
 

 

 

Assessing Community Vulnerability to Change:  

The Impact of Human Out-migration on 

Forest Commons in Oaxaca, Southern Mexico 
 

 

By 

 

James P. Robson 
 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Graduate Studies of 

The University of Manitoba 

in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of 

 

 

 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Natural Resources Institute 

University of Manitoba 

August 2010



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

ñThey can cut my flowers 

they can cut my leaves 

they can cut my branches  

and my trunk, 

but my roots neverò 

 

 

Message on mural  

Community of San Juan Evangelista Analco, Oaxaca, Mexico 
  



 

 

 

 



 i 

Abstract 

This thesis investigates the multiple impacts that demographic and cultural changes 

through human out-migration are having on long-standing resource management regimes in 

Oaxaca ï arguably the most biologically diverse state in Mexico. The vast majority of Oaxacaôs 

forests are terrenos comunales (communal lands), legally owned and managed by mainly 

indigenous communities. In most areas, the local subsistence economy has traditionally been 

dependent on a widely shared body of knowledge focused on territorial, plant and animal 

resources. This knowledge is tied to a number of different environmental practices from milpa 

agriculture and the gathering of non-timber forest products through to domestic and commercial 

forestry, and, more recently, conservation and ecotourism activities.  

Since the second half of the twentieth century, these communities have engaged with 

regional, national and international markets for wage labour, agricultural products and consumer 

goods, with many losing a significant percentage of their resident populations to out-migration. 

Using qualitative data from two indigenous communities in the Sierra Norte (northern highlands) 

of Oaxaca, the study highlights the struggle of local people to hold fast to their customs, 

livelihoods and knowledge while embracing the wider world. Findings show how demographic 

and cultural changes are impacting the two social institutions ï cargos and tequios ï that 

underpin the highly autonomous form of governance the region is famed for. The loss of able-

bodied men and women has meant that these customary systems are struggling to remain 

operational (especially in smaller localities). In response, a number of far-reaching changes have 

been introduced, including institutional adaptations and the forging of strong translocal ties that 

show potential for reducing the vulnerability of affected communities. However, while migration 

was temporary and circular for much of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, thus helping to maintain a 

balance between subsistence production and market engagement, a form of semi-permanent or 

permanent migration has come to dominate over the past decade and a half. This critical yet 

poorly recognised shift in migration dynamics has seen new and increased pressures emerge, 

which can serve to reduce the effectiveness of adaptive strategies at the community level.   

Within this context, the lessons for commons theory are discussed, while a new layer of 

complexity is added to the body of work examining the consequences of rural depopulation on 

Mexican forest landscapes and associated biological diversity. The study questions the 



 ii  

assumption that rural-urban migration necessarily simulates ecosystem recovery and enhances 

biodiversity conservation at a landscape scale. From a policy perspective, these findings are most 

pertinent as funding agencies and government programs show belated interest in the 

consequences of out-migration for environmental management, resource use and rural 

livelihoods in tropical country settings.         

  



 iii  

Acknowledgements 

 Conducting the research, analysing the data and writing the dissertations have marked a 

most eventful period in my life and I have many people to thank for their support, hard work, 

patience and understanding.  

 In the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, I sincerely thank the citizens of Santiago Comaltepec, San 

Juan Evangelista Analco and Capulalpam de Mendez for the warm welcome and for 

participating so fully in the research process. In Comal, special thanks to Doña Margarita and 

Don Palimon for their kindness, in La Esperanza, Don Felipe and Don German were fantastic 

and enthusiastic forest guides, while Don Eusebio taught me a great deal about farming in the 

region and also helped with introductions in San Martin Soyolapam. In Analco, I am eternally 

grateful to the hospitality and cariño of the Mendez Pacheco family. Doña Eva, Don Nupo and 

their four wonderful children (Daniel, Jasmine, Isai and Lluvia) made my numerous visits to 

their community so much more enriching. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Many others 

in Analco deserve a special mention. Don Eusebio, Doña Kenya and their children were always 

very supportive and great fun. Rosita, Don Pancho, and the taco boys made good friends. Analco 

was very much a home away from home. In Capulalapm, Elia and family (Don Chevo, Neco, 

Montserrat) always welcomed me with open arms and great meals. I have been visiting the 

family since 2004 and always look forward to the time I spend with them ï muchisimas gracias 

por acompañarme a todas las fiestas! Fermin at UZACHI has always been a great source of 

information and an important ally. Victor and Pablo are two of the younger crowd who would 

share a mezcal with me and chat about their experiences as migrants in the U.S. Fieldwork was 

also conducted in Los Angeles. My time there would not have been as productive or enjoyable 

were it not for Eliseo Luna, his wife Maria and their two children Irwin and Zoila. They made 

me feel immediately at home, while Eliseo was very kind in showing me round L.A. and putting 

me in contact with many people who contributed to this thesis. It is not easy for a gringo to 

interview undocumented migrants in their homes and workplaces, and Eliseoôs role was crucial 

in making this happen. In Santa Ana, thanks to Constantino Sosa and family for having me over 

for dinner and sharing their stories with me.  

 

 



 iv 

                    

 

     

     

     

     

     Assorted Plates: Some of the wonderful individuals I had the good fortune to work, live and socialise 
with during my time in Oaxaca and California 

                                 Photos: Jim Robson 

 



 v 

In Oaxaca City, I have a number of people to thank. First and foremost, my good friend 

Gabriela Acosta opened her doors and let me use her beautiful house in San Lorenzo Cacaotepec 

as a base of operations and a home away from home. Ariel Arias Toledo, a colleague from my 

days at UNAM and always good value, performed the great service of introducing me to 

Analco... muchas gracias guey! Francisco Chapela and Yolanda Lara were a fantastic sounding 

board, given their extensive experience working in the Sierra Norte. Likewise, Salvador Anta, 

David Bray and Marco Antonio Gonzalez kindly gave up their time for interviews and informal 

chats. Lastly, much appreciation to Gudran and all at the Instituto Welte para Estudio 

Oaxaqueños, a fabulous bibliographic resource in Oaxaca City that I used extensively for 

reviewing historical and ethnographic texts written on the study region. 

 In Mexico City, I have to say a very warm thank you to Leticia Merino. Leticia has 

played an instrumental role in my relationship with Oaxaca and Mexico in general. She hired me 

back in 2002 to work with her at the Instituto de Investigaciones Sociales (IIS) of the National 

Autonomos University of Mexico (UNAM), where she introduced me to the intricacies of 

community-based research. She has been a source of intellectual stimulation and emotional 

support ever since. Leticia funded the IFRI studies that I coordinated in Analco and Comaltepec, 

and which contributed data that features heavily in this thesis. Lety, te agradezco mucho! The 

success of those IFRI studies was dependent on the hard work of a group of students and 

researchers from different university faculties and departments in Mexico. A big shout out 

therefore to Alicia García, América Plata, Rosalba Lara, Nancy Mejia, Denise Lugo, Armando 

Rincón, Esperanza (Mestli Matías), Mauricio Cervantes, and all the community guides who 

stopped us from getting lost, provided pairs of extra hands and indispensable local knowledge. 

Away from the research, old friends in Mexico City - Eduardo Orozco, Mayra Clua, Alejandro 

Garibay, Claudia Janez, all at Squash Alfa, óhoney-boyô Judah Sussman (Iôm counting you as a 

Chilango here!), Maria Osterroff, Mariana Bellot, the Bellot-Rojas family, Martha Rosas - have 

all been there when Iôve needed them and shared in some funny moments too. 

In Winnipeg, there are many who deserve a mention. First and foremost, my advisor Dr. 

Fikret Berkes has been very supportive throughout the process. Through a Canada Research 

Chair (CRC) grant, he fully supported my first two years in the program, he pushed me when I 

needed pushing, and he showed great understanding during the difficult times. I have thoroughly 

enjoyed working with him and I hope the feeling is mutual! My other two ólocalô committee 



 vi 

members, Dr. Iain Davidson-Hunt and Dr. Raymond Wiest, have been a great help in the advice 

they have provided and in shaping specific sections of the thesis. The friends I have made in 

Winnipeg have become my surrogate family in Canada. In no particular order: Andres, Grace 

(and Aurora), Carlos, Julia, Karin, Jason, Kate, Prateep, Andy, Shirley, Sam, Elly and the Special 

O kids, and others who I have forgotten to mention by name (you know who you are). Deserving 

a special mention for both their friendship and help with this document are Andrea Herbert and 

Joanne Moyer for proof-reading many chapters, and Sones for his patience when training me up 

on GIS. For some reason, Sones rarely gets a mention in these acknowledgement sections despite 

having helped many students in recent years... itôs not in his job description, people! Likewise 

Jackie, Shannon, Tammy and Dalia at the NRI have had to put up with my many silly questions, 

odd requests, and technical mishaps, and always responded so positively! Cheers! Last but not 

least, I would like to thank Laura and Tim for their support and delicious cappuccinos. I put 

much of this document together when looking after their home and their dogs, and I have no 

doubt that walking Max and Shadow twice a day during the long Winnipeg winter helped keep 

me sane.          

That just leaves England! My Mum and Dad have been brilliant. They always are. 

Thanks so much for the 36 years (and counting) of unconditional love and support. Likewise, 

Dan, Carol, Sam, Jacob, Matt and Claire make the óRobsonsô a great family to be part of.  

Finally, this work would not have been possible without generous financial support. In 

addition to the funding I received from Dr Berkes and Dr Merino, I am very grateful to the 

University of Manitoba for awarding me a Graduate Fellowship, an Aboriginal Press 

Scholarship, and an International Student Entrance Scholarship.  

 

Jim Robson 

Winnipeg, Manitoba 

August 2010 

 

 

                             

 



 vii  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract ......................................................................................................................................i 
Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. iii  

List of Tables ......................................................................................................................... xiii  
List of Text Boxes ................................................................................................................... xiv  

List of Figures.......................................................................................................................... xv 
List of Maps ............................................................................................................................. xv 

List of Plates (photos) ............................................................................................................. xvi  
Glossary of Spanish Terms ................................................................................................... xvii  

Glossary of Acronyms ............................................................................................................. xx 
 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION  ............................................................................................ 1 
1.1 Background and Theoretical Orientation .......................................................................... 1 

1.2 Purpose of Research ............................................................................................................ 5 
1.3 Research Objectives ............................................................................................................ 5 

1.4 The Field Context ................................................................................................................ 5 
1.5 Research Approach and Methods ....................................................................................... 9 

1.6 Main Contributions to Knowledge ................................................................................... 10 
1.7 Applied Perspective ........................................................................................................... 11 

1.8 Organization of the Thesis ................................................................................................ 12 
 

CHAPTER 2 ï THEORY AND PRACTICE  ......................................................................... 13 
2.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 13 

2.2 Migration, Development and Transnationalism .............................................................. 13 
2.2.1 Why people migrate? Evolving theoretical perspectives............................................... 14 

2.2.2 Transnationalism: Towards a new collective voice ...................................................... 18 

2.2.3 Migration versus development ..................................................................................... 22 

2.3 Commons, Complexity, and Drivers of Change ............................................................... 27 

2.3.1 Conventional commons theory .................................................................................... 27 

2.3.2 Rethinking commons institutions ................................................................................ 31 

2.3.3 Commons as complex social-ecological systems .......................................................... 33 

2.3.4 Commons institutions and drivers of change ............................................................... 34 

2.4 The Vulnerability and Adaptive Capacity of Complex Commons Regimes ................... 35 
2.4.1 Vulnerability and adaptive capacity: Commonalities and fit ....................................... 35 

2.4.2 Community vulnerability and institutional capacity .................................................... 37 

2.4.3 Community vulnerability in a multi-level world........................................................... 39 

2.5 Oaxacan Forest Landscapes.............................................................................................. 40 

2.5.1 Multifunctional landscapes and biodiversity conservation .......................................... 40 

2.5.2 Common property regimes and the rise of community-based forestry ......................... 44 

2.5.3 Oaxacan commons governance and institutions.......................................................... 46 

2.6 Summary ........................................................................................................................... 50 



 viii  

CHAPTER 3 ï METHODOLOGY AND METHODS  .......................................................... 51 
3.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 51 

3.2 Research Philosophy ......................................................................................................... 51 
3.3 Strategy of Inquiry and Site Selection .............................................................................. 53 

3.3.1 Study sites .................................................................................................................... 54 

3.4 Interactive, Adaptive Research ......................................................................................... 56 

3.5 Research Methods ............................................................................................................. 57 
3.5.1 Setting the scene: The use of IFRI methodology ......................................................... 57 

3.5.2 Participant observation ................................................................................................ 60 

3.5.3 Structured interviews ................................................................................................... 60 

3.5.3.1 Structured interviews and surveys .......................................................................... 60 

3.5.3.2 Sample size and method of application ................................................................... 62 

3.5.4 Semi-structured interviews........................................................................................... 64 

3.5.5 Focus group discussions .............................................................................................. 66 

3.5.6 Forest sampling and forest transects ........................................................................... 66 

3.5.7 Territorial walking tours .............................................................................................. 69 

3.5.8 Community workshops................................................................................................. 70 

3.5.9 Document review ......................................................................................................... 70 

3.6 Methods and Questions for Specific Research Objectives ............................................... 71 
3.6.1 Objective 1 ................................................................................................................... 71 

3.6.2 Objective 2 ................................................................................................................... 71 

3.6.3 Objective 3 ................................................................................................................... 72 

3.6.4 Objective 4 ................................................................................................................... 73 

3.7 Consent and Anonymity .................................................................................................... 74 
3.8 Validation and Reliability of Data .................................................................................... 75 

3.9 Analysis of Data ................................................................................................................. 77 
3.10 Changes ............................................................................................................................ 77 

3.11 Research Timeline ........................................................................................................... 78 
 

CHAPTER 4 ï THE STUDY REGION AND COMMUNITIES  .......................................... 81 
4.1 Introduction ....................................................................................................................... 81 

4.2 The State of Oaxaca .......................................................................................................... 81 
4.3 The Sierra Norte: A Biological and Cultural Crossroads ................................................ 84 

4.4 The Study Communities - Historical and Contemporary Setting ................................... 85 
4.4.1 The Chinantec community of Santiago Comaltepec .................................................... 85 

4.4.2 The Zapotec community of San Juan Evangelista Analco .......................................... 90 

4.4.3 Comparative village demographics and household structure ...................................... 93 

4.5 The Study Communities - Natural Capital....................................................................... 98 

4.5.1 Forest ecosystems ........................................................................................................ 98 



 ix 

4.5.1.1 Dry tropical forest ................................................................................................. 99 

4.5.1.2 Dry oak-pine forest .............................................................................................. 100 

4.5.1.3 Temperate pine-oak forest .................................................................................... 101 

4.5.1.4 Montane cloud forest ........................................................................................... 103 

4.5.1.5 Tropical evergreen forest ..................................................................................... 104 

4.5.2 Notable fauna and floristic diversity .......................................................................... 105 

4.5.3 Hydrological resources .............................................................................................. 106 

4.6 The Study Communities - Territorial Land Use and Practices ..................................... 106 

4.6.1 Cropping zones .......................................................................................................... 106 

4.6.2 Interconnected knowledge domains ........................................................................... 110 

4.6.3 Resource conservation ............................................................................................... 111 

4.6.4 Local conservation values and ethics ......................................................................... 114 

4.7 Tenure, Governance and Rules of Resource Use ........................................................... 117 

4.7.1 The common property regime .................................................................................... 117 

4.7.2 The communal authorities ......................................................................................... 117 

4.7.3 Individual and collective property rights.................................................................... 118 

4.7.4 Local rules of resource use ........................................................................................ 119 

4.8 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 120 
 

CHAPTER 5 ï OUT-MIGRATION AND COMMONS INSTITUTIONS  ......................... 123 
 

PART I ï Historical Migration Flows, Contemporary Dynamics and Local Perceptions . 123 
5.1 Introduction to Chapter 5 / Part I .................................................................................. 123 

5.2 Historical and Contemporary Migration Flows ............................................................. 124 
5.2.1 From 1910 -1960 ....................................................................................................... 124 

5.2.2 From 1960-2008 ........................................................................................................ 125 

5.2.3 Migrant numbers and destinations ............................................................................ 127 

5.3 Push and pull factors ....................................................................................................... 131 

5.3.1 An economic explanation of migration ...................................................................... 131 

5.3.2 Towards a cultural explanation of migration ............................................................ 134 

5.3.3 Migrant networks ....................................................................................................... 135 

5.4 Changing Dynamics of U.S.-bound Migration  ............................................................... 136 
5.5 Migrant Remittances ....................................................................................................... 139 

5.6 Local Perceptions of Migration....................................................................................... 143 
5.7 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 146 

 

PART II ï The Impact of Demographic Change on Commons Institutions ....................... 148 

5.8 Introduction to Chapter 5 / Part II  ................................................................................. 148 
5.9 Demographic Changes .................................................................................................... 149 



 x 

5.9.1 Population growth and decline (1930-2008) .............................................................. 149 

5.9.2 Changing age-sex structure ....................................................................................... 150 

5.10 Number (and age) of resident and non-resident comuneros ........................................ 153 
5.10.1 Community of Santiago Comaltepec ........................................................................ 153 

5.10.1.1 Santiago Comaltepec (Head village) .................................................................. 153 

5.10.1.2 La Esperanza ..................................................................................................... 154 

5.10.1.3 San Martin Soyolapam ....................................................................................... 155 

5.10.2 Community of San Juan Evangelista Analco .......................................................... 156 

5.10.3 Commonalties and differences between the two study communities ........................ 157 

5.11 Impact on Cargos and Tequios ...................................................................................... 159 

5.11.1 Community cargos ................................................................................................... 159 

5.11.2 Cargos vs comuneros ............................................................................................... 160 

5.11.3 óForcedô changes to the cargo system ...................................................................... 165 

5.11.3.1 Disappearance of municipal cargos ................................................................... 165 

5.11.3.2 Discontinuation of the óescalafonô ...................................................................... 166 

5.11.3.3 Weakening of rule enforcement on age limits and years of óserviceô ................... 167 

5.11.4 Impacts on the tequio system ................................................................................... 167 

5.12 Quality of municipal and communal cargo-holders ..................................................... 169 
5.13 Impact of demographic change on other areas of village life ...................................... 170 

5.14 Summary........................................................................................................................ 171 
 

CHAPTER 6 ï IMPACT OF MIGRATION ON TERRITORIAL LAND USE AND 

BIODIVERSITY  ................................................................................................................... 173 

6.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 173 
6.2 Impact on Farming Practices .......................................................................................... 175 

6.2.1 Number of families farming and area under cultivation ........................................... 175 

6.2.2 Subsistence versus commercial production................................................................ 176 

6.2.3 Deficits in farm labour............................................................................................... 177 

6.2.4 Source of food staples ................................................................................................ 178 

6.2.5 Reduced territorial mobility ....................................................................................... 180 

6.2.6 Change in crop diversity ............................................................................................ 184 

6.2.7 Changing weather patterns ........................................................................................ 186 

6.2.8 Changing attitudes to farming ................................................................................... 188 

6.3 Impact on Forest Use....................................................................................................... 189 
6.4 Declining Resource Use and Shifting Communities of Practice .................................... 192 
6.5 Implications for Biological Diversity .............................................................................. 197 

6.5.1 Mapping and photographing land use change and forest encroachment .................. 197 

6.5.2 Effect on ecological processes and habitat characteristics ........................................ 203 



 xi 

6.5.2.1 Ecological succession and disturbance ................................................................ 205 

6.5.2.2 Patches, gaps and edge effects ............................................................................. 207 

6.5.3 Agricultural biodiversity ............................................................................................ 208 

6.6 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 211 
 

CHAPTER 7 ï COMMUNI TY RESPONSES TO OUT-MIGRATION: PERCEPTIONS, 

ADAPTATIONS AND OBSTACLES  .................................................................................. 215 

7.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 215 
7.2 Individual and Community-level Perceptions of Out-migration  ................................... 216 

7.2.1 Individual-level perceptions ....................................................................................... 216 

7.2.2 Community-level perception ...................................................................................... 217 

7.3 Institutional Adaptations to Demographic and Cultural Change ................................. 218 
7.3.1 Reduction in duration of cargo term .......................................................................... 219 

7.3.1.1 Logic ................................................................................................................... 219 

7.3.1.2 Drawback ............................................................................................................ 220 

7.3.2 Expanded role of women ........................................................................................... 223 

7.3.3 Establishing obligations of migrant comuneros ........................................................ 224 

7.3.3.1 Obligations of migrant comuneros from Comaltepec ............................................ 225 

7.3.3.2 Obligations of migrant comuneros from Analco ................................................... 226 

7.3.4 Adolescent male migrants .......................................................................................... 228 

7.4 Hometown Associations as Trans-local Institutions ....................................................... 228 
7.4.1 Migrant Diasporas ..................................................................................................... 228 

7.4.2 Hometown Associations (HTAs) ................................................................................ 230 

7.4.2.1 Analco ................................................................................................................. 231 

7.4.2.2 Comaltepec .......................................................................................................... 233 

7.5 HTAs and Migrant Investments ..................................................................................... 235 
7.6 Compliance with Migrant Obligations and HTAs ......................................................... 238 

7.7 Obstacles to Participation in HTAs and Compliance with Migrant Obligations .......... 241 
7.6.2.1 Changing migrant profiles ................................................................................... 243 

7.6.2.2 Shift in migration patterns.................................................................................... 244 

7.6.2.3 Attitudes among second and third generation of migrants .................................... 246 

7.8 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 247 

 

CHAPTER 8 ï CONTINUITY AND CHANGE IN COMMONS GOVERNANCE: 

CHALLENGES, OPPORTUNITIES AND SCENARIOS  .................................................. 251 
8.1 Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 251 
8.2 Continuity and Change: Lessons for the Commons....................................................... 252 

8.2.1 De-territorialisation of community ............................................................................ 253 

8.2.2 Appropriate adaptation of institutional arrangements ............................................... 256 



 xii  

8.2.3 Reduced resource practice and declining territorial mobility .................................... 263 

8.3 Towards a Transformation of Local Ways of Life? ....................................................... 264 

8.3.1 Striking a balance between the modern and the traditional ....................................... 266 

8.4 What Does the Future Hold? .......................................................................................... 268 

8.4.1 External Drivers: Neo-liberalism, NAFTA, rural development policies .................... 269 

8.4.1.1 Economic liberalisation and NAFTA .................................................................... 271 

8.4.1.2 Mexican rural development .................................................................................. 274 

8.4.1.3 Summary .............................................................................................................. 277 

8.4.2 Contemporary opportunities for developing community economy ............................. 277 

8.4.3 Commons governance in a trans-local context .......................................................... 281 

8.4.4 Governance and natural resource scenarios.............................................................. 284 

8.5 Summary ......................................................................................................................... 288 
 

CHAPTER 9 ï CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  ...................................... 291 
9.1 Conclusions ...................................................................................................................... 291 

9.2 Research and Policy Recommendations ......................................................................... 296 
9.3 A Final Word ................................................................................................................... 298 

 

LITERATURE CITED  ......................................................................................................... 299 

 

APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................i 

Appendix I: Example of Research Contract with Study Community ......................................i 
Appendix II: Household Survey (General) ............................................................................ iii  

Appendix III: Household Survey (Migration) ...................................................................... xvii  
Appendix IV: Migration Questionairre for Communal Authorities  ................................. xxvii  

Appendix V: IFRI Forest Plot Form  ................................................................................... xxxi  
Appendix VI: Letter of introduction to HTA of Analqueños in Los Angeles, CA ........... xxxix 

Appendix VII: Sample Interview Guide (External Government Actor) ...............................xli  
Appendix VIII: Floristic List from Pine -oak Forest of Analco .......................................... xliii  

Appendix IX: Floristic List from Cloud Forest of Comaltepec ........................................... xlix  
Appendix X: Milpa Agriculture  ........................................................................................... lvii  

Appendix XI: Resource Practices in Study Communities .....................................................lix  
 



 xiii  

List of Tables 

 

Table 3.1: Four philosophical worldviews         51  

Table 3.2: Study community selection criteria        54 

Table 3.3: Summary explanation of IFRI forms used in the study      58 

Table 3.4: Number of households included in each survey (by locality)     62 

Table 3.5: Number of semi-structured interviews (and interviewees) by locality    65 

Table 3.6: Research timeline according to field site        78 

Table 4.1: Villages with a permanent resident population, Analco      94 

Table 4.2: Villages and settlements with a permanent resident population, Comaltepec   95 

Table 4.3: Average age and level of schooling for parents and children       96 

Table 4.4: Principal occupations among adult residents of Comaltepec and Analco    97 

Table 4.5: Household income in Comaltepec and Analco       97 

Table 4.6: Correlation of Comaltepec settlements and ranches to climate/cropping zones 109   

Table 4.7: Chinantec climate/cropping zones and correlation to precipitation, temp.  109 

                 elevation and vegetation type        

Table 4.8: Community land planning in Comaltepec and Analco    112 

Table 4.9: Local conservation values        115 

Table 4.10: Importance of forests rated for uses and services provided to local families 116 

Table 5.1: Households with migrant members      127 

Table 5.2: Numbers and destination of migrants      127 

Table 5.3: Country destination for recent migrants      128 

Table 5.4: Numbers and destinations of migrant siblings     129 

Table 5.5: Rationale behind decision to migrate      134 

Table 5.6: Significance of migrant networks       135  

Table 5.7: Percentage of current migrants expected to return to live in the home village 137 

Table 5.8: Level of current household income through migrant remittances   141 

Table 5.9: Categories of spending of migrant remittances     142 

Table 5.10: Household-level perception of impact of migration on village life  143 

Table 5.11: Household perception of value of migration     145 

Table 5.12: Numbers of active and retired resident comuneros, Santiago Comaltepec 154 

Table 5.13: Age range of resident comuneros, Santiago Comaltepec   154 

Table 5.14: Numbers of active and retired resident comuneros, La Esperanza  154 

Table 5.15: Age range of óactiveô comuneros resident in La Esperanza   155 

Table 5.16: Number of active and retired resident comuneros, San Martin Soyolapam 155 

Table 5.17: Age range of comuneros resident in San Martin Soyolapam   156 

Table 5.18: Number of retired and active resident comuneros in Analco   157 

Table 5.19: Age range of comuneros resident in Analco     157 

Table 5.20: Numbers of resident and non-resident comuneros in Comaltepec and Analco 158 

Table 5.21: Age structure of resident comuneros in Comaletpec and Analco  159 

Table 5.22: Categories and numbers of cargos in operation during 2008   162 

Table 5.23: Estimated comunero:cargo ratios for 2008     162 

Table 5.24: Categories and numbers of cargos (estimated) in operation (late 1970s) 163 

Table 5.25: Estimated comunero:cargo ratios for the late 1970s    163 

Table 6.1: Percentage of farming households and area under cultivation    175 

                 (permanent settlements of Analco and Comaltepec) 



 xiv 

Table 6.2: Percentage of households producing for domestic consumption only,  176  

                 or for sale in local / regional markets       

Table 6.3: Use of intra-family labour resources vs hired help    178 

Table 6.4: Source of food for households in Comaltepec and Analco     179 

Table 6.5: Principal crops grown in each village (during 2008 agricultural year)  184 

Table 6.6: Agricultural land use categories, Santiago Comaltepec and Analco  186 

Table 6.7: Summary of farmer perceptions about changing weather patterns  187 

Table 6.8: The impact of out-migration on forest practices     190 

Table 6.9: Household dependence on forest resources     190 

Table 6.10: Time spent collecting forage, firewood, timber and other forest products  191 

Table 6.11: Increase or decline in natural resource practices across the study communities 193 

Table 7.1: Categorising institutional responses to out-migration    219 

Table 7.2: Principal destinations of migrants from Comaltepec    229 

Table 7.3: Principal destinations of migrants from Analco     229 

Table 7.4: Analqueño Hometown Associations      232 

Table 7.5: Comaltepecano Hometown Associations      233 

Table 7.6: Migrant investments in village-level infrastructure, customs and initiatives 237 

Table 7.7: Numbers of active and non-active comuneros     239 

Table 7.8: Percentage of Analqueño migrant families participating in HTAs  241 

Table 7.9: Percentage of Comaltepecano migrant families participating in HTAs  241 

Table 7.10:  Estimated numbers of U.S-based migrants with dependents in home village 243 

Table 7.11: Estimated numbers of permanent migrant comuneros   244  

Table 8.1: External drivers impacting rural communities in northern Oaxaca  270 

Table 9.1: Sumnmary of findings by research objective     292 

List of Text Boxes 

 

Text Box 2.1: Attributes associated with successful commons management systems   29  

Text Box 2.2: Design principles characteristic of long-enduring commons institutions   30 

Text Box 6.1: óA tale of two tortillas        182ô 

Text Box 7.1: 2004 Revisions to Communal Statute, Comaltepec    226 

Text Box 7.2: óMigrants stick togetherô       230 

Text Box 7.3: ñIt is tough for us and tough for those left behindò    249 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 xv 

List of Figures  

 

Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework for the study          3  

Figure 2.1: Development of migrant flows over time and relationship to sending    17  

                  and receiving countries  

Figure 2.2: The process of transnationalism         22 

Figure 3.1: IFRI Conceptual Model          59 

Figure 4.1: Distribution of forest types in Comaltepec       98 

Figure 4.2: Distribution of forest types in Analco        99 

Figure 4.3: Main subsistence and commercial activities in Analco as they correlate 107  

                  to climatic and cropping zones  

Figure 4.4: Main subsistence and commercial activities in Comaltepec as they correlate 108 

                  to climatic and cropping zones 

Figure 5.1: Growth of urban centres in the State of Oaxaca (1930-2000)   125  

Figure 5.2: Population change in Comaltepec and Analco (1930-2008)   149  

Figure 5.3: Age-sex pyramids of resident population in Analco    151 

Figure 5.4: Age-sex pyramids of resident population in Comaltepec   152 

Figure 6.1: The potential impacts of human activities on biodiversity in forest landscapes 204  

Figure 9.1: Framework conceptualising the main findings of the study   293    

List of Maps 

 

Map 1.1: State of Oaxaca, southern Mexico           6 

Map 1.2: Location of the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca          7  

Map 1.3: Location of the two study communities          9 

Map 2.1: The municipalities of Mexico, showing a particularly high concentration    47  

                in the south of the country (Oaxaca, Veracruz, State of Mexico)      

Map 3.1: Concentric sampling for household survey, Analco      63 

Map 3.2: Location of IFRI sites and transects in the forests of Comaltepec     67 

Map 3.3: Location of IFRI sites and transects in the forests of Analco     68 

Map 4.1: Territorial layout of Comaltepec         86 

Map 4.2: Territorial layout of Analco          91 

Map 4.3: State of Oaxaca showing high biodiversity areas and location of  111  

               state and federal Protected Areas (PAs) and autonomous  

               Community Conservation Areas (CCAs) 

Map 5.1: Principal migration flows from Analco to Mexican destinations   129 

Map 5.2: Principal migration flows from Analco to US destinations   130 

Map 5.3: Principal migration flows from Comaltepec to Mexican destinations  130 

Map 5.4: Principal migration flows from Comaltepec to Mexican destinations  131 



 xvi 

Map 6.1: Pattern of agricultural abandonment around head village of   198  

               Santiago Comaltepec (1960-2008)     

Map 6.2: Pattern of agricultural abandonment across communal territory   199  

               of Analco (1960-2008) 

Map 6.3: Forest resurgence west of Federal Highway 175, Analco    201 

List of Plates (photos) 

 

Plates 3.1 and 3.2: Guides accompanied me on territorial walking tours     69  

Plate 4.1: Mixe settlement of Coatlan, Sierra Norte in the nineteeth century    82 

Plate 4.2: Chinantecs of San Pedro, Sierra Norte         82 

Plate 4.3: Head village of Santiago Comaltepec        87 

Plates 4.4 and 4.5: La Esperanza and San Martin Soyolapam      88 

Plates 4.6: Village of Analco             90 

Plate 4.7: Municipal Palace and Offices of the CBC, Analco      93 

Plate 4.8: Deciduous dry tropical forest in September (after summer rains)   100  

Plate 4.9: View of cloud forest from El Relampago, south-west of La Esperanza  104 

Plate 4.10: Giant ferns, cloud forest of Comaltepec      104 

Plate 4.11: Tree nursery, Santiago Comaltepec      113 

Plates 5.1 and 5.2: U.S. vehicle licenses bearing the names of Comaltepec and Analco   123 

Plate 5.3: Comaltepecano migrants working on store remodel in Glendale, CA  132  
Plate 5.4: New house builds in Analco       140 

Plate 6.1: Heading back with the corn harvest from tierra caliente, Analco   173  

Plate 6.2: Deserted homestead, Rancho San Pedro, west of Santiago Comaltepec  183   

Plate 6.3: Corn cobs (mazorka) óburntô by heavy rains     188 

Plate 6.4: Pine as pioneer species in area of dry oak-pine forest, Analco   200 

Plate 6.5: Pine as pioneer species in plot abandoned 6 yrs ago, Santiago Comaltepec 200 

Plate 6.6: New growth on corn field abandoned 5 years previously    200 

Plate 6.7: Forest growth on plot abandoned 12 years previously    200 

Plate 6.8: Maturing secondary forest, 18 years after abandonment    200 

Plate 6.9: Secondary forest (pine) on corn terraces abandoned in the early 1980s  200 

Plate 6.10: Hillside west of village of Analco, now covered in young pine forest  202  

                  (P. oaxacana and P. michoacana) 

Plate 6.11: Clearance of tropical evergreen forest to open up larger potreros,  203  

                  San Martin Soyolapam 

Plate 6.12: Multi-crop agroforestry system, Puerto Eligio, Comaltepec.   209  

Plate 6.13: Shade Coffee, Vista Hermosa, Comaltepec     209 

Plate 7.1: Men chatting, Analco        215 

Plates 7.2 and 7.3: Onlookers enjoy the óBanda Juvenil Santiago Comaltepecô  234  

                               play at Plaza Mexico, City of Downey, California 

Plate 7.4: New church in San Martin Soyolapam, with construction part-financed  238  

                by migrant contributions 

Plate 8.1: ñThe land belongs to those who work with their handsò, Mural on wall of  287 

    Analcoôs Municipal Palace. 



 xvii  

Glossary of Spanish Terms
1
 

 

adobe      sun-dried mud brick 

agencia de policía    police agency 

agencia municipal    municipal agency 

aguardiente     distilled alcohol (from corn or sugarcane) 

albañil      building labourer 

alcalde      judge 

ama de casa     home worker 

analqueño     native of San Juan Evangelista Analco 

anciano     elder, in indigenous communities 

artesanía     handicraft  

atole      maize-based non-alcoholic drink 

ayuntamiento     local community council 

barrio      district or neighbourhood of a village 

bienes comunales    communal land or property 

cabecera municipal    municipal centre 

cabecera     head settlement or village 

cabildo     council 

cacique hereditary ruler or chief; now often translates as 

local boss 

caciquismo     leadership regime 

campo      open countryside 

cargo      post or obligation 

cerro      hill or peak 

ciudad      city or large town 

colonia  informal settlement or neighbourhood 

comal hot plate for cooking tortilla over firewood stove 

comaltepecano    native of Santiago Comaltepec 

comerciante     businessman or trader 

comida      meal or food 

comisariado de bienes comunales  commissioner for communal resources 

compadrazgo     ritual kinship 

comunal     communal 

comunero     communal (village) rights holder 

comunidad agraria    agrarian (indigenous) community 

consejo de vigilancia    oversight or surveillance committee 

coyote      people smuggler  

criollo       native  

curandero     traditional healer 

derecho de monte    royalty on cut timber   

limpiando     cleaning/weeding 

desmontado     leveling or clearing (of forest) 

                                                
1
 Whilst many of these entries are my own, others are modified from the glossary used by Clarke (2000) in óClass, 

Ethnicity, and Community in Southern Mexico: Oaxacaôs Peasantriesô. 
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distrito      administrative district 
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el norte     United States of America 

fiesta      religious festival (usually a saintôs day) 
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huipil      womanôs traditional tunic  

idioma      language 
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ixtle      fibre made from maguey or tropical palm 

yunta de bueyes    pair of oxen 

leña      firewood 

limpiado fields cleared or prepared prior to onset of summer 

rains 

localidad     locality 

maguey     cactus from which mezcal is distilled 

mayorazgo legal device to prevent splitting of property  through 

inheritance 

mayordomo officer responsible for supporting a particular 

saintôs fiesta 

mazorca     maize ear  

mercado     market 

mestizo     person of mixed caucasian and Indian origin 

metate      grindstone 

mezcal southern Mexican alcoholic beverage made from      

the maguey (agave) plant 

milpa traditional Mesoamerican cropping system; 

commonly used to refer to corn plant  

molino      grindstone / mill 

monte upland area (ie. above village); normally refers to 

natural forest but can also contain pasture 

mozo      local wage labourer for agricultural tasks 

municipio     municipality 

ocote pine with high resin content used as natural firelight 

palacio municipal    municipal office or town hall 

palenque     small distillery 

panela cake of sugar produced by boiling down sugarcane 

juice 

paisano name used in reference to somebody from the same 

community or region 

parcela     plot or parcel of land 

patrón      boss or employer 
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piscando     harvesting maize 

plaza market-place that normally marks village centre 

policía      village policeman 

político     politician 

presidente municipal    municipal president 

pueblo      village or people 

puesto      job or market stall     

ranchería  rural settlement consisting of small number of 

homesteads 

rancho      ranch, small landed property 

regidor     councilman 

riego      irrigation or irrigated 

sembrando     planting 

sierra      large upland area or mountain range 

sindico      trustee 

solar yard or compound adjacent or close to family home 

suplente     alternate (for whatever office) 

temporada     season of year 

temporal     seasonal rain-fed land 

tequio an obligatory labour day levied on adult able-bodied 

men 

terreno      piece of land  

tianguis     market 

tierra caliente     warm (dry or humid) lowland 

tierra o terreno communal   communal land 

tierra templada temperate zone that falls between tierra caliente 

and tierra fría  

tierra fría     cold upland 

topil      messenger boy 

tortilla       flat maize bread 

tumba-roza-quema    slash and burn (or long fallow) cultivation 

usos y costumbres term referring to the traditional system of 

governance used by indigenous communities in 

Oaxaca 
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CBC Comisariado de bienes comunales: Commissioner for Communal 

Property  

CBE Community-based Enterprise 

CCMSS Consejo Civil para la Silvicultura Sostenible: Mexican Council for 

Sustainable Forestry 

CDI Comision Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indigenas: 

National Commission for Indigenous Development  

CECYTE Colegio de Estudios Científicos y Tecnológicos del Estado de 

Oaxaca: Science and Technology College of the State of Oaxaca 
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INAFED Instituto Nacional para el Federalismo y el Desarrollo Municipal: 
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INE Instituto Nacional de Ecología: National Institute of Ecology 

INEGI Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía: National Institute of 
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INI Instituto Nacional Indigenista: National Indigenous Institute 

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change  
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General Law of Environmental Protection and Ecological 
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MEA Millennium Ecosystem Assessment 

NAFTA North American Free Trade Agreement 
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Collaborative Research Support Program 
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and Chinantec Communities 

  



 xxii  

 



 1 

CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Background and Theoretical Orientation 

 In October 2009, Elinor Ostrom was awarded the Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences for 

her ñanalysis of economic governance, especially the commonsò. A ócommonsô can be 

considered any resource (environmental or otherwise) that is subject to forms of collective use, 

with the relationship between the resource and the human institutions that mediate its 

appropriation considered an essential component of the management regime. In awarding the 

prize, the Nobel committee stated that Ostromôs work had ñchallenged the conventional wisdom 

that common property is poorly managed and should either be regulated by central authorities or 

privatizedò. Upon hearing news of the award, I was delighted yet surprised ï surprised because 

her seminal work, Governing the Commons, had been published two decades earlier. I then 

realised how timely the award was. In addition to her obvious achievements, the underlying 

values and ideals that the commons evoke ï those of reciprocity, trust, cooperation and the 

common good ï would be particularly resonant following a global economic recession, with the 

newspapers still reporting on stories of capitalist greed and corruption. In some ways, the 

commons had ñcome of ageò; ready to be embraced by a wider public looking for more inclusive 

ways of structuring human behaviour and activity.       

It would be quite wrong, however, to assume that the kind of traditional resource 

commons (forests, fisheries, rangelands etc.) that Ostrom based much of her work on function 

outside of the dominant economic-social-political setting. Rather, as examples of complex 

social-ecological systems (SES)
2
, commons are situated very much within larger entities or 

structures. Consequently, long-standing regimes have had inherent within them, or have evolved, 

certain characteristics to persist over time. This is known as a systemôs óresilienceô, which has 

been defined as the ñcapacityé to absorb disturbance and re-organise while undergoing change 

                                                
2 Using examples from fisheries, wildlife and forestry management, Berkes et al. (1998; 2003) highlight the 

limi tations of the single-sector, single-species focus of conventional resource management regimes, and show how 

social-ecological systems are seldom linear and predictable. Rather, they are characterised by nonlinearity, 

uncertainty, emergence, multiple scales, and self-organization. As many environmental problems appear resistant to 
conventional science solutions, it has been suggested that complex systems thinking can help bridge the gap between 

the social and natural sciences, and provide a toolkit to manage for sustainability (Berkes et al. 2003). Commons are 

examples of complex SES, given the importance of social, political and economic organizations, with institutions 

(rules-in-use, cultural norms and values) as the mediating factors that govern the relationship between social systems 

and the ecosystems on which they depend (Adger 2006). 
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so as to still retain essentially the same function, structure, identity and feedbacksò (Walker et al. 

2004:1). In addition to developing robustness, resilience also concerns the opportunities that 

disturbance provides in terms of reconfiguring structures and processes, bringing about system 

renewal, and the emergence of new trajectories (Folke 2006:263). This is referred to as a 

systemôs óadaptive capacityô. It has been noted that an important factor in the long-term success 

of some commons regimes has been their capacity to respond to change by modifying existing or 

developing new institutions (Agrawal 2002; Ostrom 1990, 2005; Wilson 2002).  

However, even if a commons regime is dynamic in its response to change and can build 

social-ecological resilience, it may still be vulnerable to social, environmental or economic 

drivers (Folke et al. 2003). Vulnerability in this sense is defined as ñthe state of susceptibility to 

harm from exposure to stresses associated with environmental and social change and from the 

absence of capacity to adaptò (Adger 2006:268). It is an emergent property in commons 

terminology, with little understood about how a regimeôs vulnerability may best be determined 

or assessed. Likewise, the study of ódrivers of changeô remains a neglected and poorly 

understood aspect of resource management science (Gunderson and Holling 2002). The work of 

the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA) is a rare exception, having conceptualised how a 

driver may have consequences not only for local systems of governance but also for 

environmental resources through modifications to territorial practices.  

The preceding paragraphs provide context to the research presented in this thesis, which 

investigates the impact of demographic and cultural change through human out-migration on 

long-standing commons regimes in Oaxaca, Mexico. Such work is both relevant and timely, 

given how little is known empirically about the social-ecological consequences of out-migration 

for sending (or source) communities. In adapting the MEAôs conceptual framework (Figure 1.1), 

it is possible to identify the linkages and processes that connect out-migration, land use practices, 

ecological integrity and community wellbeing
3
 as they form part of a complex SES operating at 

multiple levels. From an institutional perspective, out-migration can both impact and elicit 

                                                
3 I follow White and Ellisonôs (2007:158) understanding of human wellbeing, which having built ñon established 

critiques of narrowly economic approaches to poverty or development and restrictively medical understandings of 
healthò offers a ñrounded, positive focus which includes not only material resources and social relationships, but 

also the psychological states and subjective perceptions of people themselvesò. In the context of community 

wellbeing, I am more interested in social relations and collective perceptions, and less concerned with access to 

goods and resources that has come to dominate many livelihood discourses.    
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responses from the social arrangements (rules-in-use, norms, values) that define resource use and 

thus act as the link between migration and environmental outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

             Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework for the study (adapted from the MEA 2005) 

 

On the one hand, population loss and changing attitudes among resident community 

members can weaken the relevancy of customary rules and conventions, questioning their 

persistence over the long-term. As change erodes and weakens the societal feedback loops that 

are essential for sustaining and building resilience and adaptive capacity, institutional structures 

may fail (Acheson 2006). On the other hand, it may be that local institutions can adapt to target 

new or changing markets and realities. A number of studies point to the reinforcement rather 

than the weakening of local institutions in the face of such processes, and recognise that the 

erosion of community is not universal (Basch et al. 1994; Kearney 1995; Waterbury 1999).  
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What makes migration not just part of modernisation, but also characteristic of 

globalisation, are the deeper links that form between sending and destination countries ï such as 

remittance flows, cyclical migration, and frequent communications. The recent literature on 

transnationalism has shown that migrants are forming sister communities that establish social 

and economic ties with the home community ï such that new senses of community belonging 

and identity can be forged (Basch et al. 1994; Kearney 1995; Smith 2006; Bacon 2006). This 

may allow demographic and cultural change to strengthen community through positive changes 

to systems of governance and the social institutions that regulate community life and territorial 

management, where local traditions are reinvented in order to respond creatively to change 

(Orlove 1999; Waterbury 1999). For example, migration can contribute finances (remittances) to 

be invested in conservation and sustainable resource activities (Adger et al. 2002; Curran 2002). 

While the role of remittances in rural development continues to generate a great deal of debate 

(Martin 1998; Binford 2003; Cohen et al. 2005), their potential for assisting resource and 

environmental sustainability has not been properly explored. Adger et al. (2002) suggested that 

remittances can increase social resilience by promoting diversification and risk-spreading, 

enhancing social capital through investment in community projects, and extending opportunities 

to improve wellbeing.  

While this study is primarily concerned with the relationship between out-migration and 

commons institutions, the impact that demographic and cultural change can have on the use and 

conservation of territorial resources forms an important additional component. Given Mexicoôs 

impressive bio-cultural diversity (Boege 2008), it is surprising how little is known about the 

effects of such change on land use, resource knowledge and practice. The literature that does 

exist is divided as to whether migration undermines agricultural systems in sending regions 

(triggering labour shortages, reducing production levels, and field abandonment) or whether 

return flows of new ideas and remittances are targeted to agricultural and conservation-related 

investments. This is important to understand since farming and the harvesting of timber and non-

timber products remain central to community life and identity in many rural areas, and the 

limitations imposed by ongoing labour deficits can encourage more people to leave. This 

subsequently increases the burden for those left behind ï further weakening the customary 

governance regime and associated institutional arrangements. 



 5 

1.2 Purpose of Research 

To investigate how commons regimes in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, southern Mexico, are 

impacted by, and responding to, demographic and cultural change through out-

migration, and the implications for territorial resources and governance. 

1.3 Research Objectives  

1. To carry out a socio-demographic and socio-economic analysis of the study communities to 

determine the nature of exposure to out-migration at multiple levels. 

2. To document, at multiple levels, the impact that out-migration is having on the study 

communitiesô social organization and institutional arrangements, and to examine their response 

to such change. 

3. To investigate the implications of demographic and cultural change on the continuity of local 

resource and conservation practices. 

4. To investigate the longer-term adaptive strategies developed by the study communities to 

deal with current and projected out-migration, and safeguard local forest commons. 

1.4 The Field Context 

The state of Oaxaca (Map 1.1) provides the perfect setting and context for my thesis, 

thanks to the areaôs rich biological diversity, the extensive forest areas under community control, 

and the increasingly important role that migration plays in the local and regional economy 

(Cohen 2004a; Merino 2004; Mittermeier et al. 2005).  

It is estimated that up to eighty percent of the stateôs forests are under the management 

and control of approximately fourteen hundred local communities (Merino 2004; Sarukhan and 

Larson 2001). The majority of these (more than three quarters) are indigenous communities, with 

far fewer ejidos
4
 of mixed ethnic background (INI 2002). These communities exhibit high 

cultural diversity, with sixteen of Mexicoôs fifty-three indigenous groups represented (CDI-

UNDP 2004). 

 

                                                
4
 Formally guaranteed in Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution, ejidos form a system of inheritable communal lands 

assigned by the federal government to landless campesinos of varying ethnicities. 
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                Map 1.1: State of Oaxaca, southern Mexico 

 

The research took place in the Sierra Norte region of Oaxaca (also known as the Sierra de 

Juarez), which covers an area of 9,347 km2, or 9.8% of state territory (INAFED 2007) (Map 

1.2). Forming the meeting point of the Sierra Madre Oriental and Sierra Madre Occidental 

mountain chains, this is a rugged, highland region. It forms part of the óMadrean Pine-Oak 

Woodlandsô biodiversity hotspot ï an area classified as extraordinarily rich in both plant and 

animal species, with a high number of endemics (Challenger 1998; Conservation International 

2007). Five indigenous groups are represented (Zapotecos, Chinantecos, Mixes, Mazatecos and 

Cuicatecos) (CDI-UNDP 2006); their presence in the region is long-standing and dates back to 

pre-Hispanic times. Administratively, the Sierra Norte is divided into sixty-eight municipalities 

and three districts ï Villa Alta, Mixe and Ixtlan de Juarez. The study took place in the last of 

these; Ixtlan de Juarez. This district covers 2,921 square kilometres and its forests are regarded 

as the best conserved in the region (Merino 2003).  
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          Map 1.2: Location of the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca  

The vast majority of Ixtlanôs 26 municipalities are home to Zapotec, Chinantec or Mixe 

indigenous communities, all of who maintain traditional organizational structures via a long-

standing governance system known as usos y costumbres (uses and customs). More information 

on this system, which is officially recognised by the State of Oaxaca, along with the social 

institutions (cargos and tequios) that define it, is provided in Chapters 2 and 4. Over time, many 

of these communities have developed an intimate relationship with their forests and other natural 

resources (Chapela 2005; Robson 2007, 2009), making use of dynamic and innovative 

management practices to create what Berkes and Davidson-Hunt (2006) refer to as 

ómultifunctional, cultural landscapesô. Territorial planning is typically based on a mosaic of land 

uses that include forest protection, timber extraction, the harvesting of non-timber forest products 

(NTFPs) and, principally, maize or bean cropping systems (Chapela 2005; Gonzalez 2001). It is 

estimated that 73% of the region is forested, with 56% pertaining to temperate and tropical forest 
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cover, 17% to secondary vegetation (created through rotation agriculture or the extraction of 

firewood and building materials), while the remaining 27% corresponds to agricultural zones, 

urban areas and scrubland (De la Mora 2003). When managed well, these systems can improve 

rural livelihoods through the sustainable management of ecosystem productivity and diversity, 

while minimizing negative ecological impacts (see McNeely and Scherr 2003).  

At the same time, a diversity of conditions can be found in the Ixtlan sub-region. While 

some communities continue to maintain a traditional economy dependent on subsistence and 

commercial agriculture, others are in transition with an increasing dependence on the market 

economy, the service industry, and migrant remittances (Martínez Romero 2005). These are what 

Kearney (1996) describes as ópost-peasant communitiesô ï organizations intermeshed with 

traditional arrangements that have developed multiple identities to combine different sources of 

income with complex forms of reproduction in an interconnected, globalised world (Wolf 1982; 

Schuren 2003). This process can be seen in the rise of community forestry in the region, and the 

emergence of community forest enterprises (CFEs) (Merino 2004; Bray et al. 2005; Bray 2010).  

Despite success in marrying resource productivity with conservation goals (Chapela 

2005; Robson 2007), it is not apparent how land-use systems in the Sierra Norte, and the 

institutional arrangements that regulate them, are responding and adapting to new challenges in a 

contemporary setting. Out-migration, in particular, represents an important demographic and 

socio-cultural process among many of the regionôs communities (Martínez Romero 2005), with 

probable implications for land use cover and change. Indeed, it has been suggested that the 

depopulation of rural areas, along with a demographic shift toward an increased average age of 

remaining residents (ñagingò), is a potentially irreversible process that represents serious threats 

to natural systems and resources locally (Meyerson et al. 2007). While a handful of studies in 

Oaxaca have looked at the link between migration and communal governance structures 

(Mutersbaugh 2002; VanWey et al. 2005), not a single one discussed in detail the environmental 

implications for sending communities. Martínez Romero (2005) made some inroads, and 

concluded that out-migration is likely an emerging constraint to resource management and self-

governance among local forest communities.  
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1.5 Research Approach and Methods 

 The research was based on two in-depth community case studies. I chose to adopt a case 

study approach because I believe it offers an excellent way to look at change in social-ecological 

systems and to investigate how societies deal with such change (some of the main reasons why 

this is so are given in Chapter 3). By looking at more than one community, I was able to gain a 

better understanding of, and thereby improve my ability to theorise about, a broader context than 

would have been possible through the use of a single case. The study communities selected were 

the Chinantec community of Santiago Comaltepec (Comaltepec) and the Zapotec community of 

San Juan Evangelista Analco (Analco) (Map 1.3). Selection was based in part on the results of 

previous work carried out by researchers at the National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM) (Martínez Romero 2005; Merino 2006), with final site selection made in collaboration 

with local partners. Fieldwork began in December 2007 and culminated in January 2010. 

  

        

          Map 1.3: Location of the two study communities  
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Interdisciplinary research is required to understand the complex processes that link 

migration and the environment in sending communities. As such, I used a set of research 

methods (applied qualitatively) that borrowed from cultural anthropology, sociology, 

demography, ecology and human geography. They included participant observation, structured 

and semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, territorial walking tours and forest 

sampling. These methods were interactive and responsive to local conditions, and helped provide 

me with a high level of detail about participants and their experiences. They were also gendered, 

taking into account the knowledge and practices specific and common to women and men, and 

participation in institutions by gender. 

1.6 Main Contributions to Knowledge 

Despite the emerging trend to frame commons as complex social-ecological systems, the 

literature has done a poor job of trying to understand the impact that drivers of change can have 

on commons institutions and the resource regimes they regulate. In particular, the impact of out-

migration has been poorly studied from a commons perspective (Robson 2009; Robson and 

Nayak, forthcoming). The research undertaken here contributes to theory and debate in a number 

of ways: 

 1. The link between institutions and culture: From a commons perspective, the study 

investigates how well current theories hold up when predicting that out-migration will impact 

commons institutions by lowering participation, increasing inequalities and raising the cost of 

individual choices. This line of enquiry follows the work of cultural anthropologists, Fisher 

(1990), Stevens (1993) and Baker (2005), who show how culture can shape behaviour in ways 

that are not necessarily rational. Baker (2005) found that institutions can persist despite the 

absence of many of the attributes that commons theory stipulates. Much of this work resonates 

strongly with ideas of a ómoral economyô, which focus on the interplay between moral or cultural 

beliefs and resource activities (Thompson 1991; Scott 1977).  

 2. Cultural landscapes: The remarkably biodiverse landscapes of Oaxaca are cultural 

landscapes (Chapela 2005; Robson 2007). By dealing with how institutions respond to change 

and mitigate ensuing impacts, the thesis looks at how such processes are translated into changing 

resource management practice. By focusing on the link between institutions and practices, the 

thesis seeks to understand how human cultures interact with the land and shape it into multi-
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functional, cultural landscapes, where resources are maintained and renewed (Berkes and 

Davidson-Hunt 2006; Nazarea 2006). In this way, the work explores the notion that human 

behaviour is reflexive - whereby people observe both natural and social occurrences and modify 

their behaviour on the basis of knowledge and their expectations about future occurrences (Ellen 

et al. 2000; Borgerhoff Mulder and Coppolillo 2005; Nazarea 2006). If both practices and 

institutions are changing through demographic and cultural change in Oaxaca, this creates an 

ñexperimentò to test if this is so. 

3. The link between population and the environment: Conventional population-

environment theory considers just two models that draw a linear and deterministic relationship 

between the environment and migration: migration to places where there is available land; and, 

out-migration in response to limited environmental resources in source areas. What these models 

fail to consider are the varying forms of migration, the selectivity of migration, or how social 

networks and social capital can be important variables for understanding the effects of migration 

on the environment (Curran 2002). This concerns how variation in age, life course stage, sex, 

and the human capital of migrants and those left behind might imply different environmental 

outcomes. In this way, the thesis assumes the relationship between migration and the 

environment to be non-linear and non-deterministic. It is unclear, for example, what impact 

increased forest cover may have on biodiversity, which in highland regions of Oaxaca is found in 

a mosaic of forest and cropland exhibiting high environmental variability along altitudinal 

gradients. This study contributes to the growing body of work examining the consequences of 

depopulation on tropical landscapes (Kull et al. 2006; Myerson et al. 2007) and forest transition 

theory more generally (Klooster 2005; Rudel et al. 2005), by questioning the assumption (Grau 

and Aide 2007) that ruralïurban migration stimulates ecosystem recovery and aids biodiversity 

conservation. 

1.7 Applied Perspective 

From an applied research perspective, enhancing social resilience and promoting 

sustainable resource use is an important policy goal, particularly for societies increasingly open 

to the uncertainties of globalisation, trans-nationalism and environmental change (Blauert and 

Zadek 1998; Kearney 2004; Myerson et al. 2007). The complex implications of migration and 

broader demographic and cultural change need to be unravelled if effective measures are to be 
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employed. In this way, the research will  improve our understanding of the link that exists 

between migration, culture and the environment in the context of rural Mexico. This is important 

within the broader context where a systematic planning approach to biodiversity conservation 

(after Margules and Pressey 2000) may target Oaxaca, and the Sierra Norte in particular, as the 

federal government looks to realign the countryôs protected area (PA) system ï in disregard of 

existing and effective community-based initiatives (Robson 2007).     

1.8 Organization of the Thesis 

 The thesis is organised into nine chapters. Following this introduction to the problem, 

purpose, and conceptual framework of the study, Chapter 2 examines the literature that 

contextualises the theories that underpin the research. Chapter 3 then explains the research 

philosophy, methodology and specific methods that guided the collection of primary and 

secondary field data. Chapter 4 is a context chapter, providing detailed background on the study 

region and the two study communities. Chapter 5 is split into two parts. Part I describes the 

historical and contemporary patterns of out-migration from both communities. Part II, 

meanwhile, sets out the key demographic changes that these processes have driven, before 

analysing the impacts that population loss and changes in age-sex structures have had on the two 

social institutions (cargos and tequios) that form a central pillar of village life. Chapter 6 

continues the óimpactsô theme, this time looking at the effect of demographic change (and 

associated cultural changes) on territorial land use and resource practice, and ending with a 

discussion of the possible implications for local biodiversity. Having described the nature of the 

driver and its socio-ecological impacts, Chapter 7 analyses community-level responses to out-

migration, and comments on the emergence of trans-local institutional adaptations and 

innovations. Based on these findings, Chapter 8 discusses at length the phenomenon of out-

migration from a commons perspective, and how it may contribute to transformative changes 

among traditionally resource-dependent communities. Chapter 9 provides concluding remarks 

and recommendations for future research.       
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CHAPTER 2 ï THEORY AND PRACTICE  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 This chapter reviews the literature that covers the different theories and concepts that 

underpin the research presented in this thesis. It is organised into three main sections and, where 

possible, discussions are grounded in the context of the country (Mexico) and state (Oaxaca) 

under investigation. The first section focuses on migration, which is the central driver featured in 

this study. By exploring the key developments in this field, a platform is built upon which 

subsequent discussions are based. The second section provides an introduction to, and a critique 

of commons (or common property) theory. This is an area of scholarship that has significantly 

improved our understanding of the practices that govern the use of shared resources, and how the 

welfare of local users may be impacted through changes to local management regimes. As such, 

it is the main theory to which this study contributes. Given that conventional commons thinking 

has difficulty in predicting how an affected regime may respond to change through out-

migration, óvulnerabilityô and óadaptive capacityô ï as key properties of complex socio-

ecological systems ï are used to identify the factors that can determine the susceptibility of 

sending (home) communities to such change. Finally, since this study concerns the impacts of 

out-migration on multiple aspects of specific commons regimes in northern Oaxaca, Mexico, the 

third section explores the forest landscapes that characterise this region. The concept of multi-

functionality is used to explain the conservation benefits of local land use systems and resource 

practices; before a description is given of the customary governance system and institutional 

arrangements that have evolved to administer communitiesô diverse territorial resources.  

2.2 Migration, Development and Transnationalism 

Migration has been identified by the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005) as a 

principal driver of change impacting socio-ecological systems, where demographic and cultural 

changes impinge upon both sending and receiving regions and countries. This thesis deals with 

the impact on sending communities, whereby out-migration is understood as population 

movement from rural areas, both permanent and circular, within and across national borders, 

although not exclusively in pursuit of employment or labour opportunities. Arango (2000) has 

argued that despite a plethora of conceptual models, frameworks and empirical generalisations, 

scholars are still struggling to develop a general theory of migration. Using examples drawn 
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largely from central and southern Mexico, this section of the literature review covers the 

different perspectives that have contributed to our understanding of migration as a phenomenon 

since the second half of the twentieth century, when most serious investigation began. By 

focusing on three key debates ï what drives people to migrate, the transnationalism paradigm, 

and the relationship between migration and development ï the review acts as a theoretical and 

conceptual layer upon which many subsequent discussions are based.     

2.2.1 Why people migrate? Evolving theoretical perspectives 

 In the 1960s and 1970s, most thinking on migration revolved around neo-classical 

(economic) explanations. Rooted in Lewisôs (1954) idea of dual economies, where the modern 

sector connects with the traditional, migration was seen as a way for countries to get rid of 

surplus labour ï the precondition for development. Migration was considered to be governed by 

the economics of rational choice, namely: utility maximisation, expected net returns and wage 

differentials ï such that individual decision-making combined with a macro-counterpart of 

structural determinants to drive the flow of workers from labour abundant/low wage areas to 

labour scarce/high wage areas. The decision to migrate, according to this model, was thus made 

by actors based on cost-benefit calculations.  

The shortcomings of this approach became apparent when migratory flows underwent 

profound changes in the mid-1970s. There was a shift from national to international migration, 

which increased both the heterogeneity and complexity of the phenomenon ï thereby raising 

questions about some of the assumptions made by the neo-classical model. Why, for example, do 

more people not move from underdeveloped areas? Likewise, why is it that some countries enjoy 

high rates of out-migration, while others, structurally similar, do not? In tackling such questions, 

it became clear that the neo-classical model, based almost entirely on economic rationale, was 

unable to incorporate divergent political and cultural contexts, non-economic factors, and the 

increasingly heterogeneous nature of migrant societies. Thus, as international migration took 

precedence, new ways of thinking emerged. As Massey et al. (1998) state, this created a 

ñvariegated mosaicò of perspectives rather than any single new paradigm.  

Oded Starkôs (1991) óNew Economics of Labour Migrationô model enriched the neo-

classical explanation with one key amendment; that the rational actor was now the household 

rather than the individual (Wood 1981:338-339). The óDual Labour Market Theoryô of Michael 

Piore (1979), on the other hand, placed the focus on the receiving end of migration, where 
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outward flows of workers were caused by a permanent demand for foreign labour, and thus tied 

to the characteristics of advanced industrial societies. This view was closely aligned to óWorld 

Systems Theoryô (Wallerstein 1974), which classed migration as the product of the domination 

exerted by core countries over peripheral ones (Portes 1978). Migration was thus seen as 

stemming from inequalities, an idea that Sassen (1990) took in framing migration as a global 

labour supply system.  

The above perspectives, however, were all still driven by economic thinking. Among 

sociologists and anthropologists, there was a great deal of dissatisfaction with how this (largely) 

macro-approach portrayed migrants not as active agents but as ñpassive reactors manipulated by 

the world capitalist systemò (Brettell and Hollifield 2008:104). This backlash resulted in a new 

form of theorising, along social and institutional lines, based on the articulation between sending 

and receiving societies. In particular, there was great interest in the concept of óMigrant 

Networksô, which was developed most notably by the work of Douglas Massey (1987, 1990). 

Massey defined these networks as ñsets of interpersonal relations that link migrants or returned 

migrants with relatives, friends or fellow countrymen at homeò (Massey 1990:7), which reduced 

the costs (financial and emotional) and uncertainty of migration, while acting as a new layer of 

social capital held by affected households and communities (Davis et al. 2002; Curran and 

Rivero-Fuentes 2003). Networks are now considered to play a central role among most 

contemporary investigations and explanations of migration. In the context of Mexican migration, 

Curran and Rivero-Fuentes (2003) found that migrant networks are more important for 

international moves than for internal moves, with Massey and Garcia España (1987) showing 

that the likelihood of men moving increases significantly when at least one member of their 

household had previously migrated to the United States. Massey and Espinoza (1997) also found 

that kinship networks play an important role in increasing the odds of first and subsequent 

migrations for heads of household.  

In becoming one of the most important explanatory factors behind migration, networks 

have helped to move explanations of migration from an economic to a more cultural model. In 

their 1987 classic óReturn to Aztlanô, Massey and colleagues described migration as a dynamic 

social process involving six main stages: 

1) Migration originates in structural transformation of sending and receiving societies; 
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2) Once begun, migration eventually develops a social infrastructure that enables  

movement on a mass basis; 

3) International migration becomes more widely accessible, and it is increasingly adopted 

by families as part of larger survival strategies; 

4) International migration is strongly disposed to become a self-sustaining social process; 

5) No matter how temporary a migration flow may seem, settlement of some migrants 

within the receiving country is inevitable; and, 

6) Networks are maintained by an ongoing process of return migration, where recurrent 

migrants regularly go home for periods and settled migrants return to their communities 

of origin. 

Within this cultural model, networks are one of the mechanisms by which migration can 

become a self-perpetuating phenomenon (Portes and DeWind 2007; Curran and Rivero-Fuentes 

2003) - in the sense that they explain the continuation of migration independently from the 

causes that led to the initial movement. This idea of cumulative causation was first suggested by 

Gunnar Myrdal (1944) in relation to the increasing impoverishment of Afro-American 

communities in the U.S. The concept was applied to migration when Massey (1990) argued that 

the first wave of migration changes reality in a way that induces subsequent moves through a 

combination of socio-economic processes and transformations. Despite increasing acceptance 

among migration scholars, the theory of cumulative causation is not without its problems. For 

example, while networks and cultural ties are expressed in the powerful ideology of return 

migration, little is understood about what may happen when mobility is restricted - as is the case 

currently with Mexico-US-Mexico migratory flows through increased border control and 

enforcement.  

The divergent perspectives presented here serve to highlight the complex and multi-

faceted nature of migration, which makes the phenomenon resistant to theory-building. Arango 

(2000) is right to point out that most existing theories tend to be partial and limited; they are 

useful for explaining no more than a dimension or facet of why people choose to migrate. At the 

same time, it should be noted that scholars have a much more complete understanding of 

migration today than they did fifteen or twenty years ago, benefiting from years of empirical 

observation to appreciate how migratory dynamics evolve and change over time. In the context 

of international migration, there is now a widely-accepted notion about how migrant flows 

develop as the situation in sending and receiving countries change (Figure 2.1).  
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Figure 2.1: Development of migrant flows over time and relationship to sending and receiving     

countries (Adapted from Portes and DeWind 2007:8) 

 

At the bottom of the Figure, one sees how the interplay of competing forces can lead to 

unanticipated effects. In particular, the impact of regulatory regimes in state, market, welfare and 

cultural domains of receiving countries (Portes and DeWind 2007) can be offset not only by dual 

citizenship, but also by other ties that migrants sustain with their homeland. This last area 

conforms to increasing theoretical and research interest in the rise and consolidation of 
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transnational or trans-local communities, which connect immigrant Diasporas with their sending 

regions.  

2.2.2 Transnationalism: Towards a new collective voice 

As Levitt (2004, http://www.migrationinformation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=261) 

states, ñthe assumption that people will live their lives in one place, according to one set of 

national and cultural norms, in countries with impermeable national borders, no longer holds 

trueé in the twenty-first century, more and more people will belong to two or more societies at 

the same timeò. This is what many anthropologists and sociologists refer to as transnational 

migration or ótransnational livingô (Guarnizo 2003; Smith 2006). As a widely-used term in 

academia, transnationalism first appeared almost forty years ago. In the 1973 book Transnational 

Relations and World Politics, a landmark publication in the field of international relations, 

Keohane and Nye describe global interactions among multinational businesses, revolutionary 

movements, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), trade unions, and academic-scientific 

networks as transnational relations, and assess their impact on interstate politics. Talk of the 

ótrans-nationalizationô of world affairs, or the so-called globalised economy, began at roughly the 

same time.  

It was not until the early 1990s, however, that transnationalism became a buzzword in 

the social sciences (and migration studies in particular), in reference to activities carried out 

either by individuals, groups or organisations that somehow transcend the state dimension.  

Throughout the 1990s, the concept was used to describe the dynamics of contemporary 

migration, particularly from Mexico and the Caribbean basin to the United States. In this context, 

Basch, Glick Schiller and Szanton-Blanc (1994:7) defined transnationalism as ñthe processes by 

which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded social relations that link together their 

societies of origin and settlementò. In other words, transnationalism deals with the dynamic field 

of social interactions and practices that connect migrants with their communities of origin, in 

such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice 

versa. Anthropologists and other social scientists have since debated how to conceptualize 

transmigrant activity - whether as networks, circuits, or interlinked networks - where 

communities are connected to each other through ties of kinship, compradazgo (Stephen 

2007:97), and trans-border forms of cooperation such as hometown associations. 

http://www.migrationinformation.org/Feature/display.cfm?id=261


 19 

Transnational migration is not new, of course, and precedes scholarly use of the term. 

Levitt (2001) shows that as early as the 1900s, European immigrants returned to their home 

countries or remained active in the political and economic affairs of their homelands from their 

places of residence in the U.S. However, what has changed over the past half century is the ease 

of transportation and communication, the ways in which migrants are inserted into the labour 

market, and the increasing importance of remittances (Levitt 2004). These factors have combined 

to drive the number of transnational migrants (and the communities they belong to) and 

increased scholarly attention to these processes. As Stephen (2007:21) points out, when we talk 

about transmigrants, we actually refer to migrants of varying types and duration, return migrants, 

and nonmigrants in the same discussion. While the term suggests a more or less permanent state 

of being between two or more locations, ñsome people may spend a good part of their lives 

engaging in this state of being, others may live for longer periods of time in one place or another, 

and others still may leave their home communities only one time or neveré [but] all of the 

people are living within a transnational social fieldò (Stephen 2007:21).  

The question arises, therefore, as to how many migrants may be considered transnational 

migrants? Clearly, not all migrants who take part in transnational practices do so all of the time; 

some are more active than others. Studies by Portes et al. (1999) reveal that only 5-10% of the 

Dominican, Salvadoran, and Colombian migrants surveyed in the U.S regularly participated in 

transnational economic and political activities. Most migrants are occasional transnational 

activists. As Levitt (2001, 2004) explains, at some stages in their lives they are more focused on 

their countries of origin while at other stages they are more involved in their countries of 

reception. In this way, transmigrants climb two different social ladders, moving up, remaining 

steady, or experiencing downward mobility, in various combinations, with respect to both sites. 

However, in combination, the regular activities of a few with those who participate periodically, 

do add up. Together they can transform the economy, culture, and everyday life of source-

country regions and, in doing so, they challenge notions of gender relations, governance, 

democracy, and what states should and should not do.       

Through the establishment of hometown associations and the flow of remittances, ideas, 

behaviours, identities and social capital, migrants build social fields that cross geographic, 

cultural and political borders, and allow the transnational community to have an effective impact 

on specific issues in localities of the home country, bypassing the state/national dimension 



 20 

(Sassen 1992; Ostergaard-Nielsen 2003). Basch et al. (1994) argue that transnationalism has 

moved us away from the concept of a nation-state defined in terms of people sharing a common 

culture within a bounded territory. Indeed, Kearney (1991) sees transnationalism as a reordering 

of the capitalist nation-state, calling it the ñend of empireò. Others argue that the phenomenon 

undermines the salience of national sovereignty and citizenship, creating de-territorialised and 

post-national communities, alternative to ï if not in conflict with ï bounded national polities 

(Harvey 1989, 1996; Soysal 1994). In what can be termed the ñillegalization of migrationò, 

Dauvergne (2008:2) argues that the worldwide crackdown on extralegal migration is a reaction 

to state perceptions of a loss of control over policy initiatives and constitutes a reinterpretation of 

the ñhighly malleable concept of sovereigntyò. Similarly, Stephen (2007:20-21), for purposes of 

analysis, prefers the concept of ósocial fieldô
5
 (after Glick Schiller 2003; Levitt and Glick 

Schiller 2004) over nation-state, because it offers a way ñaround the binary divisions, for 

example, of global/local and national/transnationalé and provides a new way of conceptualizing 

the lives of people who move across many borders and live multi-sited livesò. In trying to 

understand the complete nature of what people are moving or ótransingô between, Stephen 

actually feels that ótranslocalô is more appropriate than ótransnationalô to describe the movement 

of place-specific culture, institutions, people, knowledge, and resources within several local sites 

and across borders. Translocal in this sense refers to the ties that people retain in their 

communities of origin and to new communities they establish as they migrate in search of work
6
.  

The notion of the national still holds importance, however. Empirical studies have shown 

that transnational communities often work as locations for nation-building processes and even 

generators of nationalism (Gabaccia 2000; Laliotou 2004; Smith 1998). At the same time, states 

maintain an active role in promoting forms of transborder activities that should not be 

underestimated, as pointed out by the ñneo-institutionalistò perspective (March and Olsen 1984; 

Hall and Taylor 1996). Sending statesô institutions, political parties and organizations shape 

transnationalism by means of their policies for expatriates, citizenship policies, electoral laws, 

and strategies (Bauböck 2003; Ostergaard-Nielsen 2003). Macro-level factors in both the U.S 

and Mexican economies continue to play a central role in peopleôs decision to migrate or return, 

                                                
5 Defined by Levitt and Glick-Schiller (2004:9) as ña set of multiple interlocking networks of social relationships 

through which ideas, practices, and resources are unequally exchanged, organized, and transformed. 
6 In the context of this thesis, with migrants from northern Oaxaca heading to both Mexican and US destinations, 

translocal would appear the more appropriate term to use. Both ñtransnationalò and ñtranslocalò can be considered 

subsets of transborder movements (after Wiest (2010:23). 
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while U.S. immigration policy remains focused on controlling the flow of undocumented 

migrants, with often unexpected consequences
7
. In 1986, an amnesty law under the Immigration 

Reform and Control Act (IRCA) conferred legal status on nearly three million illegal immigrants 

in the U.S., turning them into important family and community resources for future migrants 

(Stephen 2007:145). The Mexican government ï at municipal, state and federal levels ï also 

plays a crucial role in creating transnational public life (Smith 2006), by creating programs to 

strengthen links with Mexicans abroad, to support public works, to keep remittances flowing, 

and to control the transnational political participation of Mexicans in the United States. 

In summary, it is clear that the transnational paradigm is still in development. Some even 

comment that usage of the term transnationalism is in danger of outpacing the ability of 

scholarly practice to theorise about it (Smith 2006). Nevertheless, the achievements are still 

considerable. Migrant activities are now conceived and studied as processes involving both 

sending and receiving countries, which in turn create a cross-national social space or field for the 

purposes of analysis (represented in Figure 2.2). In this way, the transnational paradigm remains 

one of the best attempts to respond to and reflect on wider processes of globalisation
8
. It shows 

that rather than regarding and portraying migrants as workers in a global division of labour, there 

are many different identities that shape peopleôs actions and consciousness. Migrants are indeed 

providers of labour for capitalist production in a world economy, but they are also political and 

social actors. In particular, the paradigm improves our understanding of how trans-border 

processes drive the economies of sending communities through the exchange of ideas, skills and 

resources. The debate as to whether these processes benefit or disadvantage local development 

forms the final sub-section of this part of the literature review. 

 

 

 

                                                
7 The increased militarisation of the California-Mexico border (Shelley 2007) has pushed would-be migrants east 

into Arizona and into the hands of ócoyotesô or people smugglers. Work by Cornelius and Lewis (2007), however, 

has shown that these changes have yet to significantly limit  numbers of undocumented entrants, which totaled well 

over 11 million during 1990-2005, with 40% arriving in the 2000-2005 period. Massey and Capoferro (2007) 
reported that the number of Mexicans entering the U.S increased 450% in the 1990s. While numbers entering the 

U.S remain high, tighter border controls have limited the ability of undocumented workers to make return trips to 

Mexico and participate in circular migratory flows (Cornelius and Lewis 2007). 
8 Major cities like Los Angeles, where many trans-border migrants are concentrated, emerge as strategic sites for 

globalised economic processes, the concentration of capital and new types of potential actors (Sassen 1990, 1991).    






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































