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“ ‘La decision de casarse con un chino . . .’: Contesting Citizenship, Race, and Gender in Mexico, 1900-1940”
Mexico’s 1886 Law of Foreignness and Nationality explicitly legislated married women’s dependent citizenship: a Mexican woman who married a foreign man became a foreigner herself.  Despite this significant legal disincentive, various Mexican women married or formed free unions with Chinese men in the early 1900s, particularly in the northern state of Sonora where the largest group of Chinese immigrants resided.  For elite women, class and status often mitigated the potentially negative effects of dependent citizenship rules that would otherwise exclude them from exercising rights afforded only to Mexican nationals.  In contrast, Mexican women who married Chinese immigrants for the most part lacked the social status and financial means to counteract their loss of Mexican nationality.  The women’s difficult situation as legal foreigners was complicated by Sonora’s out right prohibition against marriages between Mexican women and Chinese men in 1923 and the expulsion of Chinese from the state in 1931. 

Exploring women’s dependent citizenship in the context of Mexican-Chinese unions in Sonora underscores the contested and interconnected nature of citizenship, race, and gender. Naturalization as a Mexican citizen did little to ease the racial discrimination Chinese men faced while a Mexican woman’s marriage to a Chinese man both changed her citizenship and made her racial identity suspect, subjecting her to similar discrimination.  Marriage was a primary locus for contesting citizenship, race and gender in early 20th century Mexico, both for the government that tried to regulate marriage and free unions between Mexican women and Chinese men and for the individuals who resisted.

