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Mujeres en el Cruce: Mapping Family Separation/Reunification �

Introduction
There is little doubt that the migration of  women 
from Latin America has been steadily increasing 
since the �980s. In spite of  this, little is known 
about women’s migration experiences. We know, 
for example, that migration for women is becom-
ing increasingly hazardous. Recent research on 
migrant deaths in the Tucson sector since �99� 
by the Binational Migration Institute at the Uni-
versity of  Arizona� has not only determined that 
migrant deaths due to exposure have increased 
since �994 when harsher measures to enforce the 
border between the U.S. and Mexico border were 
implemented, but also that women migrants are 
2.87 times more likely to die of  exposure than 
their male counterparts (Rubio-Goldsmith, Mc-
Cormick, Martinez and Duarte 2006). Several 
high-profile cases of  sexual assault of  migrant 
women by border patrol agents have also been 
publicized since �993 (Cieslak 2000, Falcon 200�, 
Steller 200�, Urquijo-Ruiz 2004). These cases 
have been instrumental in raising more questions 
than answers about the risks migrant women face 
and how common they are. The objective of  the 
study, “Women at the Intersection: Immigration 
Enforcement and Transnational Migration on the 
U.S.-Mexico Border,” has been inspired by these 
issues. In the spring of  2006, the project began 
to systematically document migrant women’s bor-
der crossing experiences. Interviews with migrant 
women have thus provided greater understanding 
of  the nature of  the encounter between U.S. im-
migration enforcement agents and undocument-
ed female migrants2 from the time they are appre-
hended in the field to the time they are released. 
Their experiences have been contextualized with-
in broader economic and social environments 
in an effort to render as complete a portrait as 
possible of  migrant women who are temporarily 
suspended in the “intersection” of  diametrically 
opposed border processes: immigration enforce-
ment and transnational movement. 

After summaries of  the political and histori-
cal bases for the research and the research itself, 
I discuss some of  the findings. I highlight several 
narratives of  migrant women that provide in-

sight into how oppositional forces converge at 
the conceptual intersection. Towards this end, I 
focus on the tension between family separation 
and family reunification as perhaps the most sa-
lient of  the issues brought up by migrant women. 
By focusing on these two related but seemingly 
contradictory processes, a prominent feature of  
migrant mobility is fleshed out. By all accounts, 
family separation appears to be inextricable from 
its opposite, family reunification. Both separation 
and reunification can be seen as different sides 
of  the same coin: both the result of  poverty and 
the involuntary migration that can help relieve 
it. Poverty thus underlies the tension created by 
family reunification and separation. The rival ten-
sions are reconciled in what may be described as 
transnational family forms, which are the basis of  
cross-border social networks upon which migrant 
mobility systems and settlement are dependent 
(Hondagneu-Sotelo �994). However, in strength-
ening mobility systems, oppositional enforcement 
systems are duly challenged. The intensification of  
migrant mobility thus parallels the intensification 
in enforcement, resulting in greater insecurity for 
border populations. The intersection, as an analyti-
cal tool, represents a space where women wrestle 
with reconciling contradictory tendencies, and 
thus provides a window into how cultural practices 
potentially transform conventions of  state, nation, 
residence, and family.

Immigration Enforcement in the Age of  
Increased Border (In)Security
Unknown to most people, the increased policing 
of  the U.S.-Mexico border area began long before 
the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center 
on September ��, 200� (Dunn �996). While a 
concern for national security justifies to a large 
degree the military intrusion into civilian life, it 
also invites the escalation of  abuse by armed po-
licing authorities3 and civilians alike,4 leading to a 
less secure environment. The extent to which un-
documented migrant women are made vulnerable 
to the increased policing along the border has not 
been systematically researched. Critics have argued 
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that in the interest of  border security and the rapid 
hiring of  agents, standards for screening, training, 
and supervising agents may have been relaxed, 
which led to the rash of  high profile cases involv-
ing the sexual misconduct of  Border Patrol agents 
between �993-2000 (Steller 200�). More recently, 
the intensification of  anti-immigrant rhetoric dur-
ing the 2006 elections has worked to aggravate a 
climate of  fear and distrust, and greater insecurity 
for residents of  border communities. The politi-
cal climate is important for understanding how 
and why information about what rights nonciti-
zens have is subverted. Under U.S. law, migrants 
are entitled to protections regardless of  their legal 
status (Hull �993). Racist attitudes and hate mes-
sages, however, threaten the rights of  noncitizens 
(Johnson 2004), and have been known to justify, 
condone, and/or encourage the use of  harsher 
mechanisms of  control of  racialized groups, in-
cluding legal residents and citizens. Furthermore, 
the harsh treatment of  racialized groups may go 
unreported because offenses often take place out-
side public purview or lie outside the legal defi-
nitions of  misconduct (Milovanovic and Russell 
200�). Because of  these reasons, offenses against 
racialized groups go unreported because those 
victimized are members of  social groups that are 
already marginalized based on other social divi-
sions, such as gender and ethnicity. In the case of  
undocumented migrants, violations of  their rights 
remain undisclosed by the simple fact that victims 
are deported and they have little to no opportu-
nity or incentive to denounce their offenders.

Since the implementation of  the Southwest 
Border Strategy5 and the adoption of  measures 
to seal the border implemented in �993, Nogales, 
like other Arizona-Sonora border cities has expe-
rienced exponential growth in migration-related 
activities due to the “funneling” or “rechannelling” 
of  migration traffic that these measures produced 
(Cornelius 200�, Rubio-Goldsmith et. al 2007). 
Many undocumented migrants who are appre-
hended in Arizona are removed6 from the U.S. at 
the Nogales, Arizona, port of  entry. According to 
a Department of  Homeland Security website7 the 
Tucson Border Patrol sector, which includes No-

gales, led all other sectors with 439,090 apprehen-
sions in 2005. The Tucson sector was three times 
busier than the second busiest Border Patrol sec-
tor, Yuma, which is adjacent to the Tucson sector. 
The process of  removal varies. Some migrants are 
removed from the U.S. without appearing before a 
judge, which is known as voluntary departure. Ari-
zona also had the most voluntary departures when 
all field offices were considered, a total of  395,597 
out of  a total 887,115 reported by all field offices 
for 2003. Others are deported after an immigration 
court hearing and/or after having served time in 
any of  Arizona’s immigration detention centers. 
Of  those migrants who are removed or deported, 
it is estimated that over one third reenter the U.S. 
without authorization.8 Undocumented migrants 
who re-enter the U.S. without authorization and are 
re-apprehended are charged with illegal entry after 
removal, and depending on the number of  times 
they have been charged with this violation, serve 
progressively longer prison terms in Arizona’s 
immigration detention centers (Alvarado 2004). 
The high recidivism attests to the economic im-
peratives that outweigh the risk of  serving longer 
prison terms if  re-apprehended. In Arizona, about 
3�,000 individuals—the vast majority of  whom are 
Mexican nationals—were imprisoned in 2004, and 
the number is growing (Abramsky 2004).

The Research
The present research was conducted at a migrant 
shelter, Albergue San Juan Bosco, in Nogales, So-
nora, Mexico. Nogales, Sonora, a Mexican border 
city 55 miles south of  Tucson, Arizona, lies with-
in the funnel, or channel created by the South-
west Border Strategy. Like many other border cit-
ies along the Arizona-Sonora border, Nogales is 
experiencing rapid growth due to the high influx 
of  migrants, 48% of  whom are women (Monte-
verde García 2004).9 Many studies suggest that 
gendered migration patterns, those in which the 
movement of  unaccompanied men is followed by 
that of  wives and other family members, are un-
dergoing change (Cerruti and Massey 200�, Do-
nato �993). These studies suggest that more recent 
female migration patterns are less likely to follow 
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a “stages” approach to migration, where women 
migrate after the initial stage that begins with their 
husband’s migration, and more and more resem-
ble patterns established by their unaccompanied 
male counterparts (Hondagneu-Sotelo �994). For 
example, the growing research on domestics, one 
of  the fastest growing labor sectors and one that 
undocumented women are most likely to engage 
in, shows that more Latina women are leaving 
their own children behind to take care of  the 
families of  others in the U.S. (Hondagneu-Sotelo 
2002, Ibarra 2003). In addition, similar to their 
male counterparts, once women begin migrating, 
it is virtually assured that they will migrate again 
(Donato �994). The increase in the migration of  
women without spouses and family and the cycli-
cal nature of  migration also increases the chance 
that they will experience multiple apprehensions 
and detentions and also the chances that they will 
be victims of  violence (Monteverde García 2004). 
I would add that without systematic documenta-
tion of  what occurs at the intersection of  two 
powerful but contrary processes, border enforce-
ment and mobility, such policies may very well 
be institutionalizing and normalizing a system of  
victimization (often violent) that jeopardizes the 
welfare of  all actors. 

Methods
Like other migrant shelters that have sprouted 
along the U.S. Mexico line, Albergue San Juan 
Bosco is dedicated to the aid of  repatriated mi-
grants who, upon their release from the custody 
of  U.S. immigration enforcement authorities, find 
themselves without shelter or a support system 
in the area. Unlike the other two shelters in No-
gales, Albergue San Juan Bosco is a non-govern-
mental organization and depends almost entirely 
on local volunteers. It accommodates both male 
and female migrants.�0 Guests at the shelter typi-
cally stay only one to two days before either at-
tempting to re-enter the U.S. or to return to their 
communities of  origin. Because of  this, a Rapid 
Appraisal (RA) method was chosen for the re-
search. RA emerged initially from development 
research (Carruthers and Chambers �98�), but 

it has increasingly been used in the development 
and assessment of  public health interventions.�� 
Consistent with RA methods, a topic guide was 
used to interview migrant women who arrived at 
the shelter and to document more fully the vari-
ous systems that facilitate and encourage migra-
tion: social networks, transnational family forms, 
employer/employee relationships, and the or-
ganization of  the unauthorized crossing of  the 
U.S.-Mexico border. The topic guide was also de-
signed to investigate the enforcement system and 
in particular, the movement of  women migrants 
as it butts up against immigration enforcement 
systems, how this experience affects them, and 
how it influences their decisions to either cross 
again or return to their communities of  origin. In 
this way, the decision to migrate and the migra-
tion experience is situated within broader social 
and economic contexts.

Between February 2006 to February 2007, I 
interviewed 70 women at the shelter. The shelter 
managers, volunteers, as well as migrants allowed 
me to gather data through in-depth interviews, (the 
majority of  which were tape recorded), informal 
conversations, and other shared activities such 
eating or assisting with shelter tasks. Interviewing 
subjects was challenging due to the limited time 
that I had to solicit their voluntary cooperation 
and establish a measure of  trust. The shelter opens 
its doors at 7:00 PM every evening and during a 
span of  about three hours, migrants register, eat, 
wash, and bed down for the night. Respondents 
rarely stayed beyond one night. A few respondents 
were reluctant to be tape-recorded in which cases 
I wrote notes during the interviews and attempted 
to capture as many quotes as possible. Beginning 
in September of  2006, I visited the shelter every 
two weeks, which provided for the systematic 
quality of  data collection which was a goal of  
the research. With more visits to the shelter, I fell 
into the shelter’s rhythm, and gained rapport with 
the managers and volunteers. I believed this was 
helpful in projecting myself  as trust-worthy (de 
confianza) among shelter guests. Being of  Mexican 
heritage, while not a guarantee that I was a person 
to be trusted, helped in that all of  my interactions 
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and interviews were in Spanish. Spanish is my 
maternal tongue. I learned it from my mother 
who at the age of  �9 immigrated from Mexico 
when she married my father. I learned English 
when I enrolled in school at the age of  five, but 
Spanish continued to be my household language 
throughout my life. 

Although perceived policy needs were built 
into the research design, the research also ad-
opted a postmodern view of  women’s narratives. 
These small narratives, or testimonios, that explain 
practices and local events contrast with large-scale 
or universal explanations of  social phenomena, 
or grand narratives. Small narratives are key to 
demonstrating the effects of  totalizing social 
constructs, such as nation or culture. Postmodern 
scholars (Lyotard �984) argue that grand narratives 
mask the contradictions inherent in existent social 
orders and view opposition as disorder or prob-
lematic. By contrast, small narratives unmask the 
contradictions swept over by the grand narratives 
and make transformation possible. Discovering 
oppositional thinking is seen as key to challenging 
the existing order and to destabilizing the grasp 
of  oppressive systems. In this way, small narra-
tives hold transformative power. The challenge 
for postmodern scholars is therefore to discover 
forms of  individualized knowledge and in this way 
aid in the “deconstruction” of  the rationales that 
support authoritative (and most often masculinist) 
structures and systems. Through deconstruction, 
then, the dominant forces in articulating ideas that 
maintain totalizing constructs are countered, and 
potentially become transformed. Research thus 
begins where those structures have failed to reach 
(Handler �992), and in this case, on the fringes of  
both the U.S. and Mexico. 

Mapping out Family Separation/Family 
Reunification
Cunningham and Heyman (2004) argue that na-
tional borders are particularly well suited for em-
pirically examining two salient but diametrically 
opposed processes: enclosure and movement. 
The process of  enclosure is better understood 
by the challenges that impede its implementa-

tion. Conversely, mobilities (e.g., of  people, jobs, 
goods, information) are better understood in the 
context of  the barriers restrict it. I have reworked 
this framework to help me focus on the intersec-
tion of  two processes (Figure �): the enforcement 
mechanisms that embody the “enclosure” of  the 
U.S. (for example, border patrol, barriers, polic-
ing, surveillance), and transnational movements 
of  people, jobs, goods, information. This ap-
proach also follows Hannerz’ (�998) suggestion 
for organizing transnational research. Instead of  
the conventional community study of  migrants at 
the end or beginning of  their migration journey, 
migrants are viewed as somewhere in between 
two points: temporarily suspended in an inter-
stitial space represented by the “O” in Figure �, 
where systems that regulate or impede mobility 
intersect with transnational movements. 

Interviews with women at the Albergue San 
Juan Bosco advance our understanding of  the in-
tersection as a place where opposite processes con-
verge, not only theoretically but in concrete terms 
as well.  The most frequent issue that has emerged 
from the interviews is the tension created by family 
separation and family reunification. The analysis of  
this tension begins by noting that for decades, the 
notion of  “family reunification” has been central 
to determining quotas under U.S. immigration poli-
cies. Quotas for different sending countries have 
reflected the value of  family reunification in that 
immigration laws have accommodated the desire 
of  residents to be reunited with nonresident family 
members. These immigration laws thus reflect the 
values a society holds. Consistent with these laws 
is the protocol adopted by agreement in 2004 be-
tween the U.S. Border Patrol and Mexico’s Instituto 
Nacional de Migración (INM), “Procedures for the 
Safe and Orderly Removal of  Mexican Nationals.” 
This agreement also specifies that officials will take 
measures to ensure that families who are arrested 
and later deported remain together. Therefore, if  
we follow the logic that underlies the implementa-
tion of  immigration laws and policies in the past 
and recognize “family reunification” as a power-
ful and inalienable human right, then we might 
conceive of  it and its antithesis, “family separa-



Mujeres en el Cruce: Mapping Family Separation/Reunification 5

tion” as an inherent concern. Indeed, both are 
part and parcel of  powerful mobility systems that 
are revealed at the intersection and can be used to 
more fully understand the entrenched relationship 
between mobility and enforcement. The transfor-
mative quality that migrant women impart on the 
intersection consists of  challenging the distinction 
between these binary opposites where the force 
by which one is implemented (e.g. enforcement) 
is contingent on the force of  its opposite (mobil-
ity). In other words, by increasing enforcement, 
the tension between family separation and family 
reunification intensifies, strengthening transna-
tional family forms, resulting in greater challenges 
to enforcement due to the increased facilitation 
of  movement by individuals striving to become 
reunited with family members.

 Women Migrating to Join their Husbands
Recent studies have suggested that gendered mi-
gration patterns, those in which the movement 
of  unaccompanied men is generally followed by 
that of  their wives and family members, are un-
dergoing change (Cerruti and Massey 200�, Do-
nato 1993, Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994). The find-
ings of  the present research bear this out. Of  the 
40 women interviewed between September and 
December 2006, only three reflected a more tra-
ditional migration pattern where women’s migra-
tion is motivated by the need or desire to join their 

husbands. In fact, almost all women who had chil-
dren considered themselves mothers made single 
by the abandonment of  their partners. However, 
even for those few whose motives for migrat-
ing to the U.S. were to join their husbands, their 
stories revealed more complex realities. First, it 
is important to note that most if  not all women 
who migrate to be reunited with their husbands 
most often leave other family members behind, 
including children. Thus, as women embark on 
the journey to spousal reunification, they are si-
multaneously being separated from other family 
members by migrating. Thus, family reunification 
and family separation can be a simultaneous ex-
perience. The case of  Azucena illustrates the in-
terplay of  these two processes.

Azucena�2

Azucena (25) was present at the shelter when I 
arrived on March 3, 2006. She set off  from her 
hometown of  Zinápecuaro, Guanajuato, with 
a friend from her community who was also en 
route to join her husband in the U.S. Others ac-
companied the two women, including Azucena’s 
uncle, an aunt (his sister), another friend (Jorge), 
and Azucena’s mother-in-law. They were all part 
of  the larger group of  about 60 migrants who 
were apprehended by the Border Patrol the night 
before I met them at the shelter. Azucena had 
hoped to reach Modesto, California, where her 
husband worked. This was Azucena’s second trip 
to the U.S. On the first trip north, she had not 
encountered any problems. 

This time, however, was different. The en-
counter with immigration enforcement authori-
ties began shortly after they were detected and 
detained by a helicopter that flew down low over 
their heads and began shining a light on the group. 
It was night and they were in a grassy area. As the 
helicopter approached, their guide shouted for 
everyone to lay flat and to pull the grasses over 
themselves and to cover their faces to prevent 
reflection from the light of  the helicopter. This 
advice had been difficult if  not impossible to 
follow. The helicopter was over head too quickly, 
shining the light, blowing debris, and instructing 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
Horizontal and Vertical Processes

C = Context: The U.S.-Mexico border region
E = Enclosure: The immigration enforcement system
M = Mobility system(s)
O = Outcome: The intersection of  competing processes
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them in Spanish over a loud-speaker to come out 
from hiding. When the helicopter flew over their 
heads, they had the sensation that it was so close 
that it would hit them. The sound was also so loud 
that it filled them with fear.  

When the helicopter descended upon the 
group, there had been panic. Everyone scattered. 
According to Azucena, the children traveling with 
the group scattered and were not found. The uncle 
of  these children had disappeared into the night 
in an obvious attempt to keep the children from 
getting lost when the group scattered. When border 
patrol agents in vehicles and on horseback arrived 
on the scene minutes after the helicopter de-
scended on the group, the mother of  the children, 
worried about her missing children, notified them 
that her children had scattered into the desert and 
asked them for help. The border patrol searched 
the immediate area and did not find anyone. No 
one knew if  the children were eventually found. 
In addition, Azucena’s mother-in-law had tripped 
in the dark during the scramble and been injured.  
She had possibly sustained a sprain or fracture and 
the Border Patrol had her transported to a hospital. 
At the time of  the interview, no one knew of  her 
condition or whereabouts.  

During the detention phase, Azucena had be-
come separated from her friend from Zinápecuaro. 
As she watched the border patrol agents work, she 
could not discern any logic to the order by which 
detainees were processed. For example, she had an 
idea of  where her file was relative to the stack of  
files that were accumulating on the agent’s desk. 
Yet, she did not see any effort to process the files 
of  those who had been detained earlier relative to 
those who had been processed later. She saw the 
agents many times not doing any work, but rather 
just sitting around talking or eating. At one time, 
one of  the women in the cell protested because 
they released her companion and not her. She rea-
soned that since they had been arrested together, 
they should be released together. Because she 
complained, the agent yelled at her and threatened 
to take longer to process her release. Another agent 
scolded him for yelling at the woman. Azucena did 
not want her own release delayed so she did not 

protest even through she felt the same anxiety as 
the other woman upon being separated from her 
companion.  

In retrospect, Azucena thought that by provok-
ing this anxiety over separation, the border patrol 
was relating a clear message: “a esto se atienen al 
cruzar” [this is what is in store for you by crossing]. 
What’s more, she had already learned that not only 
are companions released at different times, but they 
are dropped off  at different locations along the 
line.�3 This makes it even more difficult for com-
panions to find each other after their release. After 
their release and before arriving at the shelter that 
night, Azucena and her friend, Jorge, had spent the 
better part of  that day looking for her mother-in-
law and her girl friend. They had gone to the bus 
terminal when someone told them that many re-
patriated migrants—many of  them injured—took 
shelter there at night. They found the bus station, 
but did not find their companions.  

When asked if  she would try again and enter 
the U.S., Azucena said yes. She was uncertain as to 
when because she was still looking for her mother-
in-law.  However, her husband was waiting for her 
and she had not been able to communicate to him 
her delay. She insisted that she was not afraid: “Yo 
no tengo miedo.” She then related critically how afraid 
her friend had been, recalling her crying on the bus 
ride north from Zinápecuaro. Then there was her 
uncontrolled crying on the trip to the detention 
center. She said that by then, she was tired of  her 
friend’s lack of  courage.  

This experience thus illustrates that family re-
unification is not a simple matter but is complicated 
by simultaneous family separation events. It also 
supports research indicating that that once women 
undertake migrating, they may migrate multiple 
times between U.S. and native communities. The 
nature of  the cyclical movement of  women is still 
under-researched as is the number of  repatriations 
women will tolerate before succeeding or deciding 
to return to their home community. The length 
of  the stay in the intersection of  movement and 
enforcement also appears to be a function of  the 
complications secondary to the delays caused by 
family separation and the time needed for family 
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members to try to relocate their traveling compan-
ions that have become separated. If  successful, a 
migrant woman’s reunification may in fact create 
separations of  other kinds, such as Azucena’s 
separation from her parents and children. The 
following narrative illustrates how the process by 
which separation and reunification converge may 
be multigenerational in scope. 

Women Migrating to Join their Parents
Rosita
Rosita (age �8) is one of  several women inter-
viewed who were migrating to join parents in the 
U.S. who left them when they were small. She, 
her husband and her child were at the shelter the 
night of  February 24, 2006, after being deported. 
Rosita’s mother and father left their children in 
Paracho, Michoacan, about �0 years ago when 
they migrated to the U.S. At that time, Rosita was 
nine and the oldest of  four children. The children 
were left with Rosita’s grandmother and aunts 
and Rosita helped raise her younger siblings, the 
youngest of  whom was a little over one year-old 
at the time. Over the years, Rosita’s parents had 
arranged for the children to journey to the U.S., 
one at a time, to be reunited with them. This pro-
cess illustrates a “stage’ approach to migration in 
which the initial migration of  men is followed lat-
er by their wives and children (Hondagneu-Sotelo 
�994). Rosita was the last of  the siblings to make 
the journey. At �8, she was now married and had 
an infant child of  her own, which complicated 
the journey north.  

In the last few months, Rosita’s father had 
called her and her husband, urging them to make 
the journey to Oregon because there was much 
work there. Rosita’s father worked in the agricul-
tural sector, routinely working the potato harvest.  
Rosita’s husband also had two sisters in the U.S. 
who decided to go to Oregon where his father-in-
law assured them he would find a job. The couple’s 
decision to follow her parents to the U.S. was 
based on economic need. She stated: “A veces ni de 
comer teníamos” [At times we did not have anything 
to eat]. Rosita’s father borrowed the money and 
arranged for the coyote to help them make the 

journey. Because he was a friend of  the family, 
they were only charged $�,�00�4 and because she 
would be bringing her baby, he agreed to arrange 
for the shortest route possible. They had managed 
to cross into the U.S. without being apprehended 
and had been hiding in a safe house waiting for 
their ride to Oregon when they were discovered 
by a policeman. Rosita thought that they had been 
discovered when another coyote, who had placed 
his group of  migrants in a room across the hall, 
had been followed by the police back to the safe 
house. The coyote had apparently attracted atten-
tion of  the officer who saw him enter a nearby 
bank covered with dust. The official followed 
the coyote back to the safe house and when he 
stopped by the door to the room where Rosita’s 
group were harbored, the police apprehended him 
then proceeded to arrest the group hiding in the 
room. The police had assumed that Rosita’s group 
belonged to the apprehended coyote and did not 
arrest the other migrants who were across the hall. 
The police turned the group of  migrants over to 
the Border Patrol. Rosita was unsure where they 
were at the time of  the arrest but thought that 
they may have been somewhere in the vicinity of  
Phoenix, Arizona.  

Rosita’s reunification with her father and 
mother was thus indefinitely postponed. In another 
example of  family separation that occurs in the 
intersection, Rosita told of  how during their trip to 
Nogales for deportation, she said that there were 
two young girls on the Department of  Homeland 
Security bus who could not stop crying because 
they did not know what had happened to their 
parents after their coyote separated them from the 
others. For Rosita, the trauma of  her fellow pas-
sengers roused a fear of  being separated from her 
child, which in part convinced her not to reattempt 
the journey. Her mother-in-law had offered to 
keep the baby but Rosita had refused. She said that 
many others have left their “chiquitos” behind, but 
she could not bring herself  to be separated from 
her little one. Rosita’s story further illustrates how 
separation/reunification may take years to play out. 
Her parents had long ago left her and her siblings 
to go to the U.S., but she herself  could not bear to 
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do the same with her own child. Although Rosita 
was only �8 at the time, the following narrative 
shows that the issue of  family separation/reunifi-
cation may take years to run its course. Tomasa’s 
case below shows that for many, reunification of  
parent and child may in fact never be achieved. 

Tomasa
Tomasa is a 50-year-old mother of  two grown 
children: a daughter who is married to a U.S. citi-
zen and a son who lives in Cuernavaca. She arrived 
at the shelter after being dropped off  by Grupo 
Beta.�5 She had sustained an injury while climbing 
and falling off  the chain-link fence that separates 
Nogales, Arizona, from Nogales, Sonora, in an at-
tempt to enter the U.S. without documentation. 
She was brought into the shelter with the help of  
a Grupo Beta official and several migrants who 
were at the shelter. She was in acute pain and ex-
periencing considerable emotional distress. The 
men and I helped her get comfortable on one of  
the beds, I brought her some water and tried to 
make her more comfortable by elevating her legs 
with pillows, and she proceeded to explained to 
me what happened.

Tomasa and two other women, one of  whom 
was from El Salvador, attempted to enter the U.S. 
by climbing the chain-link fence that divides No-
gales, Sonora, from Nogales, Arizona. She slid off  
the fence on the U.S. side, slashing her right ring 
finger and fracturing her left lower leg in the pro-
cess. When she fell and could not get up, the other 
two women hid to avoid detection and to make sure 
that she would be picked up by a patrolling agent. 
Tomasa waved as a border patrol vehicle drove by 
and they stopped to help her. They also spotted the 
other two women who were watching behind some 
rocks and arrested them. The agents proceeded to 
call the ambulance and Tomasa was transported to 
the Nogales hospital for treatment. 

At the hospital, Tomasa’s leg was x-rayed, ban-
daged, and she was released. The hospital called the 
Mexican Consulate’s office and they came to the 
hospital to interview her. She had no other injuries 
so the consulate also facilitated a call to Tomasa’s 
son in Cuernavaca, who immediately assured her 

that he would take the soonest flight out and be 
there by the next morning to take her home. Back 
home in Cuernavaca she had a small liquor store 
(un deposito de cerveza). However, her application for 
a visa to visit her daughter in the U.S. and to see 
her father, who was on his death bed, had been 
denied. The physical pain thus seemed to meld 
together with the emotional pain of  not seeing her 
father before his passing. She had been denied a 
visa because she did not have the required assets, 
specifically, money in the bank. Her daughter had 
then agreed to pay a neighbor from Cuernavaca 
$2,500 to take her mother to the U.S. The coyote 
would not get any money and she promised her 
mother that she would set up a savings account in 
her name so that next time she would qualify for 
a visa. However, it looked like for the meantime, 
Tomasa would have to wait and perhaps be con-
tent with visiting her father’s grave sometime in 
the future.

In contrast with the above cases that illus-
trate women’s foiled attempts to be reunited with 
husbands and parents, other cases illustrate how 
women not intending to be reunited with family 
members encounter forces that separate them 
from family just the same. The cases that follow 
exemplify those situations in which women migrate 
on their own to work and represent a break in con-
ventional migration patterns based on the primacy 
of  male mobility. Also, because many women travel 
with other women, usually other relatives, it may be 
fair to assume that the pain of  family separation is 
disproportionately born by women. 

The Intersection as a Place of  Family Separation 
Araceli and Yudi Dalia
Araceli (�8) and Yudi Dalia (�8) were cousins on 
their way to the U.S. with Araceli’s aunt, Esper-
anza (42) and Araceli’s mother, who is sister to 
Esperanza but was not present when I met them 
at the shelter on October 26, 2006. All four wom-
en had been apprehended by the Border Patrol 
but had not been released at the same time. They 
feared that because her mother had been appre-
hended on a prior occasion, she would be serving 
additional detention time before being released. 
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They hoped that she would show up at the shel-
ter soon. The four women had come from the 
state of  Guerrero, and like the majority of  the 
women who come through the shelter, they had 
left a community that was primarily agricultur-
ally-based. Also consistent with other complaints 
about the poor agricultural economies in Mexico, 
they stated that the reason for their migration was 
that there was just not enough work for everyone. 
The work there was seasonal, “por temporada,” and 
poorly paid. When asked what people do during 
the time there is no work, they responded with 
the following:

Esperanza: Mucha gente pues, se muere de hambre. 
No hay nada. No tienen dinero. Allá mucho niño anda 
descalso,… [Many people, well, they die of  hunger. 
There is nothing. They have no money. Over 
there, many children go barefoot.]

Yudi Dalia: “Muchos no van a la escuela.” [Many do 
not go to school]

Araceli: “Y aunque uno quiere trabajar, no hay trabajo.” 
[Even if  one wants to work, there is no work]

Esperanza: “Siembra maíz pero no alcanza. Está muy 
barato el maíz. Lo venden por la necesidad que tienen, y 
luego se acaba  y allí se quedan. [One plants corn, but 
it is not enough. The corn is too cheap. They sell 
it because they need to, but then it is gone, and 
they are left (with nothing).]

Consistent also with other accounts of  ag-
ricultural economies in Mexico, mostly men are 
engaged in the back-breaking work in the fields. 
There are virtually no economic opportunities for 
women. The only work that is available to them is 
work at home, which is unpaid or poorly paid. For 
instance, women with families and husbands are 
responsible for preparing meals for their family’s 
consumption. For women with husbands, this work 
includes taking meals twice a day to their husbands 
who work in the fields. At times, all families have to 
eat is tortillas and nothing else. Some women may 
make tortillas to sell to the men in the fields who 
do not have women to do it for them. For women 
who do not have husbands, such as Esperanza, 
there may be other jobs such as taking in laundry, 
which pays very little.  There is virtually no other 

industry where they come from, no retail shops, no 
maquiladoras, or domestic service industries such 
as those provided by hotels and tourism. Before 
coming north, Araceli had begun to take courses in 
English until forced to help out her family. She had 
been in her first semester in a two-year program. 
She is the third oldest of  seven siblings. Her father 
was unable to work.  He had suffered two gun shot 
wounds, in his eye and in his leg. He had refused 
to tell his family why he had been shot for fear 
that any information divulged might jeopardize 
his family’s safety. It was because he was unable 
to work that Araceli took on the responsibility of  
coming north in search of  employment.  She was 
on her way to Florida to join other relatives when 
she was apprehended. For this reason, she said, 
women have increasingly left their community to 
search for work in the U.S.  Now, they suffered 
here, as well as over there: “No hay trabajo allá…y 
ahora estamos sufriendo aquí.” [There is no where 
there, so now we suffer here.]

Now, they were in the process of  calling family 
members so that they could borrow money so that 
they could return home. 

Esperanza noted: Ahora queremos llamar a nuestra 
casa, (nuestra) familia para que consigan prestadodinero, 
pues, para que nos manden para regresar porque aquí, 
pues ya no. [Now that we want to call our homes, 
(our) family so that they can find a money lender, 
well, so that they can send it to us so that we can 
return, because here—well, no more.

Although Esperanza and Yudi Dalia no lon-
ger wanted to try and cross, they agreed that they 
would wait a few days to see if  Araceli’s mother 
would find her way to the shelter. Araceli was 
determined to wait for her, and to attempt again 
to cross, but Yudi Dalia and Esperanza would go 
back to their home communities just as soon as 
they could, that is, after making sure that Araceli 
would not be left alone.

Esperanza: “Vamos a esperar a ella (Araceli’s mother) 
que llegue, entonces platicamos y si ella se quiere quedar con 
su hija que se quede, pero yo me voy ya.  Pero necesito que-
darme porque ella (Araceli)  no se puede quedar sola. 
[Esperanza: “We will wait for her (Araceli’s moth-
er) to arrive, then we will talk and if  she wants 



MASRC Working Paper Series�0

to stay with her daughter, let her stay, but I will 
go now. But I need to stay because she (Araceli) 
cannot stay by herself.”]

Thus, the separation of  these women, previously 
united through family ties and mutual suffering, 
seemed inevitable although contingent on Araceli 
being reunited with her mother. Like Azucena’s 
case illustrates, the intersection is full of  uncer-
tainty and chaos, as family members become 
separated, temporary suspended in time as they 
relocate each other and then perhaps decide what 
their next step will be. The case study illustrates 
again how women not necessarily intending to 
be reunited with husbands encounter forces that 
separate them from families and how their sus-
pension in the intersection can be prolonged due 
to family separation.  

Betita and Irma
The experiences of  Betita and Irma illustrate 
how the implementation of  a recent law signed 
by Arizona Governor Janet Napolitano in March 
of  2005 may have an adverse affect on migrant 
women who, because of  the dangers involved 
in crossing the desert on foot, might elect to 
travel by car to reach their intended destinations. 
The bill signed into law on March �4, 2005, HB 
2539 “Human Trafficking Violations,” or com-
monly known as the “anti-coyote law,” defines 
and prescribes penalties for unlawfully obtain-
ing the labor or services of  a person for the hu-
man smuggling, sex trafficking, or trafficking of  
persons for forced labor or services. The law is a 
measure intended to deter the activities of  “coy-
otes,” individuals who broker the entry and often 
also the transport of  undocumented migrants 
into and through the U.S. Since March of  2005, 
however, the law has also been applied broadly to 
any individual arrested in connection with the ad-
vancement of  the movement into the U.S. of  un-
documented immigrants. Drivers of  vehicles, for 
example, have been common targets of  this law 
even though drivers are rarely, if  ever, the coy-
ote. In addition, in efforts to convict individuals 
charged with violations of  laws regulating immi-
gration, arrested migrants are commonly detained 
by U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

(ICE) so that they can serve as material witnesses. 
This appears to be the context for Betita and Ir-
ma’s experience. 

The two women, Betita and Irma, arrived at 
the shelter on November 2, 2006. They and their 
children entered the U.S. on or around September 
30, 2006 near the Sasabe, Arizona, port of  entry 
west of  Nogales. Although both of  the women 
were from Veracruz, they did not know each other 
before their apprehension and detention experi-
ence. When I met them late on the evening of  
November 2, they had just been released from a 
detention center in Arizona where they had been 
held for 28 days. They had been detained to serve 
as material witnesses in the legal case against an-
other woman, whom they did not know, but who 
was suspected by authorities of  being a coyote. The 
women did not know the details of  the information 
that the officials had about this suspect. 

Betita and Irma stated that the economic situa-
tion in Veracruz was not good. In Veracruz, up un-
til February, there was a coffee harvesting season, 
and at other times, they harvest oranges. Because 
the economic situation is dire, people look for 
work in the U.S. Betita: “Hay temporadas que no hay 
ni pa’ las tortillas, ..la gente se va a chambear a otro lado, 
y por eso es que se busca al otro ladoí”  [There are times 
when there isn’t enough even for tortillas…people 
then go to work on the other side]: They stated 
that sometimes they earned too little to support 
themselves and had little time to spend with their 
children because they worked long hours. It was 
for this reason they attempted to cross into the U.S.  
Irma said she had a friend in Phoenix who told her 
she could work here and make enough money to 
support her children. 

The family separation experience of  the two 
women was particularly traumatic in that it involved 
the separation from their children while they were 
in detention. Betita was accompanied by her little 
girl, and Irma was with her four children. They had 
walked across the border at Sasabe, Arizona, and 
after �5 minutes they were picked up by the car 
that was taking them to Phoenix. After about five 
minutes of  being on the road, they were stopped 
by a border patrol agent. 
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They stated that while in detention, they asked 
for food and milk for their children but received 
nothing. They complained that the temperature 
in the cell was very cold, and that their children 
shivered. They suffered together for two days until 
officers came and took their children away. They 
were at first grateful, thinking that their children 
would no longer suffer in the cold cell.

Dos días tuvimos con nuestros niños y un día solas, ya 
despues nos llevaron a nuestros hijos, ya al menos estaban 
calientitos. [We were two days with our children and 
one day by ourselves and afterwards, they took our 
children but at least they were warm.]

When the women had been separated from 
their children they learned that their release was 
delayed. They learned that a trial would be held to 
convict a woman suspected of  human smuggling. 
They were told they were being held to serve as wit-
nesses not against the driver, but against a woman 
that the driver had testified against. Immigration 
enforcement officers told the women that their 
children would be placed in homes because the 
trial would not take place for another 20 days. The 
women were dismayed. At this news Betita, was so 
upset that she could not eat. She got sick and ended 
up at the infirmary. Irma said that she could not 
stop crying. A woman in the cell with them tried 
to console them. Soon, they were transferred to 
another detention center. There they thought they 
were hearing their children cry. They thought they 
were hallucinating.  

Irma protested to the officers that they could 
not take her children away from her because they 
were Mexicanos and did not have the authority. She 
asked another woman who was being released to 
contact the Mexican consulate about their situation. 
Soon after, the Mexican Consulate’s office arrived 
and made arrangements to find the women’s fami-
lies in Veracruz and arranged to have the children 
transferred to Irma’s mother and Betita’s father. 
Irma was relieved that the consulate was able to 
place her children with her mother. She was later 
able to contact one of  her children with a calling 
card that the consulate’s office provided. Although 
Betita was also consoled, she remained worried for 

her children because her father was so poor. Their 
poverty was the reason that she had left.  

Throughout the ordeal, the women were ques-
tioned by U.S. authorities. The women described 
the driver of  the car as a young Anglo male who 
looked to be about �8. According to the women, 
the immigration officer told them they were going 
to release the driver because he was supposedly a 
minor but that they wanted to convict the woman 
who he had identified as the smuggler. The women 
said they felt they were being forced to confess to 
something they knew nothing about.  They told the 
officers they could only attest to what they knew 
and that they could only identify the driver of  the 
car and no one else: 

…¿ [C]omo quiere que nosotros le digamos la 
verdad si le estamos diciendo la verdad?...“¡[N]o 
conocemos a la señora, no la conocemos!… 
¡Señor, no podemos engañarlo…al que sí con-
ocíamos era al muchacho que nos trajo al que 
tampoco conocíamos, era al gringo, al muchacho 
que iba manejando!”  […[H]ow does he want us 
to tell him the truth if  we are already telling the 
truth?... “[W]e do not know the woman, we do 
not know her!… Señor, we cannot lie to you…who 
we know was the boy who brought us, we really 
did not know before, the gringo, the boy who was 
driving!…”

Their traumatic experience of  being separated 
from their children was aggravated by their physi-
cal treatment while in detention. Irma stated that 
their hands and feet were tied up with chains. She 
says the immigration enforcement officers did not 
care that the chains were too tight.  They were tied 
up with chains around their hands, waist and feet. 
They pleaded to be released and the officer told 
them that they deserved it for trying to come to 
this country illegally. The officer also insisted that 
they help to prosecute the woman suspected of  
smuggling adding that she needed to be put in jail 
because she was a drug addict and criminal. The 
officer persisted so much that the women felt they 
were being coerced not necessarily to say the truth 
but to say what he wanted to hear. He wanted them 
to say that they knew the woman, but the two 
women maintained that they were already saying 
the truth: they did not know the woman. The of-
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ficer kept insisting that they confess that they knew 
the woman. He threatened them by saying that if  
they did not tell the truth, they would take their 
children away. The women cried out of  frustration 
but the officers kept pressuring them. Finally, and 
suddenly, they were released.  They did not have 
the opportunity to serve as witnesses and did not 
know what had happened.  All they knew was that 
they were released and would be repatriated. This 
last case study illustrates again how women not 
necessarily intending to be reunited with husbands 
encounter forces that separate them from families 
just the same and how their prolonged suspension 
in the intersection resulted in family separation.  

The case of  these two women may represent an 
attempt by the State of  Arizona to implement its Hu-
man Smuggling law. However, their description of  the 
events that led to their arrest suggests that individual 
drivers are contracted by smugglers to transport mi-
grants. By contracting out the actual transportation 
of  migrants to into the U.S., actual human smugglers 
avoid arrest. Women traveling with small children are 
more likely candidates to enter into the U.S. in vehicles 
because they may be attempting to avoid the more 
dangerous walk through the desert. Because of  this, 
it may be that they will suffer the trauma of  traumatic 
family separation at a disproportionately higher rate 
than men as they enter the intersection. 

The Intersection as Space of  Convergence of  
Oppositional Forces
The intersection, as a conceptual tool, provides 
a view of  how migrant women come to be situ-
ated amid oppositional forces, enforcement and 
mobility. The intersection captures broader politi-
cal articulations by which cultures and economies 
are organized and reworked. From a political 
economy perspective, the enforcement process 
demonstrates how the intersection is instrumen-
tal in selecting a highly mobile and atomized class 
of  workers who can quickly be absorbed by U.S. 
society. From this point of  view, a highly mobile 
labor force is necessary to quickly and cheaply re-
spond to market demands, especially in the age 
of  globalization. To remain highly mobile, labor 
must remain unencumbered by family or child-

rearing responsibilities, social loyalties, or “roots” 
of  any kind that interfere with its mobility. In this 
way, employers only pay for the labor they employ, 
when they employ it, and side-step the “costs” 
associated with the social reproduction of  labor 
power. The family unit has conventionally been 
considered as the site of  material, ideological, and 
symbolic processes that reproduce and maintain 
the labor force. To a large degree this still holds 
true if  we consider the role of  transnational fam-
ily forms. However, family separation exacerbates 
inequality as migrants are systematically stripped 
of  their systems of  social support and they be-
come more vulnerable to exploitation. Further-
more, the economic and social integration of  
individuals “without family,” without the sharing 
and communication that makes social cohesion 
and belonging possible, can be seen as the pri-
mary means by which migrants are perpetually 
relegated to a condition of  not belonging, further 
exacerbating differences.

However, the intersection also represents a 
space where ideas are formulated and reworked. 
It is in these spaces where, as Gupta and Ferguson 
argue (�997), disjuncture between ideas is more 
visible and as such, where cultural transformation 
is more likely to occur. For migrant women, the 
intersection outlined by the coming together of  
two oppositional forces, immigration enforcement 
and mobility, is represented by the negotiation of  
tensions between family reunification and family 
separation. The omnipresence of  this tension 
suggests that its relationship to immigration is 
deep-seated, so much so in fact that the intensity 
in one may provoke like intensity in the other. The 
experiences of  migrant women in the intersection 
help illustrate why.

In reconciling and negotiating rival tendencies, 
family separation and family reunification, women 
necessarily undermine the distinctions between 
the two in what can be described as transnational 
family forms, which in turn undermine enforce-
ment efforts.  In all cases, the women who were 
interviewed were somewhere along a continuum 
between being separated or reunited with other 
family members, indicating the pervasiveness, plas-
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ticity, and potency of  migrant mobility systems. For 
some, such as Rosita who feared becoming sepa-
rated from her infant daughter, the threat of  family 
separation was enough to give up her hope of  re-
unification with her own parents. This fear was not 
unfounded as Betita and Irma’s traumatic account 
shows. For Tomasa, the physical risk involved with 
crossing was too much to bear. Conversely, for 
others the risk of  separation was a small price to 
pay relative to the extreme poverty that they faced. 
Azucena, for example, had overcome her fear (“Yo 
no tengo miedo,”) and was willing to try again to enter 
the U.S. For Araceli, there was clearly no choice, 
and fear was not an option. She explained that there 
was no work in her community (Y aunque uno quiere 
trabajar, no hay trabajo.” [Even if  one wants to work, 
there is no work]), and her aunt stated that in their 
community, people were dying of  hunger. Araceli, 
a former student, was assuming the breadwinner 
role since her father had been shot. Seen in this 
manner, both the threat and reality of  family sepa-
ration that come by way of  border enforcement 
practices deter some women, but not all. Perhaps 
more importantly, it also illustrates the strength of  
women’s connectedness to other places in the U.S. 
through family bonds. Their efforts to reconcile 
family reunification and separation thus indicate 
the presence and strength of  transnational family 
forms, which further illustrates the incompleteness 
of  the systematic attempt to condemn migrants to 
an indeterminate state of  family separated-ness. 
By examining the intersection of  fundamentally 
contradictory processes, enclosure (immigration 
enforcement) and movement (transnational mo-
bility), family separation and family reunification, 
we can trace the ways in which larger processes 
upon which conventions of  state, family, nation 
and residence are premised are destabilized. By 
reconciling seemingly contradictory processes, 
movement-enforcement, family separation-fam-
ily reunification, one renders impotent the other. 
Research in this vein restores agency to women 
migrants by showing them not simply as mere re-
flections of  the macro-structural economy but as 
instrumental in contesting the relations of  power 
and dominion that impinge on their lives. 

Notes
�.  The Binational Migration Institute at the Mexican 

American Studies and Research Center (MASRC) 
at the University of  Arizona, seeks to compre-
hensively document and analyze the interaction 
between migrants and immigration enforcement 
authorities.

2.  Support for the initial pilot study for this research 
was provided by a Social and Behavioral Science 
Research Institute (SBSRI) Small Grant at the 
University of  Arizona. The research subsequently 
was made possible by a Fulbright grant awarded 
for 2006-2007. 

3.  In 2004 alone there were four incidents of  shoot-
ings of  suspected migrants by Tucson Sector 
Border Patrol agents. 

4.  2005 also has seen an increase in civilians assuming 
policing (vigilante) roles along the border.

5.  This strategy involved the intensification of  border 
closures known as Operation Hold the Line (�993), 
Operation Gatekeeper (�994), Operation Safeguard 
(�995). 

6.  Not all migrants that are apprehended are charged 
with a crime, but are simply “removed” from the 
U.S. In this way, “removal” is differentiated from 
“deportation.” Many migrants may be apprehended 
and released several times before being charged 
with “illegal re-entry after removal.”  When found 
guilty of  this charge, migrants serve sentences, 
after which they are deported. The vast majority 
of  the detainees in Arizona, roughly between 75-90 
percent, are serving sentences for illegal re-entry 
after removal.

7.  Yearbook of  Immigration Statistics: 2005, Data on 
Enforcement Actions Table 36, available at www.
dhs.gov/ximgtn/statistics/. Accessed 3/��/07. 

8.  This figure is taken from a June 9, 2005, article in 
the Arizona Daily Star, Tucson, Arizona. 

9.  This figure is consistent with the percent of  female 
migrants in Latin America and North America 
(Zlotnik 2003).

�0. Albergue Plan Retorno shelters only men and 
Albergue Menores Repatriados typically only shel-
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ters unaccompanied minors under the age of  �8, 
although on occasion, women may also be sheltered 
there.

��. Robert Chambers might be the scholar most com-
monly associated with pioneering “rapid rural 
appraisal” techniques. Beebe (200�) provides a 
comprehensive history of  the adoption of  the 
method in a wide range of  disciplines. Often 
known by different names, RA remains consistent 
with the early procedures advanced by Chambers 
and others. 

�2. The name used here as for all the women are 
pseudonyms. 

�3. Nogales has three gates through which pedestri-
ans can enter or exit Mexico. The Department of  
Homeland Security buses generally unload repa-
triated migrants at “Garita 3”, the Mariposa Port 
of  Entry, although on occasion they will unload 
them at “Garita 1”, the main port of  entry near the 
Nogales city center.

�4. By most standards, this is a discounted price, es-
pecially in light of  the fact that the traveling party 
includes a small child who would normally be 
considered a liability, and accordingly, increase the 
fee.

�5. Grupo Beta is the Mexican police unit that began 
operations in Tijuana in �990 to protect north-
bound migrants from criminals. Currently, it is an 
agency of  Mexico’s immigration service, which is 
part of  the Interior Ministry.
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