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Ellwyn R. Stoddard's Rejoinder and
Critical Commentary of
"Mexican Labor is Not Cheap"
George Baker*
Resumen
Con el proposito de inscribirse en la vocation de RIO
BRAVO, instruments de intercambio y de debate academicos de
interes binacional, el presente trabajo constituye una suscinta
respuesta a las crfticas del Dr. Stoddard presentadas en este mismo
volumen. Distinguiendo los argumentos empfricos de los argumentos
eticos desarrollados por el Dr. Stoddard, se intenta mostrar que el
razonamiento principal segun el cual no hay vmculos -o son
irrelevantes- entre la industria maquiladora y el deterioro de las
condiciones ambientales en la frontera Mexico-Estados Unidos es
limitado y superficial.
*George Baker is a Visiting Scholar, UCLA Program on Mexico

First, I wish to thank Professor Stoddard for his going to the
trouble to comment on my article (Baker 1991b).
To help me Find the right approach to responding to Profes
sor Stoddard's criticisms I consulted with a border sage known only
as Pepito1. Pepito made the following two comments:
Just because Stoddard says there's little or no con
nection between border environmental problems
and the maquiladora industry doesn't mean there is.
Further, just because the majority of border-residing
Mexicans on both sides of the Rfo Bravo presently
live in poverty doesn' t mean that FTA policymakers
in Washington and Mexico City are not responsible
for planning equitable taxation programs and thereby
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raise their standard of living through providing
adequate levels of public services and regional in
frastructure.
I find Pepito's pithy observations quite pertinent in the
present circumstances, for it seems to me that Professor Stoddard's
arguments are of two distinct types, one is empirical, the other
moral.
Stoddard's empirical argument
Professor Stoddard is completely correct in saying that my
paper did not provide an empirical basis for reaching the conclusion
that the maquiladora industry is solely, or even principally, respon
sible for the border's environmental problems.
What is responsible for these problems is the absence of
adequate fiscal attention to the infrastructure needs of the border, as
I have argued repeatedly since the VI Border Governors Conference
held in Las Cruces in December 1987 (See references). The failure,
in turn, obeys three considerations.
One of these is the political centralism that exists on the
federal levels in Mexico and the United States. It is no secret that
policymakers in Mexico City and Washington have little knowl
edge or interest in the U.S.-Mexican border. For those of us who
live, or have lived, in the Greater El Paso Area (GEPA), it is also no
secret that this centralism is replicated on a smaller scale in Austin's
Republic of Texas. As GEPA and Valley residents know, Austin
policymakers know or care little about the southern and western
counties which, as far as they are concerned, are on the fiscal as well
as geographical periphery of the state. How else are we to account
for the statistic that seven of the ten poorest counties in the United
States are located on the U.S.-Mexican border?
The second political consideration concerns fiscal policy on
the Mexican side. We know that fiscal authority lies in Mexico City,
with the effect that the border state governments are what Pepito
calls adornments (adornos), not public institutions of self-govern
ment. There are two results: One is that the Mexican state is an
eternal fiscal beggar in Mexico City, and barely has enough money
to cover the governor's helicopter budget, with little left over for

128-Ellwyn R. Stoddard's Rejoinder

soft line items like public health services, education and housing.
The second result is that the taxes maquiladoras do pay, mainly in
the form of an INFONAVIT tax on wages for a public housing fund,
go straight to Mexico City and seldom return in the form of housing
units2.
A third related consideration concerns the special tax treat
ment given to the maquiladora industry, which, with regard to Fiscal
matters, Pepito refers to as "la industria peculiadora". The maquilas
operate as cost centers for their parent companies, not as stand-alone
profit centers. In Mexico, however, in order to comply with the
letter, but not the spirit, of the Mexican Federal Labor Law, which
requires annual profit sharing, maquilas report razor-thin amounts
that, hypocritically are called profits, which, in turn, are divided
among workers and taxed. Real profits and real taxes, however, are
registered in the United States at both the federal and state levels
(Baker 1991a).
The bottom line is that the maquiladoras, for not paying
what I called -and what Professor Stoddard questioned- real taxes,
contribute to the aggravation of the infrastructure deficit and corre
sponding environmental crisis on both sides of the border. As one
GEPA resident told me in Mexico City recently, "I moved to El Paso
sixteen years ago in large part because of its clean air. Now, because
the air quality is so bad, two children in my household sleep with air
filters on their faces."
The overall conclusion that I draw is that if, for the first time
since the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, the U.S. and
Mexican federal governments are going to give joint attention to
their common border as a whole, then it is inexcusable not to
recognize, as a point of departurein re-thinking the long-term needs
of the border region, that the area lacks an adequate tax base and
instruments of local self-government.
Stoddard is therefore right: the maquiladoras did not cause
the environmental, infrastructure! and quality-of-life crisis on the
border, but the fiscal and political structures under which they
operate did. The continued operation of the maquiladoras under the
present fiscal and political frameworks, therefore, is part of the
problem, not part of the solution3.
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Stoddard's moral argument
Stoddard argues that it is a misguided exercise to talk about
low wage rates in Mexico since, considered in historical context,
low wages are the norm. To apply high-wage expectations to the
lives and conditions of low-wage people is to be guilty of projecting
one's own cultural values onto others. Considered in this light, there
is nothing reproachable in the wage levels paid by maquiladoras,
and anyone who disagrees with this conclusion is operating from
prioristic ideological values. Between the lines, Stoddard is saying
that it is immoral to apply U.S. standards of living to Mexico.
Some people -not only philosophers and ideologues- would
disagree with Stoddard on this score. They would say that on moral
grounds all policy thinking about the future must look ahead toward
bringing Mexican levels of health, housing, education-and, in short,
opportunity-up to U.S. levels.
In this connection, Stoddard refers with pride to an event
that some people regard in quite a different light (Stoddard 1990):
the 1990 symposium held in Tijuana on the historiography of the
maquiladora industry. I refer to an interview held in September
1990 with one Mexican government official, an economist in the
former Ministry of Planning and Budgeting4 (Baker 1990).
Andres asked me if I attended the meeting of the Association
of Borderland Scholars held in Tijuana in February of 1990. I said
that I would have liked to have gone, but, I was low on cash and
would have had to have funded the travel expenses myself without
any university travel support. Andres said that he had not gone
either; in fact, only through a colleague's sending him a copy of the
spring 1990 issue of the Journal of Borderlands Studies did he even
know about the existence of the Association. Andres said that he
was particularly struck by the comments of one UTEP professor
whose name he couldn't recall.
This professor, Andres said, his face and voice taking on the
tensions of anger, callously urged scholars to contextualize the
matter of the low wages and living conditions in northern Mexico.
I was struck by his use of the term "biological survival". His boiled
down argument was that since most workers are engaged in a
struggle for biological survival, anything that helped them to
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survive -as biological beings- was good; since the maquiladoras did
this, they were good for Mexico.
This individual kept insisting that criticism of maquiladora
wage rates arose from a misguided, Marxist "labor theory of value",
which exaggerated the economic contribution of the worker to the
market value of the product at the expense of the values of technol
ogy, capital and entrepreneurship. He seemed not to have heard of
the infrastructure theory of value, according to which a third to a half
of the market value of a product is attributable, neither to manage
ment nor to the workers as wage earners, but to society's invest
ments in social and economic infrastructure. Consider the logistical
infrastructure associated with the movement of products to market.
Who pays for that in most cases? Society, through taxes.
Speaking of taxes, this individual's comments made me
wonder if he had ever heard of the principle of progressive taxation,
according to which taxes paid are commensurate with the ability to
pay: he who can afford to pay more, pays more. What's truly
puzzling here is that the Mexican government has decided to close
its eyes, statistically speaking, regarding the ability of maquiladoras
to pay taxes progressively. Look, the Mexican government makes
no inquiry into the relative ability to pay-i.e., profitability-of these
plants. For not knowing a plant's profitability, no principle of
progressive taxation can be applied.
I did learn something from his article and from several
others in the same issue that I had not considered. The thrust of
everyone's comments was that since research findings on
maquiladoras were the product of the so-called frameworks, theo
retical perspectives or ideological commitments of the researchers,
everything was relative to the mind of the researcher. Nothing
apparently, could be said for sure as to whether maquiladoras were,
or were not, mechanisms that were leading to a long-term improve
ment in the standards of living in northern Mexico. What I realized
is that Mexico-the Mexican State, the Mexican people-cannot
afford the risk of not knowing for sure whether the policy course we
are following is the right one or not.
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Conclusion
I place the thrust of Professor Stoddard's criticism, which I
am sincerely glad to have,5 in a pattern that some social psycholo
gists refer to as denial (Baker 1986b).
Consider: "Baker erroneously links the problem of deterio
rating air quality (in El Paso) with border maquila growth". This
pattern of denial is common for regions and social classes undergo
ing loss of social, political and economic status. In the context of
GEPA social politics, it is very important for the non-manorial
White minority on the northern side of the border to make sure that,
thanks to an FTA, wages and standards of living on the southern side
of the border do not rise (Baker 1989a).
The only other interpretation, which,incidentally, I reject, is
that in the spirit of the Stoddard's rejoinder is the same well-known
policy promoted by a clique of pro—maquiladora supporters.
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Notes
1 Cited

by the author on a previous occasion (Baker 1989c).

In this connection, Pepito's reply to the question, Where
are the public housing units paid for by the hard-earned tax contri
butions of the maquiladoras?, was "Underground, as far as I can
see".
2

In a follow-up study I quantify the elements of the
burdened wage rate for maquiladora operators and come up with a
figure in the area of $8/hr. To reach this figure the reader need only
take, in $/hr. 1.00 for direct wages, 0.50 for benefits, 300% of the
sum in factory overhead costs (for a total of 6.00) plus a factor of risk
associated with infrastructure bottlenecks and administrative and
fiscal non-transparency on the Mexican side (Baker 1991c).
3

An entity thatPepitoreferstoas SecretariadeProgramacion
y Presumido.
4

Stoddard is Professor of Sociology and Anthropology at
the University of Texas, El Paso, and author of numerous valuable
contributions to border studies; e.g., (Stoddard 1987). Neverthe
less, I find in the spirit of this article the same well known attempt
by some academics and journal editors to suffocate dissent from the
pro-maquiladora orthodoxy.
5

