. Long at the 
northern limit of Spanish North America, in New Mexico Spaniards had 
ruled settled Pueblo Indians and together they both fought and traded 
with independent warring peoples all around. The "standard" processes 
of mixing in which Spaniards first imposed themselves on Pueblo women 
and then joined in diverse relations ranging from rape to brief liaisons to 
enduring unions led to mixing were common enough within New Mexico.  
Among the offspring, some took places on the margins of Spanish so
ciety; many remained "Indians" within Pueblo communities.  

Simultaneously, centuries-long conflicts between Spaniards, their 
Pueblo dependents, and Apaches, Comanches, Navajos, and other in
dependent peoples led to practices of taking captives - sometimes men, 
often women and children. Spaniards "adopted" captive Indian women, 
incorporated them into their households, and produced children with 
them. Independent natives "adopted" captive Spanish and Pueblo women, 
kept them in their households, and generated children with them, too.  
In New Mexico, through long colonial centuries, the brief Mexican era, 
and into time of U. S rule, miscegenation persisted with levels of coercion 
most common in conquest times across Spanish America. At the frontier, 
conquest seemed a continuing process, slow to give way to less violent 
ways of ethnic mixing." 

We do not know very much about how Mexicans incorporated into 
Texas in 1836, and those who became de jure citizens of the United States 
with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 continued to think or talk 
about race among themselves. What is clear from the historical litera
ture is that, in the aftermath of territorial conquest, Anglo-Americans 
sooner or later used their system of binary classification to describe Mexi-
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cans, deeming them in some instances as whites and in others as non

whites. Tomas Almaguer argues in Racial Fault Lines: The Historical Ori

gins of White Supremacy in California (1994) that Mexicans were located in 
an intermediate space in the American racial order, the bottom of which 

was occupied by Indians, Asians, and blacks. By virtue of Spanish ori

gin, Mexicans could legitimately claim a European genealogy, a Latin

derived language, belief in a Christian God, and thus Caucasian and white 

status. Neil Foley's study The White Scourge: Mexicans, Blacks, and Poor 

Whites in Texas Cotton Culture (i997) paints a much more ambiguous pic

ture. Though Mexicans in Texas were considered legally white, in practice 

they were treated as nonwhites, a fact they constantly contested until in 

the 196os Chicano/a nationalism began to celebrate their mestizo roots 

and to denigrate their white European ancestry.32 The racial structure of 

domination David Montejano documents in Anglos and Mexicans in the 

Making of Texas, 1836-1986 (1987), leaves little ambiguity. Mexicans were 

classified as inferior, nonwhites, ranked as low as blacks and exploitable as 

such. Katherine Benton-Cohen, in Borderline Americans: Racial Division 

and Labor War in the Arizona Borderlands (2009) and her chapter in this 

volume, details how in southern Arizona Mexican fluidities and amalgam

ations persisted into the late nineteenth century, and how the coming of 

the U.S.-dominated mining economy turned "Mexican" into the polar

ized "other" of the early twentieth century. While more research will illu

minate our understanding of the racial dynamics of the U. S. conquest of 

the Southwest, and perhaps settle this debate, it is clear that by the turn 

of the twentieth century "Mexican" in popular usage in the United States 

was becoming a stigmatized nonwhite racial status associated with social, 

political, and mental inferiority. The point was clearly underscored in 

1930, when the U. S. census listed Mexicans as a separate race.  

Research shows that in the contemporary United States, skin color 

still carries significant weight in the social outcomes among Hispanics, 

particularly those of Mexican origin. Edward Telles and Edward Mur

guia tested the widely reported observation that darker-skinned Chicanos 

were economically disadvantaged in the United States.33 Using the 1979 
Chicano National Sample drawn from the Southwest, they asked whether 

those individuals rated as light-skinned by interviewers had higher aver

age earnings than those who were darker. Since the light-skinned group 

was too small for sound statistical comparisons, it was merged with a 

group judged to be of medium skin color, and a comparison was then 

made with the darkest group. The researchers found a strong tendency 

for the lighter group to earn more than the darker one; they argued that
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this could not be explained in terms of educational differences, for the two 
groups had similar levels of education. Carlos Arce, Edward Murguia, and 
W. Parker Frisbie similarly concluded that phenotype - defined as dark 
skin and Indian facial features - correlated closely with socioeconomic 
status among Chicanos, a result sociologist Clara Rodriguez also found 
among Puerto Ricans with dark skin and "African" features in the United 
States.3 4 

Zweigenhaft and Domhoff tested a similar hypothesis about the re
lationship between color and class among Hispanics by using two samples 
composed mainly of elites.35 The first sample consisted of photographs 
of Hispanic directors of Fortune 500 companies. The second sample 
was photos of the 188 individuals that Hispanic Business identified in its 
magazine as the "top influential" Hispanics in 1993 and 1994. Two inde
pendent panels of reviewers concluded that the Fortune Soo Hispanic 
directors were overwhelmingly "white" or "Anglo." About 50 percent of 
the influential Hispanics were deemed "white," the rest readily identified 
as "Hispanic." One reader of Hispanic Business intuitively drew the same 
conclusion. Writing to the editor about the November 1996 picture sur
vey of "top influentials," Gustavo E. Gonzales complained that the maga
zine had "failed to include a single dark face." The editor of Hispanic 
Business replied that their list contained Hispanics of "African ancestry" 
and that one should avoid conclusions based on "visual evidence alone."36 

Social scientists have also found that the residential segregation of 
Hispanics in the United States is significantly dependent on skin color.  
Denton and Massey discovered housing discrimination and limited resi
dential mobility to be most pronounced among Puerto Ricans who were 
dark-skinned and had phenotypic African features.37 It is clear that the 
"racial" polarities at the core of the Atlantic Seaboard/Caribbean transna
tion exerted profound influence on the life prospects and Anglo percep
tions of the Hispanic peoples incorporated by conquest into the United 
States in the MexAmerica transnation. Yet while facing those polarities, 
have MexAmericans retained some of the openness to amalgamation, to 
mestizaje, rooted in their Hispanic (and often mixed) ancestry? 

I turn finally and only briefly to the third transnation I want to discuss, 
in the Pacific Northwest, with its dendritic hubs centered in Vancouver, 
Seattle, and Portland. This area integrates the Canadian state of British 
Columbia with East Asia and the U.S. Northwest and produces the most 
advanced economic activity in computer hardware and software, in bio
and environmental technologies, and in the in aerospace industry. As the
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region of North America closest to China, Hong Kong, and Japan, Eco

topia's ports are among the busiest in the world, rapidly mixing Asian im

migrants with European and African Americans.  

Since the 1970s, large numbers of immigrants have settled in this trans

nation from China, Japan, Korea, India, and Vietnam. We know that 

these immigrants come from home countries in which there are powerful 

myths of origin. In each of these countries, identity has been constructed 

through ideologies of blood and biological descent that have produced 

notions of racial hierarchy. Racial identities have been particularly impor

tant since the rise of nationalist movements in the late nineteenth cen

tury. The primacy of blood and kinship in creating a sense of national be

longing has long been as important to Asians as it has been to Europeans 

and to residents of the United States.38 

We know, for example, that the Chinese have long thought of them

selves in exclusivist terms as superior to barbarian outsiders, and that 

by the nineteenth century they had begun ordering the world's races in 

hierarchical fashion, vaunting how the yellow and white races were the 

two most superior in the world.39 While the Chinese have thought of 

themselves as the "yellow race" since at least the seventeenth century and 

have placed a high symbolic value on this color, no such idea is indige

nous to Japan. The Japanese began referring to themselves as members 

of the "yellow race" only as a result of their contact with China and the 

West during the late nineteenth century. Scholars maintain that because 

of Japan's long history of island isolation and a relatively homogeneous 

population, no native vocabulary for skin color other than black and white 

ever developed. If discrimination exists in Japan against the Burakumin, 

the Ainu, and Okinawans, a fact contested by the state and scholars alike, 

it is not based on genetic or physiological traits generally associated with 

race. Rather, it is rooted in an essential and exclusive national identity that 

fiercely protects against outsiders and denies those who are not Japanese 

the right to assimilate or even to belong to the body politic.40 The case of 

the Nikkeijin, Japanese persons who initially migrated to Brazil and Peru 

but who have returned to Japan in search of work, is particularly inter

esting. By "blood" they are putatively members of the Japanese "family," 

but culturally and linguistically they have been treated as outsiders and 

discriminated against.  

How do these values and attitudes translate in the United States? In a 

set of interviews conducted with Japanese college students attending the 

University of California, Berkeley in the late 196os, social psychologist 

Hiroshi Wagatsuma found that many of the students knew intellectu-
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ally that they should not discriminate against blacks. In open-ended dis
cussions they would always begin by disavowing any personal prejudice.  
But when questioned more closely they would explain that they actually 
avoided contact with blacks: "I feel resistance to coming closer to them"; 
"It's almost a physical reaction and has nothing to do with my thinking"; 
"It's almost like a biological repulsion"; "It's the feeling of uneasiness and 
something uncanny."4 ' Wagatsuma discovered that while Japanese stu
dents initially thought of themselves as white when they first arrived in 
the United States, gradually that too changed. As a result of living here, 
students expanded their color consciousness and embraced the dominant 
stereotype of their color as yellow.  

How should we imagine the racial sensitivities of South Asians who mi
grate to the Pacific Northwest? In any white-majority context, the dark
skinned South Asians are identified as black. But South Asians, regardless 
of their national origin on the subcontinent, cling to a belief that they are 
"Aryans."42 To this day, upper-caste Hindus in India maintain that they 
are of Aryan descent, a belief also currently expounded by the Sinhala 
majority in Sri Lanka, despite considerable contradictory archaeological 
evidence.  

In the United States since as early as 1907, South Asians have resisted 
racial classification as black or nonwhite, asserting that they are Aryans 
and thus entitled to citizenship status as white. From 1907 to 1923, Ameri
can courts agreed, granting seventy South Asians citizenship as members 
of the Aryan race and as such white and Caucasian. All this changed in 
1923, when the U.S. Supreme Court asserted in the case of Bhagat Singh 
Thind that although South Asians might be Aryan, they were not white 
as was commonly understood in the "language of the common man."4 3 

Indians see themselves as Aryan and Caucasian. Whatever discrimina
tion they may experience and share with other Asians in the United States, 
they feel no affinity toward other Asians. There are Indians in the United 
States, notes Harold Isaacs, 

who really think of themselves as more "white" than the "whites," indeed, 
as descendants from that "pure Aryan family" of prehistoric time. This 
endows them with a sort of Mayflower status in relation to "whiteness" 

or "Aryanism" which they deny to many of their own darker-skinned 
countrymen. This Indian ... is not challenging the white man's racism as 

such. He is crying: "How dare you assume your air of Aryan superiority 
over me when I am just as Aryan as you, even more so!" This was the
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substance of the Indian claim in that 1923 court case . . . and it is still the 

substance of many an Indian response to American racism. 44 

We know relatively little about how Asian racial ideologies are experi

enced and articulated by Asian immigrants in the United States. In Japan, 

the Japanese clearly have a binary color consciousness, while the Chinese 

and East Asians articulate interval, hierarchically ranked notions of race.  

The scholarly challenge before us is to explore how immigrants, particu

larly in the second generation, fuse and make sense of several models of 

race. When contemplating assimilation and integration, how are domi

nant and subordinate understandings of race dynamically employed in 

Ecotopia in the face of encounters with Eastern Seaboard polarities and 

MexAmerican openness to amalgamations, as more Mexicans and other 

Hispanics migrate to the Northwest? We simply do not know.  

This discussion of the history of racial meanings, understandings, and 

identities among residents of three emerging postnational spaces helps 

us explore the ways in which New Mexico helped shape North America.  

Mestizaje continues to forge North America's self-consciousness about its 

self as a unique place in a number of complicated ways. In The Matachines 

Dance: Ritual Symbolism and Interethnic Relations in the Upper Rio Grande 

Valley (1996), anthropologist Sylvia Rodriguez documents a dance drama 

that originated during the Spanish conquest of the area and is still per

formed yearly in the towns all along the Upper Rio Grande drainage. The 

four persons most prominent in the Matachines dance are Malinche (the 

mistress and confidant of Hernin Cortes who historically is depicted as 

the first convert to Spanish Catholicism and the woman who gave birth 

to the first mestizo), Montezuma (the last Aztec king), and two abuelos 

(grandparents). In the formal steps of the dance, Malinche, dressed as 

a bride, engages Montezuma and gradually converts him to Catholicism 

and leads him into the church. From the margins of the dance field, the 

abuelos constantly taunt, mock, and ridicule the official dancers and even 

scandalously copulate and give birth to a child.  

Rodriguez perceptively notes that two narratives and two sets of char

acters enact the dance drama. The official ecclesiastical narrative is that 

of sacramental marriage between Spaniards and Indians and the conver

sion of the latter, as depicted by Malinche, Montezuma, and their reti

nues. The other text, the subversive text of the dance, is performed by the 

abuelos, who accurately depict the history of consensual unions, mestizaje,
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and illicit mixing which have long been the realities of life along the Rio 
Grande.  

For another legacy of mestizaje, travel to New Mexico and carefully 
survey the items for sale in tourist shops. There you will find many coy
ote figurines, in every size and color, howling at the moon. To understand 
how coyotes relate to mestizaje, bear in mind that while the Regimen de 
Castas legally assigned race by putative degrees of blood mixture, popu
lar forms of racial classification often predominated. I noted earlier that 
in popular parlance people were often racially classified not by legal cate
gories but by physical appearance. Half-breeds were widely referred to 
by animal names, the most frequent being coyote and lobo. To this day in 
MexAmerica, persons of mixed descent call themselves, or are referred to 
by others, as coyotes. The coyote in American Indian folklore is a trick
ster, an animal that constantly crosses borders, surviving at the margins, 
consuming both animal and vegetable matter, foodstuffs that are both 
living and dead. The mestizos' existence was likened to that of a coyote in 
the popular imagination because they were born of two cultures but are 
members of neither and, like coyotes, exist at the margins of society. Not 
so coincidentally, the person who helps Mexican migrants cross illegally 
into the United States is called a coyote.  

In recent Chicana/o cultural studies, inspired by the late Gloria An
zaldia's highly influential book Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza 
(2007), the mestiza has emerged as a metaphor for a host of personal iden
tities and psychological states of mind born of life along the U. S.-Mexico 
border. The mestiza is "cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two 
cultures, straddling all three cultures and their value systems, la mestiza 
undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of border, an inner war ... a cul
tural collision." For Anzaldua, the mestiza is the hybrid woman born of 
the history of conflict along the U.S.-Mexico border. This mestiza is a 
creature of plural selves, selves that allow her to challenge dualistic think
ing and vulgar dichotomies generated by life along the border. "To live 
in the Borderlands," Anzaldda explains, "means you are neither hispana 
india negra espafola ni gabacha, eres mestiza, mulato, half-breed caught 
in the crossfire between camps while carrying all five races on your back 
not knowing which side to turn to, run from ... To live in the Border
lands means to put chile in the borscht, eat whole wheat tortillas, speak 
Tex-Mex with a Brooklyn accent; be stopped by la migra at the border 
checkpoints.... To survive the Borderlands you must live sin fronteras 
be a crossroads."4 5 

Performance artist Guillermo G6mez-Pena similarly asks us to imag-
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ine a new cartography of North American possibilities in his book The 

New World Border: Prophecies, Poems & Locuras for the End of the Century.46 

A single modernist map of sealed territorial boundaries, each with a dis

crete center and margins that meet at borders, does not fit the reality of 

existence at the end of the twentieth century. One now needs "a more 

complex system of overlapping, interlocking, and overlaid maps," he ex

plains, a cartography of hybridity based on the experiences of individuals 

who experience dominant culture from the margins and from the outside, 

persons who are members of multiple communities, intercultural trans

lators, political tricksters, and nomadic chroniclers who "trespass, bridge, 

interconnect, reinterpret, remap, and redefine."4 7 

Tato Laviera, Guillermo G6mez-Peua, and Gloria Anzaldda's writ

ings have had broad influence in the humanities and social sciences in 

North America, prompting a reexamination of modernist assumptions 

about the unity of nation-states, the coherence of national languages, the 

consistency of communities and of subjectivities. This still-emerging set 

of ideas has taken the border that currently divides MexAmerica as a place 

of mestizaje, as a liminal zone, as a space of cultural hybridity and trans

culturation, where peoples, cultures, and ideas can move in complicated 

ways, defying linearity, indeed, mirroring the very logic of the new global 

economy.  

My conclusion must be a question: As racial polarities persist among 

peoples rooted in the Eastern Atlantic Seaboard transnation, will such 

sharp dualities find reinforcement among Asian immigrants to the north

western Ecotopia and elsewhere or will they be eroded, perhaps chal

lenged, by the openness to mestizaje, even its celebration, that persists 

among the growing numbers of peoples rooted in MexAmerica and 

spreading across North America? 
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