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I 

Introduction 

Interpretive Engagement in Morocco and Mexico 

In late August of 1989, a Spanish immigration officer observed the crush of 
Moroccans returning to Europe by ferry from Tangier at the end of their sum­
mer vacations. "Morocco is becoming to Spain what Mexico is to the United 
States," he complained (as quoted in Riding 1989). For decades, Moroccan 
migrants had pushed on through to Europe's wealthier countries, but as Spain's 
economy started to expand, Moroccans began to stay and fill the growing 
demand for cheap labor. They took the same kinds of menial jobs in Spain's 
fields, factories, restaurants, and homes that they had worked in for more than 
a generation in France, Belgium, Germany, and the Netherlands. These jobs were 
strikingly similar to the low-wage jobs, an ocean away, that Mexicans crossed 
into the United States to fill. Morocco added Spain to the list of countries to 
which it could export its unemployed youth and also, when possible, the men 
who made up the political opposition that mounted occasional but serious 
threats to Morocco's fragile monarchy. Mexico, meanwhile, continued to let 
millions of its unemployed and underemployed seep north past its border, just 
as it had for over twenty years, with its autocratic one-party government 
quietly grateful for the economic relief as the country lurched from crisis to 
crisis. 

"We're separated by water, but people still keep coming," remarked the 
same Spanish immigration officer as he surveyed the narrow Strait of Gibral­
tar. In response to increased immigration, Spain had built higher walls around 
its outposts in Morocco, Melilla, and Ceuta, and it had begun to draw on the 
arsenal of restrictive immigration policies its European counterparts had been 
honing for years. Likewise, the United States steadily tightened its own immi­
gration policy, launched increasingly virulent raids, and began erecting a fortress 
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wall in San Diego that would, for the next two decades, advance doggedly east, 
progressively girdling the belly of the continent. 

People kept coming, however. As they came, they began to transform the 
places that they had left as well as those to which they traveled. The same long­
ing that had propelled them across increasingly dangerous borders provided 
them with the motivation, political power, and resources to change the places 
they left behind. "Each year, I traveled back with a van filled with things for the 
poor," remembered a Moroccan migrant I spoke with over a decade later, in 
2000. "It never erased my memory of need, of not having shoes, of going to 
bed hungry. But I built my house and my parents' house, and this year, I am 
bringing back supplies for the clinic we opened in my village three years ago" 
(interview, Tangier, July 2000). His sentiments were echoed in the reflections a 
Mexican migrant shared with me at a border crossing halfway across the globe, 
in San Diego. "I went for three years without seeing my children; I was gone 
when my eldest sister died in childbirth. That absence still sits heavy in my 
heart," he said, "but now, there is a sign with my name on it at the entrance to 
the road that I helped pave. It connects my town to the hospital an hour away" 
(interview, San Diego, August 1999). 

This book tells the political story of how migrants from Morocco and Mex­
ico changed the communities they left, and how their initiatives, small and bold, 
would ultimately transform the nations from which they had emigrated. Ac­
counts of the ways migrants have changed their communities of origin for the 
better have become widespread; in their most celebratory versions, migrants' 
philanthropic efforts at community development offer reassuring confirmation 
that small is indeed beautiful and that economic change can occur far outside 
the reach of the state. These laudatory portrayals omit a central protagonist. 
They minimize, when not completely obscuring, the role of governments in 
shaping the impact that migrants' efforts to improve the lives of their families 
have on their communities and, more broadly, on their nation. However, the 
clinic in the mountain village in Morocco was not built nor was the road be­
tween the isolated Mexican town and the modern hospital paved without 
government support. In both cases, government policies mediated migrant in­
vestment in their communities of origin. In Morocco, government guidelines for 
medical equipment and the nursing staff the government provided turned the 
small concrete room into a working health center. In Mexico, municipal offi­
cials with maps of the potential roads in hand sought out migrants and asked 
them to raise funds for the project, with the promise that any road paved with 
migrant dollars would serve as a permanent symbol of their strong commit­
ment to their communities, despite the border that kept them far from home. 

This book rehabilitates the place of the state in the narrative about the rela­
tionship between migration and development. It argues that the impact that 
migrants had on the welfare of their communities and countries of origin grew 
directly out of their involvement with the very governments that had—discreetly 
in the case of Mexico, enthusiastically in that of Morocco—encouraged their 



Interpretive Engagement in Morocco and Mexico 3 

departure while actively neglecting the development of the areas they came 
from. 

Whether the migrants of Morocco and Mexico elbowed their way into ev­
eryday practices of governing or whether the governments of those countries 
sought out their counsel, their exchanges would rework the patterns of state 
interaction with migrants and their communities of origin. As migrants and 
state bureaucrats worked together, they came up with new ways for migrants 
to contribute to development and new ways for the state to support their ini­
tiatives. Over time, the engagement between migrants and government bureau­
crats became so dense that it began to blur the line between state and society. 
But it also grew so vital that it transformed the state in this context from a solid 
structure into a verb. From being a set of agencies and fixed policies, the state dis­
solved into fluid practices that both migrants and state actors renegotiated and 
reinterpreted as they went along. Out of the engagement between migrants 
and their states emerged policies, striking in their creativity, that tied emigra­
tion to development. Over time, these policies revolutionized the way the gov­
ernments of Morocco and Mexico perceived migration, crafted their national 
economic development plans, and reacted to migrant petitions for a greater 
political voice. 

The Paradox of Success 

At the turn of the twenty-first century, the impact of emigration on the places 
migrants left behind had begun to catch the attention of policymakers around 
the world, and the experiences of Morocco and Mexico in this domain ac­
quired salience overnight. Conversations about globalization and development 
that had formerly focused on trade, foreign direct investment, and multina­
tional production began to appraise international migration—the movement of 
people across borders—as a key determinant of local and national develop­
ment. After the terrorist attacks of September 11,2001, the increased vigilance 
of governments that strove to track formal and, especially, informal flows of 
money made remittances newly visible. It became clear that migrant remit­
tances worldwide had risen to stratospheric levels, mushrooming from an esti­
mated $11 billion in 1975 to over $150 billion in 2004—a sum already almost 
triple the amount of international development aid and one that would, in a 
couple of years, surpass even foreign direct investment (Chami et al. 2005; In­
ternational Monetary Fund 2005). For many developing countries, migrant re­
mittances emerged as an indispensable source of capital, a flow of cash that 
could literally make or break their economic fortunes. 

Over and above these infusions of hard currency, international migration 
had provided sending countries with other critical factors for economic develop­
ment. Migration had sparked knowledge and learning transfer across national 
boundaries; it had woven social networks that served as infrastructure for 
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international production and exchange, and laid the foundation for powerful 
political lobbies that influenced the policies of both the countries migrants had 
left and those they adopted as their new home. Through countless small trans­
fers of savings and innumerable social exchanges, migrants were transforming 
the places they had left in fundamental and irrevocable ways. Community by 
community, they were changing their countries, redefining nationhood itself, 
and opening new avenues for economic development. 

The sheer magnitude of migration's effect on economic development made 
it impossible to ignore, and governments of migrant-sending countries around 
the world began searching for ways to capitalize on it for economic growth. As 
they cast about for policy solutions, many looked to the experience of a hand­
ful of nations with long-standing policies that tied migration to development. 
Morocco and Mexico featured prominently as sources of "best practice" in this 
area. In 2001, they ranked as two of the top recipients of remittances in the 
world, with Mexico placing second behind India and Morocco ranking a de­
cent fourth behind the Philippines. But the impact of emigration on the na­
tional development of both countries had less to do with the volume of those 
financial flows, or the flows of ideas and networks that accompanied them, 
than with the way both governments engaged with those resources and with 
the migrants that produced them. The governments of both countries had poli­
cies to forge a relationship between the emigration of low-skilled workers and 
economic development that were effective and well established; some had been 
functioning successfully for decades. 

Morocco pioneered financial institutions and services that met the needs of 
large numbers of emigrants with no previous exposure to banking and formal 
money transfer services. The financial tools it created, administered through a 
state-controlled bank, the Banque Centrale Populaire, allowed migrants to send 
money home, to save and invest, while at the same time making remittances 
available to the government for monumental national development projects, 
ranging from dams to industrial parks. The Moroccan government also col­
laborated with migrants and their communities of origin to design better and 
cheaper systems to deliver basic infrastructure, such as roads and electricity, to 
rural areas; once supplied with services that linked them to the rest of Mo­
rocco, formerly isolated villages were brought into the national economy. The 
Moroccan government complemented these economic and structural interven­
tions with initiatives to support emigrants' participation in the cultural and 
political life of their country of origin: it established several agencies, including 
a royal foundation and a ministerial office for emigrants, which nurtured emi­
grants' sense of belonging to their homeland. 

In Mexico, after a couple of false starts, the government launched a major 
national program to encourage emigrant investment in communities of origin. 
The program matched migrant contributions to the provision of basic services, 
ranging from sewage to drug rehabilitation clinics to the beautification of village 
squares, with government monies; the program not only led to the development 
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of migrants' communities of origin but it also supported organizing efforts by 
migrants on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border. The Mexican government 
expanded and refined its consular services to make them among the most at­
tentive in the world: their offerings spanned everything from health counseling 
to legal advocacy to cultural and language programs for children. It opened 
new channels for migrants to exercise political influence in Mexico and in the 
United States: it afforded Mexicans abroad the ability to vote in Mexican elec­
tions and created a representative body for migrants so that they could help to 
shape the policies on both sides of the border that affected their lives and the 
development of their communities. 

Despite their different emphases, the policies of Morocco and Mexico shared 
two important characteristics that made them remarkable among attempts 
worldwide to link emigration and development. First, they were innovative in 
their design. They embodied groundbreaking ways of drawing the resources gen­
erated by emigrants into national economic development. In particular, both gov­
ernments' policies involved migrants, either directly or indirectly, in economic 
development planning, especially in the envisioning of new possibilities for—and 
even new definitions of—economic transformation. Second, the policies were 
dynamic. Less like tools, they were more like expressions of changing patterns of 
interaction. They improved over time as the engagement between migrants and 
government deepened; they manifested the new ways of relating that migrants 
and government bureaucrats discovered. As a result, the policies became more 
responsive to the specific and emerging needs that migrants felt as their experi­
ence of migration changed, and more attuned to the possibilities for develop­
ment that migration represented. 

Even as they evolved—or rather, because they did—Moroccan and Mexican 
policies remained consistently innovative, sometimes exceptionally so, propelling 
government into new functions, extending it into unfamiliar geographic territory, 
and enlisting aspects of migration as slippery as cultural identity for political and 
economic ends. They also proved impossible to replicate. When governments 
new to policy making in the field of migration and development mimicked Mo­
roccan and Mexican policies, the results they saw were decidedly mixed. In the 
best cases, the imitations were not as effective as they had been in their original 
settings, and on numerous occasions they turned out to be counterproductive, 
alienating emigrants and stunting economic growth, and had to be abandoned. 
Rarely tailored to the specific needs of these other economies and their emigrants, 
the borrowed templates often constrained the possibilities for positive transfor­
mation that migration could hold. 

My project was to move beyond this problematic "best practice" approach 
to policy making that migrant-sending countries seemed to be adopting as 
they eyed Moroccan and Mexican migration and development policy. Whereas 
a "best practice" approach congealed a broad, evolving, contextualized set of 
practices into a policy instrument, identified it as better than all the rest, and 
then applied that instrument indiscriminately in contexts that were very different 
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from the place where it had emerged, I wanted to understand the processes by 
which governments made sense of migration and then designed policies to 
seize on the opportunities that it offered for economic transformation. More 
pointedly, I wanted to get to the bottom of how those processes had emerged in 
Morocco and Mexico decades before the potential of migration as a catalyst 
for economic development caught the attention of other governments, schol­
ars, and development institutions. Why—and more importantly, how—were 
their governments able to perceive the changes caused by out-migration, some 
of them very subtle and diffuse, and how were they able to translate those per­
ceptions into innovative policies, often reframing their own role and mission in 
the process? 

What I found was that, paradoxically, the Moroccan and Mexican policies 
emulated as models of excellence were never designed with a view to using mi­
gration for economic development, or at least not a version of economic devel­
opment that included migrants and their communities in any meaningful way. 
Instead, they were initially devised to respond to domestic political crises. Both 
the Moroccan and Mexican governments dealt with migrants when doing so 
seemed likely to shore up their own often shaky political legitimacy. They en­
gaged with migrants on an international level in order to strengthen their do­
mestic hold on power. Furthermore, even though Morocco's and Mexico's poli­
cies fundamentally—even radically—redefined nationhood, development, and 
citizenship for both countries, the process of policy development was so itera­
tive and improvisational that neither the governments nor their migrant con­
stituencies ever predicted, much less intended, their outcomes. 

This book chronicles how these policies, used as blueprints for building 
bridges between migration and economic development in the early years of the 
twenty-first century, came to be, and argues that it was precisely the indetermi­
nacy surrounding their emergence that was the source of their originality. For 
the governments of Morocco and Mexico, the conceptual connection between 
migration and development became clear only when the policies to link them 
were already well established and being copied by other sending states. The 
question—how to link migration and development—and the answer—the pol­
icies that did so—arose in tandem. The welter of contradictory ideas and na­
scent understandings that permeated the process of policy development may 
have made it impossible for government planners, and the migrants they en­
gaged with, to see where they were going, but it was also what allowed them to 
get there. 

The Politics of Ambiguity 

Rarely are the terms "creative" and "state" used in the same phrase. The state 
has generally been portrayed as a creaking behemoth badly in need of overhaul. 
The prescriptions for reform have focused on making sure the state fulfills its 
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tasks with as little wastage as possible. Transparency, accountability, and effi­
ciency have dominated as catchphrases of the day, and efforts to refurbish dreary 
state bureaucracies have combined a free market-inspired drive to reduce the 
size of government with a bureaucrat's obsession for standardizing the proce­
dures that remain. Cultivating the ability of government to come up with new 
ways of doing things—to innovate—has almost never made it onto the reform­
ers' agenda. Instead, the handful of policies tapped as successes have been care­
fully scrutinized in order to identify why exactly they worked. An analytic 
scalpel has been taken to them, and they have been meticulously dissected to 
pinpoint exactly which elements can be replicated in other settings. How the 
new policy instruments are invented, however, has received far less analysis, 
if any. 

This tendency to overlook the process behind government innovations stems 
from an assumption that the political process by which novel ideas are em­
braced and fashioned into policy is too unpredictable to chart. Analyses of 
policy innovations characterize them as the product of random events or politi­
cal maneuvers, with causal antecedents that are impossible to model: a bureau­
crat serendipitously stumbles onto a new solution for an old problem (Tendler 
1997); under political pressure from their constituents, legislators institute a 
policy that turns out, fortuitously, to be successful, although not at addressing 
the problem it was designed to target (March 1994); a political crisis on the 
scale of a war or national fiscal default unexpectedly comes to a head and 
forces a reluctant government to consider policy suggestions that it previously 
had disregarded or actively suppressed, and even then, the approaches adopted 
are likely to have only a loose correspondence with the crisis that compelled 
their consideration (Schon 1971). 

Ever since policy analysts began debunking the notion in the 1970s that the 
state followed any sort of linear or rational model in designing policy (Schon 
1971; Cohen et al. 1972; Nakamura 1987), uncertainty and ambiguity have 
figured prominently in theories about policy development (Kingdon 1995; 
Feldman 1989). The cause of the ambiguity is the fact that there are as many 
takes on any given social problem as there are different actors, institutions, and 
political camps involved in policy making (Feldman 1989; Zahariadis 2007). 
The ensuing confusion can rarely be remedied with additional data, especially 
if those data reflect only one particular worldview. The issue is not a lack of 
information but an abundance of viewpoints. 

According to policy analysts, this ambiguity provides a platform, a wide-open 
stage, on which policymakers or social movements can push their agendas, and 
it is their political skill and the power that they accrue, rather than rational 
choice or impartial analysis, which sways the outcome. How this political pres­
sure manifests itself depends on who you ask: institutional analysts tend to 
focus on bureaucracies and social rules, such as laws and norms (Ostrom 2000; 
Powell and DiMaggio 1991); observers of coalitions and social movements 
stress the contingent relationships and identities that political actors form to 
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advance their agendas (Jansen 1991; Marsh and Smith 2000; Skocpol 1992; 
Fantasia and Voss 2004); proponents of punctuated-equilibrium theories of 
policy making, who argue that policy change occurs in brief heady bursts that 
interrupt long stretches of stasis, attend to the political factors that make gov­
ernment susceptible to lurching policy shifts (True et al. 2007). There is, how­
ever, broad consensus that shaping meaning in this ambiguous political field is 
the most potent means of applying pressure. "Decision making," concludes 
March, "may in many ways be better conceived as a meaning factory than as an 
action factory" (1997: 23). 

Yet despite the careful stratagems or social momentum behind meaning-
making tactics, the policy outcome still remains uncertain. Policies are the prod­
uct of competing efforts at political persuasion, to be sure, but they are also the 
product of a haphazard, even chaotic, collision of events and actors. Who will 
win the struggle to author policy is always far from clear. Cohen, March, and 
Olsen (1972) go so far as to call the decisions that go into policy making an 
expression of "organized anarchy" in which different ideas, problems, and solu­
tions are dumped into a proverbial "garbage can." With those different elements 
jostling around in the can, policies are the product of solutions that actors op­
portunistically attach to problems, of viewpoints that interest groups muscle 
onto platforms where they can be aired, and, more prosaically, of policymak­
ers finding work to justify their presence on the payroll. 

Confronted with so many confounding variables, policy observers of all 
stripes tend to derive the meanings used to push a given policy agenda retro­
spectively. Meanings are "read off" policies once they have already been in­
stated. But policy innovations, because they—by definition—represent a break 
from past practice, often cannot be traced backed to a well-worn set of mean­
ings in this way. Consequently, they are represented as the product of a process 
that is especially opaque and random—one that is hopelessly indecipherable. 
Narratives about policy innovation reach back only to the point in the policy 
development process where the conceptual building blocks for the new policies 
have already been clearly articulated and adopted by the relevant bureaucra­
cies, and the practices they embody have already been well rehearsed, if not 
already formalized into a policy intervention. These accounts start after the 
action is already over. 

The experiences of Morocco and Mexico suggest that we need to pay atten­
tion to the murky, unruly ambiguity that is the prologue to policy innovation. 
Both countries demonstrate that far from being an institution resistant to change, 
the state can be a remarkable site of creativity. They also show that to understand 
the state's potential for creativity and to nurture it, we need to delve into the 
messy and disorienting confusion that characterizes policy making and explore 
the processes through which state and nonstate actors make sense of the conflict­
ing, hazy, incomplete meanings that are found there. In Morocco and Mexico, 
ambiguity did not just provide the stage on which political power struggles were 
played out, where competing constituencies jockeyed to advance well-defined 
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