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As a point of departure I consider that migration has always been part and parcel of current and past waves of globalization; i.e. migrations are both a product of globalization trends and a factor advancing them. Migration trends and patterns –different according to historical periods– reflect the spirit and the state of the arts and technologies of the times, but also every major migration flow has its own peculiar characteristics.

Current Mexican migration exhibits various traits of the distinguishing characteristics of old and new international migration flows. To some extent late xix c and early xx c Mexican migration to the u.s. became a component of the “traditional pattern” which conquered and settled the West. However, those Mexican migrants either preferred to return to Mexico or they were not welcome, or they were not allowed to remain. Mexicans migrants were viewed as workers (temporary) but not as immigrants. Suffice to mention, the “Bracero” programs in 1917-1921 and 1942-1964. When in the 1920s and 1930s recession hit, thousand of Mexicans were expelled or repatriated, though great numbers among those sent back to Mexico had the right to remain in the u.s. and some were u.s. citizens. The pattern of predominantly circular migration, that was renewed with the Bracero programs, continued after its termination in 1965 outside any bilateral agreement well into the 1970s. Since then, the situation has changed substantially. 
Emerging in the 1970s and consolidating during the 1980s, increasing numbers of Mexicans started to settle more permanently in the u.s. driven by its policy intended to curtail these movements and Mexico’s recurrent economic restructurings and stagnation. Estimates for those years range between 100 to 200 thousands a year. Currently it is estimated that around half a million Mexicans could be taking residence in the u.s. ​–perhaps as many as two thirds of them without authorization.

Concurrently, two other disturbing changes have been talking place:  migration –permanent and circular– has gained in geographic extension becoming a national phenomenon ​–from being a regional one; and migration has experimented a “deepening process”, i.e. the exodus is broad based socially, educationally and occupationally.
As if mirroring the evolution of the Mexican side, on the u.s. side the regional destination and job insertion of Mexican migrants (and others) has diversified and spread, away from agriculture and “traditional” border and few other destinations. These recent features of Mexican migration clearly echo the characteristics of major migration flows of “our times”, of the current wave of globalization where a sense of transnationalism permeates movements.
What is the significance of these flows for Mexico? Mexican migration has for long been a functional phenomenon that has helped to keep peace and stability in the country, providing extra income and capital for important segments of the population, hard currency for the economy and an escape to potential political discontent (the traditional migratory region was the theatre of an armed conflict –in the 1930s- within Mexico).

However this phenomenon had been rather marginal to the Mexican society. Until quite recently, although migration was considered unstoppable by the government, employers, civil society, the media and intellectuals “regretted” it. The general opinion was that the country was losing a needed productive force. But this position and the significance of migration has also changed with the passing of time, particularly in the last couple of decades.
The country has played a pioneer role, at the international level, in defense of the right of migrants, particularly of those in irregular situation in their destinations. Mexico was an important actor in the drafting of the 1990 Convention on Migrant Workers, and continues to support the drive forwards its ratification. However, the migration issue has gained new attention within the Mexican polity. Three developments weight heavily in the current Mexican attitudes regarding international migration. The North American Free Trade Agreement changed peoples attitudes —not only government’s— versus the outside world, and particularly versus the United States, becoming their attitudes more favorable toward migration. Another development is the realization that, notwithstanding the opening of the economy and nafta, the Mexican economy has not enter into a pattern of robust and sustained growth and, therefore, continues to be unable to keep up with the rising expectations of large sectors of the population.
The third development are the serious discussions undertaken between Mexico and the United States in 2001, to find a mutually acceptable response to the lingering migration issue —after almost four decades of no serious bilateral attempt to deal with this issue notwithstanding its increasing embedding. It is in the above context that migration has gained a sort of center stage position in the Mexican polity —domestically and internationally. In this process, migration is increasingly seen through the lens of globalization. The events of September 11, 2001 derailed the whole process of reckoning with the structural forces, on both sides, behind these movements, and had made even more difficult any accommodation to them.
Migrants have become “heroes” that take risks, sacrifice themselves, improve their lot and remit part or their wages and earnings back to Mexico (mostly to their relatives). They are also considered responsible and energetic workers who contribute to the u.s. economy. Within the current context of the building of a North America where the productive apparatuses are deliberately integrating and becoming interdependent, Mexico has become doubly dependent from its Northern neighbor(s): on trade –more than 80% of Mexican exports go to them– and on remittances –16 million in 2004, second only to oil revenues. In this context it is not surprising that, as a matter of principle, most if not all public officials, politicians, scholars and leaders of civic organizations stand for liberalizing the movement for Mexican workers.
However, Mexico is confronted in its search for coherence with difficult realities and policy choices ahead. Mexican migration evokes images of “indocumentados”, of heavily guarded u.s. border and deaths. But Mexico, although a country primarily of emigrants, is a transit place to those seeking to reach the u.s. (mainly from Central America where Mexico is expected to send more than 200,000 deportable migrants), and a destination for more than a few migrants. In my view, the most pressing task facing the Mexican government continues to be reengaging the u.s. in the search for “politically” acceptable avenues to orderly channel the potential embodied in the still strong migration pressures build in the Mexico u.s. system. 
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